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Qingqing Han 

GLOBAL EDUCATIONAL GOVERNANCE IN PRACTICE: 

THE UNESCO EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 

IN CHINA 

Using the UNESCO Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) Project as 

a case study, this dissertation explores the practice of global educational governance 

(GEG) with a focus on how key actors in the ESD project promote it globally and 

specifically in China and exert influence on educational changes at a distance. The 

implementation of the UNESCO Project in the Chinese educational system represents 

a special mode of educational governance driven by the interplay of global-national-

local actors. By analyzing data from interviews and documents, this study unpacks the 

mechanisms that UNESCO and the relevant Chinese actors interact and govern the 

educational policy and practice globally and in China, and how such processes 

embody features of the emerging GEG.  

In this study, I argue that the ESD Project is an instantiation of the GEG in 

practice with interesting characteristics. First, this dissertation showcases the various 

roles actors at the global and national level play in the governance process. 

Specifically, the findings confirm that UNESCO acts as an orchestrator that exercises 

indirect and soft governance. And nation-state is not the sole player in the governing 

process anymore. International Organizations, NGOs, knowledge workers, and others 

play essential roles in the process. Second, the analysis reveals that the governance 

mechanisms used in this case are mostly soft. Networks help actors gain access to 

various resources, extend outreach, and amplify influence, facilitating the flows of 

knowledge across different scales. Third, the understanding of GEG can be further 

refined by taking into consideration the practice of stakeholders in countries with 
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strong state control such as the contemporary China. Finally, an important finding of 

this study is providing a unique perspective in the GEG structure to demonstrate that 

the collaboration between the multiple parties does not necessarily weaken the 

authority of the Chinese government or hollow out the state authority over 

educational practice. The study thus brings new insight into the current governance 

literature by developing an analysis of the shift of location of authority in the process 

of global educational governance.  
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Forward 

Do you believe in fate and destiny? I do. A series of seemingly accidental yet 

meant-to-be events happened that led to my work in the field of education and 

sustainability: in 2004, by misunderstanding, I went into a major in Education in 

college, sailed on a Ph.D. journey at Indiana University (IU) in 2009, and ultimately 

found a passion and dissertation topic in UNESCO and the Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) Project ever since.  

Here is what happened. I set my mind to work for the United Nations (UN) 

during my internship at the UN Headquarters in New York in 2009. The summer 

break in 2011, therefore, I decided to spend the whole summer in the Ministry of 

Education in Beijing where they have the Chinese National Commission (Chinese 

Natcom) for UNESCO. This was naturally the best place to be for someone who had 

passion in education, the UN and China. The Director of the Chinese Natcom, a high-

level official in the Ministry of Education, had a meeting with me in a beautiful spring 

day in May 2011 and told me about a project he has been involved with: the 

UNESCO ESD Project. He granted me rare access to the project documents and 

archives. I went in and pulled out a report on the project. This led me to study the 

work of the ESD Project and steered me towards working with the ESD Section at 

UNESCO Headquarters in Paris and subsequently working in the field of 

sustainability in the UN for the past eight years.  

It provided me with valuable opportunities to work with some founders and 

leading figures of the ESD Project in UNESCO and in China, such as Charles 

Hopkins (one of the “fathers” of global ESD ideas), Alexander Leicht (Chief of the 

ESD Section at UNESCO Headquarters), and Gendong Shi (the founder and Director 

of the UNESCO ESD Project in China).  During these years, Mr. Shi took me as a 
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trusted advisor and provided unlimited access to all the project information and 

documents. After the fieldwork in 2014, he appointed me as his part-time Assistant 

Director and invited me to conferences and shared insights on their project plans. I 

established a long-term, trusting relationships with key actors in UNESCO 

Headquarters, Ministry of Education and the National Committee in China.  This 

long-term relationship provided me continuous access to rich data for this project 

shaping the study into a more immersed project.  

As of 2019 the UNESCO ESD Project is still ongoing globally and in China. 

Although I collected data for my study from 2011 to 2013 the data provided in this 

dissertation remains relevant and provides a historical and policy account of the 

implementation of the ESD at both macro and micro levels.  Especially, with the 

worldwide adoption of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), education 

and sustainability are getting more international attention.  

The major findings of this study (as will be discussed in chapters 4-5) also 

underline the significance and relevance of this dissertation in the present day. The 

findings I will unpack in the chapters, although based on data collected from 

UNESCO and China, are not very unique to these two entities or in the field of 

education. The many features manifested in this study echo with studies on the new 

form of governance—I characterize as Global Educational Governance (GEG)—and 

broaden the current research with perspectives and empirical data from a historically 

authoritarian nation state-China. Although some emergent findings confirm that 

nation state like China does play a special role in this new form of governance, the 

trend of network governance and governance with soft mechanisms are evident and 

can be observed in many other cases as well.  
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In the following chapters, I invite you to take a closer look at the interaction 

between UNESCO and China, how such interaction in the ESD Project showcases the 

features of the Global Educational Governance and what it all means to policy and 

practice globally.  
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Chapter 1 Framing the Issue 

Introduction 

Over the past two decades, scholars have been gradually realizing nation 

states1 are “no longer the sole arbiter of governing” in policy and practice (Popkewitz 

& Rizvi, 2009, p. 18; Weiss, 2016). Nation states’ control and authority over policy 

are challenged by a variety of supranational and subnational actors (Baldwin, 2016; 

Ball, 2009; Dale, 2007; Dale & Robertson, 2002; Engel, 2009; Knill & Bauer, 2016; 

Mundy, 2007; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Rosenau, 1995; Rutkowski, 2007b; Weiss, 

2016). Especially the supranational actors, such as international and 

intergovernmental organizations (IGOs)2, are playing an increasingly important role 

in global and national policy. As Barnett and Finnemore (2004) note, “International 

organizations have never been more central to world politics than they are today.”   

The majority of the IGOs today was established after World War II and was 

created with distinct purposes and functions. For example, the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) was established to 

“build peace in people’s mind[s]” through education and international cooperation 

(UNESCO, 1945). Education, nevertheless, was historically a peripheral area of IGO 

interest. Before the1960s, there were a limited number of IGOs (e.g., UNESCO) 

working in the field of education. Due to the political appeal of human capital theory 

and the subsequent neoliberal view of education, IGOs increasingly realized the 

significance of education and started to actively engage in education policy and 

practice (Jones & Coleman, 2005; Mundy, 1998). Notably, IGOs such as the World 

                                                
 
1 By nation-states,  in this study, I refer to  “the  institutional  set  comprising  the  whole  state  (i.e., 
national governments,  the parliament,  the political party system, the judiciary, and the state 
bureaucracy)”(Castells, 2008, p. 87).  
2 There are different types of IGOs, such as IGOs for general purposes and global issues (e.g., the UN), 
IGOs for specialized issues (e.g., World Bank and UNESCO), and ad hoc agencies defined around a 
specific set of issues (e.g., sustainable development and environmental issues) (Castells, 2008, p. 87). 
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Bank, the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP), and UNESCO, the Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD), and International Labor Organization have 

become influential in the education.  

These IGOs advocate a variety of authoritative decisions at the global level 

that may influence nation states in numerous ways. A number of studies confirm that 

IGOs are playing an increasingly significant role in the educational policy and 

practice at multiple levels (Jones & Coleman, 2005; King, 2007; Lewis, 2017; Lewis 

Steven;  Sellar, 2015; McNeely, 1995; Resnik, 2006; Rizvi & Lingard, 2009). Henry 

et al. (2001) , for example, argue that the OECD has evolved from a “think-tank” to a 

“global policy actor,” exerting greater influences on education. McNeely (1995) 

compares educational aims and principles expressed in the UNESCO constitution and 

policies with those in the national education policy statements of member states and 

non-member states of UNESCO, and argues that those national educational policies 

were, to great extent, a response to international organizations, particularly 

UNESCO’s, directives. Furthermore, realizing IGOs’ important role and influence, 

nation states appear to increasingly turn to the IGOs’ multilateral platform to build 

and wield their “soft power” 3 or the ability to get what they want through attraction 

rather than coercion or payments (Nye, 2004) on international development. Kennedy 

and Cheng (2012), for example, argue that by actively engaging in multilateral 

collaborations, China has been gradually shifting its role in the international arena 

from “rule-taker” to “rule-maker” in the past decades.   

                                                
 
3 In the field of political science and international relations, Nye (2004)’s formulation of “hard power” 
and “soft power” is well known and widely accepted in global politics. According to Nye (2004, p.x), 
soft power is “the ability to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion or payments. It 
arises from the attractiveness of a country's culture, political ideals, and policies. When our policies 
are seen as legitimate in the eyes of others, our soft power is enhanced.” 
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There has not, however, been enough attention on how, in practice, IGOs 

interact with national/local actors to promote educational policy and practice and 

exert influence in education at different levels. Through an examination of a specific 

case, this dissertation is situated to empirically study how IGOs may engage and 

interact with national/local actors in promoting educational policy and practice at a 

distance, and what it may represent on a global scale. This dissertation is set in the 

broad context of globalization and the interaction between one important IGO (i.e., 

UNESCO) and actors in one nation state (i.e., China) in educational governance. I 

discuss briefly emerging forms of educational governance associated with 

globalization and IGOs’ increasingly importance in these new forms of educational 

governance below.        

Globalization may refer to the entrenched and enduring patterns of global 

interconnectedness and interdependence facilitated by the extensive technological 

development in communications and transportation and the instant flows of 

knowledge and information (Avant et al., 2010; Held & McGrew, 2002, 2003) (see 

more discussion on globalization in chapter 2). In such context, time and space appear 

to become “compressed” (Harvey, 1989), highlighting that policies, ideas, and actions 

occurring in one part of the world may have effects on those in other places of the 

world. This view stresses the far-reaching implications of globalization in shaping 

almost every aspect of our society, including the ways in which education is governed. 

As scholars argue, in the context of globalization, nation states are no longer the 

exclusive site where educational governance takes place (Dale, 2007; Lawn, 2006; 

Lewis, 2017; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). The ways in which education is governed 

evolve from the government-oriented, nation-state model to new forms, or “from 

government to governance” (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, p. 117).  
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In such context, education scholars also notice that the emerging forms of 

educational governance have yielded considerable space for a more diverse range of 

actors at multiple “scales”(Dale, 2007), ranging from individuals and communities to 

nation states and international actors. Specifically, there seems to be a growing 

attention to IGOs in governing educational issues and facilitating educational changes 

at various levels. Barnett and Finnemore (2004), notably, claim that IGOs have 

become products, facilitators, and autonomous actors of educational governance. A 

number of scholars also stress that IGOs help structure the normative understanding 

of the global ideas and practices in education and provide assistance to the nation 

states’ educational development (Hartmann, 2010; Jones, 2007b; Lewis, 2017; Mundy, 

1998; Mundy & Ghali, 2009; Rizvi & Lingard, 2009; Rutkowski, 2007a; Tikly, 2017). 

Scholars and policy makers, however, have not focused on how these actors may 

engage themselves in the emerging educational governance structure and exert 

influence in educational changes. For example, more empirical studies are needed to 

understand how IGOs play their roles in the new forms of educational governance, 

how the national/local actors may get involved in the new forms of educational 

governance through their interactions with IGOs and other global actors, as well as 

the implications of such engagement in educational policy and practice.  

The dimension of educational governance is expanding at the global, national, 

and local levels. The present study is an attempt to explore and enrich the 

understandings of this new form of educational governance. I characterize this 

emerging theme of educational governance as global educational governance (GEG) 

(see chapter 2 for the conceptualization of GEG) and explore the engagement of an 

IGO—UNESCO— in the Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) Project in 

China and its interaction with the Chinese actors in promoting educational ideas and 
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practice, as well as how this engagement may embody important features of this new 

form of governance in education. In this dissertation, I refer to global educational 

governance as the patterns of a range of actors (institutional and individual) at 

multiple scales (global, supranational, national, subnational, and local scales) 

exercising their agency, steering, influencing, and setting the directions of educational 

issues at a distance through hard and/or soft mechanisms.  

There are a considerable number of influential IGOs working in the field of 

education, (e.g., UNESCO, World Bank, the UNICEF, UNDP, OECD and 

International Labour Organization) and exploring every IGO in education and every 

nation state is an immeasurable task beyond the scope of this study. Thus the spotlight 

of the study is on two interesting entities: UNESCO and China. UNESCO and China 

were chosen as key sites because UNESCO is currently touted as the premier United 

Nations (UN) educational agency and claims to be a critical actor in bridging some 

gaps in global governance (Bokova, 2011); and China is emerging as a major political 

and economic power in the international arena.  

In the following sections, I will illustrate the two important entities of the 

study— UNESCO and China—with an historical review of their relationship. I then 

present a brief overview of the UNESCO ESD Project in China, and highlight its 

multilevel structural characteristics and how it provides a rich and in-depth 

perspective lacking in the study of GEG. The purpose and research questions of the 

study are then justified, along with an elucidation of the significance of the study and 

the organization of the dissertation chapters. 
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UNESCO and China: The “Fallen Princess” and “New Rich” 

UNESCO: A Crucial Actor in International Educational Development  

UNESCO was established in 1945 with the recognition that  

cooperation in education and furtherance of cultural interchange in the arts, 
the humanities and the sciences will promote the freedom, the dignity and the 
well-being of all and therefore assist in the attainment of understanding, 
confidence, security and peace among the peoples of the world (UNESCO, 
1945, p. 1). 
 

As a specialized agency within the UN system, UNESCO enjoys certain autonomy 

yet also works with the UN and a diverse set of stakeholders to carry out its missions. 

It seeks to contribute to peace and security by creating a space for dialogue and 

collaboration among the nation states, providing an international platform for 

intellectual cooperation (UNESCO, 2012e).  

The UNESCO General Conference and Executive Board are UNESCO’s two 

major governing bodies. The General Conference, consisting of representatives of 195 

member states, determines UNESCO’s policies, main fields of work, and budget 

(UNESCO.int). Each member state has one vote in the General Conference. 

UNESCO also has an Executive Board with 58 states, which oversees its overall 

management, prepares the work of the General Conference, and monitors its programs 

and projects. In addition, the UNESCO Secretariat is its administrative body, which is 

responsible for implementing and monitoring UNESCO's policies and programs, 

maintaining relationships with distinct stakeholders, and strengthening UNESCO's 

presence and actions worldwide. The Secretariat, composed of a Director-General and 

Staff appointed internationally and locally, is based in UNESCO’s Paris Headquarters 

as well as in field offices, institutes, and centers all around the globe.  

As for its financial structure, the UNESCO General Conference determines the 

scale of assessments of Member States’ contribution to UNESCO based on a sliding 
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scale. After the 39th in 2018 General Conference, UNESCO (2018c) announced a 

budget of US $653 million for the 2018-2020 programming and regular budget. 

Besides its regular budget, UNESCO enjoys a number of extra-budgetary resources. 

What’s more, UNESCO’s Education Sector is its largest sector, accounting for around 

47% of the UNESCO budget, demonstrating that education is the “priority of the 

priorities of UNESCO” (KokkalisProgram, 2010). UNESCO’s financial resources, 

however, are extremely limited for an IGO with over 60 field offices (over 2,100 civil 

servants from some 170 countries) and numerous projects in the fields of education, 

science, and culture. In addition, its financial situation may become worse when 

certain political issues arise such as the political turmoil involving the acceptance of 

Palestine as a member state in 2011(discussed later), influencing its regular budget 

and extra-budgetary recourses. For example, UNESCO faced severe financial 

shortage and political turbulence when United States withdrew from UNESCO from 

the mid-1980s to early 2000 and has suspended its memberships dues since 2011 

(more will be discussed later). 

 As once one of the most significant IGOs specialized in education, UNESCO 

enjoyed its glory days, especially before the 1970s. Its comparative advantages were 

seen in its unique characteristics as a laboratory for ideas, a clearinghouse, a norm-

setter and a capacity-builder. It developed a selection of ideas (e.g., universal basic 

education, Life Long Learning, and Sustainable Development), projects and programs 

(e.g., the literacy projects, the Fundamental Education project and Education for All 

project) to enhance educational development in poor and/or post-colonial countries, 

increase literacy rates, alleviate poverty, promote basic education and rights to 

education, and advocate for gender equality. UNESCO’s two reports—Learning to Be: 

The world of education today and tomorrow (1972) and Learning, the Treasure 
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Within (1996) had profound influence in nation states’ educational planning and 

development. Moreover, a number of international declarations, conventions, and 

recommendations were issued to promote human rights, gender equality, sustainable 

development, teachers’ status, such as the Convention against Discrimination in 

Education (1960), and the World Declaration on Education for All (1990). 

With a diverse membership and its one-member-one-vote regulation, however, 

UNESCO has been embroiled in controversy and political turmoil since the 1970s. At 

that time, with the rise of the newly independent countries, the then Director-General of 

UNESCO, Amadou-Mahtar M’Bow, actively advocated for the rights of developing 

countries and a New International Economic Order (Jones &Coleman, 2005). Such 

actions enraged the world’s powerful countries and. in 1984, citing its “extraneous 

politicization,” “mismanagement” and “lack of efficiency” as well as the fact that 80 

percent of UNESCO’s budget at the time was spent at the Paris Headquarters, three of 

the world’s most powerful countries and UNESCO’s significant donors—the United 

States, United Kingdom, and Singapore—withdrew their memberships and financial 

contributions from UNESCO (Farnham, 1986; Finn, 1986; Hüfner & Naumann, 1986; 

Sack, 1986; Weiler, 1986). This contributed to UNESCO’s “open crisis” and a period 

of “turbulent non-growth” in the 1980s and 1990s (Jones & Coleman, 2005; Sack, 

1986). With great effort on UNESCO’s part, these three countries eventually rejoined 

the organization. This, however, did not last long. During the 36th General Conference 

in October 2011, UNESCO’s acceptance of Palestine as a member state led to another 

political controversy and resulted in the United States withholding its funding—22% of 

UNESCO’s regular budget (UNESCO, 2012b). UNESCO found itself falling again into 

financial shortage and political turbulence. In October 2017, moreover, the Trump 
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administration filed the notice to official withdraw its membership from UNESCO. The 

withdraw was in effect from January 1, 2019(Adamson, 2019).   

In summary, as highlighted by the two officials at the Ministry of Education in 

China, UNESCO could once be described as a “princess” (Yu, personal communication, 

August 14, 2012; Ma, personal communication, August 17, 2012) in international 

educational development. However, its professional capacity in international 

development, research, and technical assistance has gradually declined since the 1970s 

(Jones & Coleman, 2005). It has increasingly become a “fallen princess” (Yu, personal 

communication, August 14, 2012; Ma, personal communication, August 17, 2012) in 

the face of a series of conundrums, such as the rise of the other IGOs (e.g., World Bank, 

OECD) competing for international educational development programs as well as 

limited resources, excessive bureaucracy, politicization, and lack of efficiency.  

Despite all these challenges, the “fallen princess” has not lost all of her 

privileges. UNESCO remains a major political platform for over 190 countries to 

gather and discuss education-related topics. However, there has been little research on 

UNESCO and its relation to educational governance (with exceptions such as Mundy, 

1999, 2007, 2010), which is paradoxical given its relatively long history of engagement 

and significant influence in global educational issues. Moreover, much of the research 

on UNESCO and its work in educational policy focuses on the international level4. 

Some studies on UNESCO’s educational policy focus on the national and local 

responses to UNESCO’s educational agendas (Bhola, 1997 ; Y. Liu & Constable, 

2010). Very little empirical research examines these organizations from the inside to 

see how actors at multiple levels interplay and interpenetrate in the emerging 

                                                
 
4 See Beech (2009); Hartmann (2010); Iriye (2002); Jones and Coleman (2005); King (2007); Limage 
(2007); McNeely (1995); Mundy (1999); Mundy and Ghali (2009). 
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educational governance. In-depth research on the roles and engagement of UNESCO in 

the governance of global educational topics, therefore, is needed.  

China: An Emerging Power in World Economy and Politics 

Scholars and policy makers from multiple disciplines consider China a country 

undergoing substantial economic, political, and educational development (T. Fang & 

Lien, 2012; Gu, Humphrey, & Messner, 2008; Hu, 2012; Kennedy & Cheng, 2012; Z. 

Shi & Zhang, 2008; H. Wang, 2017; Westman & Broto, 2018; Xiao, 2012). China’s 

economy has experienced outstanding growth in the past three decades, often 

contributed to its Open Door Policy reform. After decades of tight control and central 

planning over state economy and foreign trade, the Chinese government loosened its 

hold over certain economic activities in 1978, allowing greater freedom in trade and 

foreign investments.  

This market-oriented movement has generated a major successful economic 

outcome. Figure 1-1 demonstrates the unprecedented economic growth of China from 

1961 to 2016. Despite the low growth rate during the early 1990’s due to high 

inflation and high unemployment rates, contributed to drastic privatization of state-

owned enterprises, China’s economic growth still maintained an average growth rate 

of over 10% each year (Figure 1-1). In 2010, China surpassed Japan in terms of gross 

domestic product (GDP) and became the second largest economy in the world 

(Bloomberg News, Aug 16, 2010; Globaledge). Accompanying the unprecedented 

economic growth, China’s international trade augmented tremendously. Beginning 

from the 1990s, the Chinese government encouraged international trade based on its 

market-oriented economic reform.  

China is undoubtedly an emerging power or the leader of the “new rich” (Yu, 

personal communication, August 14, 2012; Ma, personal communication, August 17, 
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2012) in the world economy as well as global politics. A number of political scientists 

argue that as an emerging economic and political power, China has experienced a 

“peaceful rise”(Buzan, 2010) in international society. China’s peaceful rise, especially 

it’s new “One-Belt-One-Road” initiative since 2013, has attracted political scientists, 

scholars, and policy maker’s attentions to China’s involvement in global governance 

issues (e.g., Buzan, 2010; Chan, Lee, & Chan, 2012; T. Fang & Lien, 2012; Gu et al., 

2008; Kennedy & Cheng, 2012; Patrick & Thaler, 2010; Solana, 2015; H. Wang, 

2017; H. J. N. R. WANG, 2009; Westman & Broto, 2018). These scholars, 

nonetheless, focus mainly on China’s economic, political, or social involvement in 

governance issues at the global scale (e.g., world trade, political order, food and 

security, health, climate change, etc.); China’s specific involvement in global 

educational governance is still insufficiently recognized and studied.  

Figure 1-1 China's Economic Growth, Year 1961-20165 
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5 Source: World Bank Database 
(https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?contextual=default&end=2016&locatio
ns=CN&start=1961&view=chart). 
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As China has become a “new rich”, its education system may not require the 

same “hardware”, or material sources other countries may need (Ma, personal 

communication, August 17, 2012). Rather, China needs to cooperate with 

international community and develop “software”; in Ma’s words, “what China needs 

the most is knowledge and experience from UNESCO and other international 

organizations.” In the context of education, according to Ma and Da (personal 

communication, July 19, 2012), “hardware” refers financial resources, buildings, 

supplies, and other material recourses; “software” covers both institutional and 

individual levels. To develop “software” may include building institutional and 

individual capacity in education, setting standards for educational development, 

training qualified teachers, and enhancing research level.  In the field of education, 

there has already been growing literature on China’s cooperation with IGOs, mainly 

with the World Bank, UNICEF and UNESCO (Du, 2010c, 2011b; Ma, 2007; Shen, 

2009; Teng, 2010; K. Wang, 2008; X. Wang, 2008; Z. Xie, 2010b). However, 

education scholars who have concerns with China’s cooperation with IGOs rarely 

perceive such cooperation in the global educational governance framework. There is a 

research gap to be filled in the fields of political science and education on how the 

actors in China may be engaging in the global educational governance and 

international development issues through its cooperation with IGOs. In this respect, 

this study provides an empirical case for exploring Chinese actors’ attempt in 

engaging in global educational issues, particularly by interacting with UNESCO. 

The Emerging Relationship between UNESCO and China  

         UNESCO and China, for more than six decades, have enjoyed a long-standing 

relationship (Du, 2010c; Shen, 2009; Z. Xie, 2010a). Due to political and economic 
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reasons6, the UNESCO-China cooperation was quite limited before the Open Door 

Policy (Qian, 2006; M. Zhang, 2010). During this time, UNESCO and China did not 

have much interaction in the professional areas of education, science, and culture 

(Shen, 2009; Teng, 2010; Yu, 2004). After the Open Door Policy in 1978, Deng Xiao 

Ping, the leader of the nation who design this policy at the time, acknowledged 

UNESCO’s strategic advantages in education and science, and declared that China 

was will to support UNESCO and would also welcome any help from the IGO (Qian, 

2006). To facilitate their cooperation, China and UNESCO established specialized 

organization counterparts—a ministerial level organization in the Ministry of 

Education—the Chinese National Commission for UNESCO (hereinafter the Chinese 

Natcom), and the UNESCO Beijing Office7 in Beijing, China, founded in 1979 and 

1984, respectively. Chinese Natcom is a ministerial level organization housed in 

Ministry of Education in Beijing, China. Its main responsibility is to communicate 

with UNESCO on behalf of the Chinese government and coordinate UNESCO-related 

activities and projects in China. The establishment of the two organizations enhanced 

UNESCO and China’s capacity in communicating with each other and built an 

organizational foundation for further developing the UNESCO-China relationship (C. 

Zhang, 2006). With the coordination of the Chinese Natcom and Beijing Office, 

                                                
 
6 UNESCO and China began their relationship with the establishment of UNESCO in 1945 under the 
government of the Chinese National Party (CNP). In 1949, after two years of Civil War with CNP, the 
Chinese Communist Party took over the government and established the People’s Republic of China, or 
the New China. The Chinese National Party moved its government, the Republic of China (hereafter 
Taiwan) to the island of Taiwan. The New China, however, was not recognized as a member of the UN 
family from 1949 to 1970. During that time, instead, Taiwan represented the Chinese government in 
the UN. In October 29, 1971, with the strong support from developing countries, the UN welcomed the 
New China as its member state. Four days later, UNESCO granted the New China its membership (M. 
Fang, 2010). During that time, China was a country in political conflicts and financial shortage.  
7 The UNESCO Beijing Office has become UNESCO’s Cluster Office to the Democratic People's 
Republic of Korea, Japan, Mongolia, the People's Republic of China, and the Republic of Korea. The 
responsibility of the Beijing Office is basically ensuring interaction between the Member States of the 
cluster, interaction with other United Nations agencies, and interaction between the Member States of 
the cluster and UNESCO’s work (Retrieved from http://www.unesco.org/new/en/bfc/cluster-offices/). 
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China started a learning process in cooperation with UNESCO. Their interaction 

developed in 1990s (Zhang, 2010) with the number of activities between UNESCO 

and China increasing from 0 in early 1978 to 300 in 1999, and 0 to 120 in education 

(Appendix 1).  

In the 21st century, the peaceful rise of China, as well as the financial crisis 

and political turmoil of UNESCO, drew the two sides closer for a “deeper and broader” 

(Yang, personal communication, May 11, 2012; Lang, personal communication, 

August 10, 2012) relationship (Chinese National Commission for UNESCO, 2007; 

Du, 2010c, 2011b; M. Fang, 2010; Z. Xie, 2010a). With a primary focus on 

developing countries, China acknowledges UNESCO as an increasingly important 

multilateral platform upon which China may internationalize itself to build and wield 

its “soft power” in international society (M. Chen & Xiong, 2010; Chinese National 

Commission for UNESCO, 2007, 2010, 2011b; Zhou, Xiong, & Deng, 2009). 

According to officials in the Chinese Natcom and professionals in UNESCO, China 

has fought for increasing “China’s voice” or “soft power” in the international 

community” (Yang, personal communication, May 11, 2012; Lang, personal 

communication, August 10, 2012; Yu, personal communication, August 14, 2012; Ma, 

personal communication, August 17, 2012). During interviews, a number of the 

interviewees used the phrase “increasing China’s voice” when talking about China’s 

expectations and motivations in cooperating with UNESCO. “Increasing China’s 

voice”, as they suggested, refers to advocating and “selling (Ma, personal 

communication, August 17, 2012)” Chinese experience and ideas and enhancing 

China’s influence in the international community. The interviewees, moreover, 

referred “increasing China’s voice” as one crucial way to build China’s “soft power” 

in international society. Consequently, China has become more “proactive” in 
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engaging with UNESCO’s initiatives, e.g., actively participating in UNESCO’s 

projects, establishing the Chinese funds-in-trust in UNESCO8, and sending 

secondees,or loaded staff,9 to UNESCO (Yu, personal communication, August 14, 

2012,Yang, personal communication, May 11, 2012).  

The UNESCO-China relationship, as a result, appears to be moving more 

toward a “mutual-benefiting” partnership, as highlighted by Lang, an official at 

UNESCO Headquarters in Paris during the interviews (personal communication, 

August 10, 2012). When asked what the current UNESCO-China relationship is like, 

UNESCO professional—Ma (personal communication, August 17, 2012)—and a 

Chinese secondee to UNESCO—Yu (personal communication, August 14, 2012) —

told a love story of a “ fallen princess” (UNESCO) and a “new rich” (China) to depict 

the “mutual-benefiting” UNESCO-China relationship. Ma, for example, denoted, 

In the UNESCO-China relationship, UNESCO is like a princess, and China was 
originally a peasant. In the very beginning, China followed UNESCO most of the 
times. He [China] felt honored and excited when UNESCO invited him to just have 
dinner with her. But now, the relationship has moved to another stage. Despite his 
peasant origin, China has become the new rich. His relationship with the princess has 
also become more equal, especially after the princess encountered with financial 
crisis and became a ‘fallen princess’. The fallen princess has to get closer with the 
new rich now. The new rich, on the other hand, has the ability to invite the princess 
out for fancy dinner and provide princess the resources she needs. At least, China has 
changed from a follower to an equal partner in cooperating with UNESCO. 
 

                                                
 
8 The Chinese funds-in-trust in UNESCO is seen as a “historic event” and “landmark” (Yang, personal 
communication, May 11, 2012) in the development of UNESCO-China cooperation. It is the first 
Chinese funds-in-trust in UNESCO. The $8 million funds-in-trust was established in March 2012 to 
support African education over the period of four years. During its signing ceremony, the Chinese Vice 
Minister of Education emphasized that “the Chinese people and government attach great importance to 
China’s continuous cooperation with UNESCO…and the funds-in-trust are just the beginning of the 
more in-depth cooperation between the two” (UNESCO Press, March 2, 2011).   
9 Secondees, or loaded staff, are personnel that are funded directly by the sending country and do not 
directly affect UNESCO’s budget. They are unique in that they work within the organization yet do not 
fall within the strict quota system that is meant to ensure equitable national representation within the 
organization. In 2006, five Chinese experts were selected and sent to UNESCO to work for two years. 
This was the first time the Chinese government made a systematic plan to send Chinese experts to 
work in UNESCO (Chinese National Commission for UNESCO, 2006a). Since then, the Chinese 
government has “seconded” over ten Chinese experts to work for UNESCO. Most of the secondees are 
government officials working in Ministry of Education or its affiliated organizations.   
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It is worth noting here that as we move through the dissertation, dependency 

theory is something to consider when thinking about the relationship between 

UNESCO-a “fallen” actor- and China-an increasingly more powerful nation state. 

Dependency theory highlights two sets of states or actors, some describes as 

dominant/dependent or center/periphery, and argues that external political, economic 

and social factors and interests shape the interactions between the two sets of actors 

and thus play significant role in their the development of their relations (Bodenheimer, 

1971; Brass, Longhofer, Robinson, & Schnable, 2018; Ferraro, 2008). Dependency 

theory, however, is beyond the scope of this dissertation and therefore will not be 

fully employed in this study. The resource dependency in the UNESCO-China 

relationship—especially the role of funding and financing—could be a potential topic 

for future studies and could bring valuable insights and perspectives on further 

unpacking the UNESCO-China interactions.       

 The active interplay between UNESCO and China has created a space for new 

forms of educational governance, which is of great concern for scholars in different 

fields. Despite the long history of relationship between UNESCO and China in 

education, there has been surprisingly little research, especially empirical studies, on 

their cooperation in education, their effort of engaging in GEG, or the implications of 

such in educational policy and practice, leaving much room for this study. UNESCO 

interacts with China in the field of education in a number of ways such as through 

policies, publications, conferences, international collaboration and exchanges, etc. In 

this dissertation, I utilize the case of UNESCO Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) Project to demonstrate the engagement of UNESCO and Chinese 

actors in promoting the ESD Project and whether or not UNESCO’s engagement in 

the promotion process may embody global educational governance. The ESD Project 
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is chosen because it is a “flagship” project between UNESCO and China and makes a 

compelling case for investigating the interaction and negotiation of UNESCO and 

Chinese actors on international educational issues.10 I briefly introduce the ESD 

Project and justify the selection of the case in detail in the following section.  

The UNESCO ESD Project in China: A Brief Overview 

As Sutton and Levinson (2001, p. 2) note, policy, especially authorized policy 

is “constantly negotiated and reorganized in the ongoing flow of institutional life.” To 

lay the groundwork for understanding the interactions of the ESD stakeholders in the 

implementation process of the ESD Project, therefore, it is necessary to briefly review 

the history of the ESD Project, introduce the main stakeholders, and articulate the 

working structure of the project in China.    

In 1994, UNESCO adopted an international project on sustainability—the 

UNESCO Environment, Population, and Sustainable Development (EPD) Project. 

The EPD Project was then implemented in a number of the UNESCO member states. 

In December 2002, the United Nations General Assembly proclaimed the initiation of 

the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) (2005-

2014) and designated UNESCO as the lead agency, which shifted the international 

discourse and practice from Environment, Population, and Sustainable Development 

to ESD (more will be discussed in chapter 4). In this dissertation, the implementation 

of the EPD Project and the DESD are acknowledged as the ESD Project.  

In 1998, entrusted by the Chinese Natcom, a research team in the Beijing 

Academy of Educational Science reviewed international ESD ideas and the Chinese 

ESD experience, and developed the ESD theory and practice based on Chinese 

                                                
 
10 Based on communications with three senior officials in Chinese National Commission for UNESCO 
and two professors in prestigious Chinese universities with expertise on UNESCO-China relationship 
in June and July, 2011. 
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context. Under the auspices of the Chinese Natcom, from 2002 to 2004, three 

different entities were established to promote the ESD Project in China on the basis of 

the core expert team—the National Working Committee of ESD in China11, Beijing 

Association of ESD, and the ESD Research Center. These three entities will be called 

as the National Committee in this study (as marked in the red box in Figure 1-2). The 

three distinct yet interrelated entities enjoy interesting relationships. The National 

Working Committee of the UNESCO ESD Project in China is the official 

coordinating body of the project. It is under the direct leadership of the Chinese 

Natcom and consists of committee members from national and local governments, 

academia and research center, and local schools (The National Working Committee 

for ESD in China). Beijing Association of ESD is a non-governmental organization 

that is initiated by a group of researchers in Beijing Academy of Educational Sciences, 

educators, schools, and voluntary groups in related fields (Beijing Association of ESD, 

2004). The ESD Research Center is the research arm under the leadership of Beijing 

Academy of Educational Sciences.  

In addition, the National Committee sets up a number of ESD local 

committees 12 to carry out research and promote practices for the sustainability of the 

local economy, environment, and social development. The local committees may be 

located in schools, local education bureaus, research centers, universities, or other 

related organizations. The National Committee is responsible for reviewing the annual 

reports and plans made by the local committees, collecting stories and experiences 

                                                
 
11 It was named the National Working Committee for Environment, Population, and Sustainable 
Development in China when first established and changed its name to National Working Committee 
for ESD in China in 2006 (The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2009b).  
12 The functions of local committees encompass creating an annual working plan for ESD in the local 
area, providing guidance to local schools and districts, organizing teacher training, conducting research 
on ESD in the local area, disseminating and updating ESD theory and experience of ESD, cooperating 
with other stakeholders, and submitting an annual report on the ESD project to the National Committee, 
etc. (The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2011). 
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and local research, building and expanding the networks of stakeholders within the 

local area, etc. (The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2011). 

Accordingly, a multilevel working structure is established to promote the ESD Project 

in China with multiple actors, e.g., UNESCO, the Chinese Natcom, the National 

Committee, ESD Local Committees, and ESD schools and districts (see Figure 1-2).  

The multilevel working structure makes the ESD Project an interesting case 

for examining the interactions between UNESCO and Chinese actors. As discussed 

earlier in the chapter, the emerging forms of governance today appear to involve 

actors from multiple scales. This underpins one core rationale for the selection of the 

ESD Project for with the ESD Project there are theoretical discussions on the new 

forms of governance in education (or GEG) that can be translated into an empirical 

study. With its multilevel structure, the ESD Project provides a rich and in-depth 

perspective on the current practice of GEG at global (e.g., UNESCO) and 

national/local scales (e.g., the National Committee) in the globalization processes.  
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Figure 1-2 The Multilevel Working Structure of the ESD Project 

 

 

Diverse relationships are formed in promoting the ESD Project at different 

scales13. Considering the intricacy of the relationships and the amount of work needed 

to unpack each one, this dissertation focuses attention on the work of UNESCO and 

the National Committee in the ESD Project for two primary reasons. First, according 

to Sun (personal communication, June 9, 2012), a key figure in the implementation of 
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13 For example, the relationships of UNESCO and the Chinese Natcom or Ministry of Education, 
UNESCO and the National Committee, and UNESCO and the local committees. 
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actors, e.g., international organizations, enterprises, governments, schools, 

communities, and universities (G. Shi & Han, 2012).  

Second, the work of the National Committee can best represent the essences of 

the ESD idea and practice in China. The National Committee designs and guides the 

ESD Project under the auspices of Chinese Natcom (which is part of the Ministry of 

Education in China). The National Committee is government-affiliated; yet, it enjoys 

certain autonomy since most of its work is undertaken by the secretariat of the ESD 

Project— Beijing Association of ESD, a non-profit organization. There are, therefore, 

a wide range of stakeholders involved with the National Committee, such as 

government officials in the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Environment, 

professionals of the Chinese Natcom, officials in local government, NGOs, enterprise, 

school principals and teachers, communities, etc. (Sun, personal communication, May 

7, 2013). Thus, exploring the National Committee’s engagement in the project and its 

interactions with UNESCO can showcase a range of ESD stakeholders interacting in 

the implementation of an international project.  

Research Questions 

In this study, I first investigate how UNESCO utilizes the various mechanisms 

to engage itself in the implementation of the ESD Project internationally and in China. 

I then closely examine how the UNESCO ESD idea was understood and implemented 

by Chinese actors. In this process, I situate the case in a framework of global 

educational governance. In particular, I focus on unpacking whether or not the 

process of implementing the international ESD idea in China may help explore the 

emerging GEG structure in practice, and how UNESCO has played a major role.  

The following questions serve as the overarching research questions.       
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1. How did UNESCO engage itself and exert influence in the promotion of the 

ESD Project in China?  

2. To what extent and how was the UNESCO ESD Project promoted in China at 

the national level through the collaboration between UNESCO and Chinese 

stakeholders?  

3. How and to what extent did UNESCO and the relevant Chinese actors govern 

educational policy and practice in the case of ESD in China?  

4. How and to what extent does the process of promoting the UNESCO ESD ideas 

in China appear to represent features of emerging global educational governance?   

Significance of the Study 

Using a multi-disciplinary approach, this dissertation makes twofold 

arguments—scientific and pragmatic—to build an understanding of the literature on 

UNESCO and China’s involvement in global educational governance as well as the 

ESD work in UNESCO and China.  

This study engages theoretical discussions for understanding one IGO (i.e., 

UNESCO) and nation states, such as China, in the global educational governance 

structure and the ways in which such governance is exercised. This study is among 

the first few empirical projects investigating the engagement and interactions of 

UNESCO and China in promoting the ESD work through the theoretical lens of 

global educational governance (or GEG). The lack of transparency within many IGOs 

and the inaccessibility to IGOs’ work, to a great extent, lead to a large research gap on 

the empirical study of IGOs’ work in education, especially on the interactions among 

the IGOs and nation states in educational governance and the influence of such 

interactions in educational practice. This study seeks to bridge certain research gaps 

and enrich the research on the topic of global educational governance, especially: 1) 
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the implications and key features of global educational governance in practice; 2) The 

diverse roles different actors play in global educational governance, such as UNESCO, 

Chinese government, knowledge workers, policy elites; 3) UNESCO’s interactions 

with nation states such as China. 

Additionally, it is difficult to access to the national government and authorities 

in China. I was fortunate enough to work closely with the National Committee, the 

Chinese Natcom in Ministry of Education, and the ESD Section at the UNESCO Paris 

Headquarters, building trust and close connections with the staff in these 

organizations to conduct pre-dissertation research in the summers of 2011 and 2012, 

and follow-up research in 2013 and 2014. By so doing, the study enriches people’s 

understanding of how an international project is able to be transferred from the 

UNESCO Headquarters in Paris to a nation state such as China and the changes the 

international project may bring in the nation state. Moreover, I am able to study 

governance issues from within UNESCO, the Chinese Natcom, and the National 

Committee, linking global and national actors and revealing the emerging global 

educational governance features through the case of the ESD Project.  

From a methodological perspective, this study indicates how UNESCO’s 

engagement at the international and national levels can be explained through a 

qualitative study design. In the methodological design of the study, nation state (i.e., 

China) is not assumed to be the basic or the sole unit of analysis. Rather, it 

encompasses the global and national perspectives and focuses on the interactive and 

dynamic interplay between UNESCO and the National Committee. Studying the 

interactions of actors at distinct locations can be methodologically challenging due to 

the difficulty of data accessibility and collection. This study provides an archetype of 



 

 27 

how to conduct research on the interactions of actors at a distance, physically as well 

as culturally and politically.  

This study is significant for its theoretical and methodological as well as 

pragmatic contributions. As I observed in my field study, a great number of Chinese 

ESD stakeholders possessed very limited knowledge of UNESCO and its work. 

Meanwhile, professionals in UNESCO knew little about the ESD practice in China or 

the influence of the ESD Project in Chinese education. Policy makers at UNESCO 

and China suggested that an examination of the practice of the ESD Project with a 

multilevel approach is urgently needed. To that end, this study connects the ESD 

stakeholders in UNESCO and China, facilitates knowledge exchange among them, 

and opens “channels of communication among those who participate in different 

moments of policy formation and implementation” (Sutton & Levinson, 2001, p. 16). 

Organization of the Chapters  

This dissertation consists of six chapters, including the introduction and 

conclusion. This introduction has delineated the contexts, a brief review of the ESD 

Project, the purpose and research questions of the study, as well as its significance. 

Chapter 2 “Conceptualizing Global Educational Governance” presents a literature 

review mainly on three bodies of literature—globalization, global governance, and 

educational governance. The chapter starts with an examination of the concepts of 

globalization and global governance. It highlights that globalization refers to the scale 

of interconnectedness and interdependence of individuals and organizations at a 

distance, and it is also a normative notion that encompasses a value orientation and an 

ideological and identity formation embedded in a social imaginary. The chapter 

carries forward an illustration of the fundamental concepts— scales, actors, 

mechanisms, networks, shift of location of authority—that are used to explore and 
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explain the new forms of authority in the global and educational governance literature. 

In this study, global educational governance does not suggest a central authority or 

any specific political entity that has authority over others. GEG encompasses 

governments, involving a wide range of actors at multiple scales, such as 

governmental entities, international/regional organizations, subnational/local actors, 

and individuals. I provide a working definition of GEG and introduce four main 

hypotheses for the present study. By elucidating the key concepts and working 

definition of GEG, I set up a conceptual framework of GEG for the study.  

Chapter 3 “Methodology and Methods” discusses the methodological design 

and methods employed in the study to address the three main research questions. It 

first outlines the methodological approach of the study that draws heavily on insights 

from the critical qualitative research approach and is also informed by an approach to 

study educational policy as practice, as well as the multilevel research perspective. I 

then describe the two main methods used to obtain an understanding of engagement 

of UNESCO and the National Committee in the ESD Project. One method was 

interviewing actors at global and national levels, including professionals at the 

UNESCO Headquarters, international experts working closely with UNESCO, 

officials in the Chinese Natcom, and the Director and staff in the National Committee. 

The interviews generated the primary source of data. Document analysis was another 

method used in the study in order to thoroughly examine the background and context 

of the ESD Project and to provide a foundation for constructing interview questions. 

The document analysis, additionally, served as a means to validate the interview data 

and information. The hermeneutic-reconstructive analysis approach (Carspecken, 

1996, 2008) was employed to analyze the interview and document data collected. 

Chapters 4-5 elucidate key findings and discussion of this study. Specifically, 
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chapter 4 depicts how UNESCO, with limited funding, strives to utilize various soft 

mechanisms in mainstreaming the ESD agenda, interacting with diverse actors to 

disseminate ESD ideas and exert influence at a distance through networks, especially 

in China. The chapter starts with a brief review of the development of the 

international ESD idea and how UNESCO mainstreamed the notion as a global 

agenda. It goes on to unfold the rationale for China to implement the ESD Project as 

well as the organizational and financial foundation of the ESD implementation in 

China. Particularly, the funding sources of the ESD project in China were quite 

diversified. However, although it is a UNESCO project, the main funding sources of 

the project in China came from the Ministry of Education, local governments and 

educational institutions, enterprises, and schools, as UNESCO offered very limited 

funding to the ESD Project in China. I argue that the ESD project demonstrates global 

educational governance in practice and then develop a preliminary discussion to 

examine the characteristics of global educational governance as they are manifested in 

the ESD project, which shed light on the research question of key features of global 

educational governance. The focus of the chapter is on illustrating the key 

mechanisms through which UNESCO interacts with ESD stakeholders (especially the 

Chinese ESD stakeholders) and disseminates its ESD knowledge. It demonstrates that 

UNESCO exerts its influence at a distance through soft, non-binding, mechanisms 

such as setting ESD agenda and norms and soft rules, and promoting ESD knowledge 

through publication, learning tools and Information and communication technologies 

(ICTs), capacity building, and monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. Moreover, 

UNESCO excised its “unparalleled convening power” in building an international 

platform through international cooperation and networks. Through these soft 

mechanisms, UNESCO is able to exert its influence on others and play a crucial role 
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in the implementation of the ESD Project.  

Chapter 5 focuses on the implementation of the ESD Project in Chinese 

education, particularly the process of the National Committee understanding the 

UNESCO ESD idea in the Chinese educational context, and then promoting the ESD 

idea to the Chinese educational practice and policy development. Such process 

captures the mechanisms through which an international concept such as ESD gets 

studied and understood by the National Committee, then piloted and localized based 

on national and local contexts, and finally practiced and applied in the school setting 

using specific strategies, which, consequently, yield changes in educational practice 

and policy. In the context of globalization, moreover, the promotion of the ESD 

Project in China not only demonstrates how an international idea was localized, but 

also how globalization enables the national and local actors’ bottom-up participation 

in international knowledge exchange and policy conversations. I then connect this 

process with chapter 4 and unpack the roles and functions different actors (such as 

UNESCO, Chinese government, knowledge workers, policy elites) play in the global 

educational governance process, as well as the characteristics such roles embody in 

this form of governance.   

 

 



 

 31 

Chapter 2 Conceptualizing Global Educational Governance 

Introduction 

Over the last quarter century, especially with the end of the Cold War in the 

1990s, global politics have changed drastically. This was in part due to structural 

changes spurred by globalization, privatization/deregulation, and the advancement of 

new technologies that have empowered new actors in the global policy arena, creating 

new space and new forms of governance (Avant et al., 2010; Lewis, 2017; Lewis 

Steven;  Sellar, 2015). The present study lies in the broad context of globalization and 

a new conception of governance in education. Therefore, it is essential to review the 

relevant literature on new forms of governance in education by which this study is 

situated. Large yet distinct bodies of literature have been produced to understand new 

forms of governance. In this chapter, however, my intent is not to discuss the broad 

literature of globalization or governance research. Instead, I attempt to conceptualize 

global educational governance (GEG) within the globalization context by connecting 

related sets of literature—globalization, governance and educational governance in 

the fields of political science, international relations, and education.  

  First, I briefly review the concepts of globalization and governance. This 

corpus provides a general theoretical context for understanding how individuals and 

organizations may engage in influencing and even steering educational policy and 

practice at a distance. Drawing mostly on the education and global governance 

literature, I then conceptualize the emerging theme of global educational governance 

with illustration on its key concepts—scales, actors, networks, power, authority, and 

governing mechanisms. Based on these fundamental concepts, I present a general 

conceptualization of global educational governance and the main propositions of the 

study. These key concepts of GEG build the core conceptual framework of the study, 
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which offers essential theoretical foundation for understanding the engagement and 

interaction of stakeholders in UNESCO and China in the promotion of the ESD 

Project in China. 

Globalization and A New Conception of Governance  

Globalization 

Notions of globalization provide a theoretical context for scholarship on 

governance and especially on educational governance. A review of the conception of 

globalization thus provides a useful contextual background before examining extant 

literature on governance.    

Globalization is a ubiquitous term embraced by the social system and our 

world. It is at the same time a highly contested term, muddied by theorists of distinct 

camps in the globalization debate (Held & McGrew, 2003; Popkewitz & Rizvi, 2009). 

Held and McGrew (2003), for example, categorize the multiple camps in the 

globalization debate as globalists, skeptics, and transformationalists14. 

Acknowledging the multiple theories and understandings of globalization, I find 

myself more inclined to Held and McGrew’s intermediate way of theorizing 

globalization and Rizvi and Lingard (2010)’s view of globalization as a multi-facet 

phenomenon. Globalization, as Held and McGrew (2002, 2003) suggest, refers to the 

entrenched and enduring patterns of global interconnectedness facilitated by the 

physical, normative, and symbolic forms of infrastructure. It signifies “the expanding 

scale, growing magnitude, speeding up and deepening impact of interregional flow 

                                                
 
14 The globalists see globalization as a fundamental development that has profound influence on every 
aspect of our lives. Globalists such as Giddens (2000) and Friedman (2005) advocate for an idea of 
globalization involving a significant reconfiguration of the organizing principles of social life and 
world order. On the contrary, the skeptics argue that globalization is primarily an ideological construct 
that helps justify the neoliberal global project but has little explanatory value. Transformationalists 
such as Held and McGrew are the intermediary view between globalist and skeptics.  
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and patterns of social interaction” (Held & McGrew, 2003). Globalization, moreover, 

cannot be conceived as a singular condition. Rizvi and Lingard (2010)’s 

conceptualization of globalization as an empirical fact, an ideology and a social 

imaginary illustrates diverse aspects of the same phenomenon. Globalization, in this 

sense, not only refers to the scale of interconnectivity and interdependence of the 

people and communities at a distance, but also represents a value orientation and an 

ideological formation embedded in a social imaginary that is “an awareness of 

growing interconnectedness that has the potential for international understanding and 

cooperation on the one hand and reactionary politics and xenophobia on the other (in 

Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, pp. 24-25).”  

Furthermore, globalization involves a shift in the scale of human and social 

organization that connects people and communities at a distance and extends the 

reach of power relations across the world (Held & McGrew, 2003). That is, 

globalization enables individuals in disparate places to experience things 

simultaneously, to interact and circulate ideas instantaneously, which eventually alters 

our perceptions of space and time. In the age of globalization, accordingly, time and 

space have become “compressed”(Harvey, 1989). Such a time and space compression 

is facilitated by new technologies (e.g., the Internet, cell phones, global media) and 

the ease of transportation that support instant communications, extensive global 

mobility and networks, flows of knowledge and information, and idea sharing across 

the globe (Avant et al., 2010). As a result, space as an objective phenomenon or 

“passive geometry” has been gradually replaced with the idea of space as “a product 

of cultural, social, political, and economic interactions” (Rizvi, 2009, p. 278).  

As mentioned earlier, the present study focuses on the engagement and 

interactions of multiple actors in disparate places (e.g., UNESCO professionals and 
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international experts at global level, the National Committee at national and/or local 

levels in China). The review on the conception of globalization hence serves as the 

theoretical context for the study of such engagement and interaction. The engagement 

and interaction of different actors in the promotion of the ESD Project may be seen as 

a product of globalization as globalization facilitates the interconnectedness and 

interdependence of individuals and organizations—such as ESD stakeholders in 

UNESCO and the National Committee— and enables them to experience things in 

different corners of the world at the same time, and communicate and interact with 

each other and circulate ideas without boarder and delay. This creates room for 

further discussions on how the interactions between different stakeholders in the ESD 

Project may represent an emerging conception of governance.      

A New Conception of Governance in the Globalization Era 

In the 1990s, alongside the emergence of globalization, discussions of a new 

conception of governance began. To pursue a discussion on the new conception of 

governance in education, it is necessary to first investigate the influence of 

globalization on educational governance. As Dale (2007) insightfully explains, there 

are three interlinked sources of indirect effects of globalization on educational 

governance: the first is neoliberalism, “the ideological driving force of globalization;” 

the second source is the collective responses made by nation states to protect their 

interests through global or supranational bodies (multilateralism is one major 

response); the third source is the “globalization of production,” which drives the 

division of labor in education. As Dale (2007) demonstrates, the first source—

neoliberal influence— engages the changes in the patterns of educational governance 

(decentralization, deregulation, privatization, etc.); the second source, multilateralism, 

expands the scale of educational governance by opening it to global and local actors; 
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the third source involves changes of both patterns and scales of educational 

governance.  

Accordingly, with the influences of neoliberalism, multilateralism, and 

division of labor on education, there is a shift of patterns and scales in the ways 

education is governed—a shift from government bureacuractic control and state-

centric model to a set of new educational governance relationships—which I 

describe as global educational governance. To build a conceptual basis for detailed 

discussions on global educational governance, I first elaborate on the general 

definitions of governance and global governance, and identify a research gap in the 

intersection of global governance and educational governance. 

Definitions of governance vary substantially (Weiss, 2000). Rosenau and 

Czempiel (1992) offer the commonly cited understanding of the new forms of 

governance— “governance without government;” Governance, as they propose, refers 

to “activities backed by shared goals that may or may not derive from level and 

formally prescribed responsibilities and that do not necessarily rely on police powers 

to overcome defiance and attain compliance” (Rosenau & Czempiel, 1992, p. 4). Here, 

a contrast may be drawn between governance and government. Governance is “a 

system of rule that is as dependent on inter-subjective meanings as on formally 

sanctioned constitutions and charters”; and government is “carried out through 

hierarchies or specifically within administrations and by bureaucratic methods” (Ball 

& Junemann, 2012, pp. 3-4). Governance, in other words, encompasses governments 

and may be understood as the sum of many approaches and mechanisms that the 

public, private or non-governmental institutions, and individuals steer social systems 

toward their goals (Mundy, 2007; Weiss, 2000, 2016).  
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Rosenau later names this new concept of governance global governance and 

defines it as “conceived to include systems of rule at all levels of human activity—

from the family to the international organization—in which the pursuit of goals 

through the exercise of control has transnational repercussions” (Rosenau, 1995, p. 

13). Since then, a wide range of studies have been carried out by scholars in different 

fields of social sciences, especially in the fields of political science and international 

relations (e.g., Avant et al., 2010; Commission on Global Governance, 1995; 

Dingwerth & Pattberg, 2006; Galaz et al., 2017; Hass, 2004; Jones, 2007b; Lamb, 

1996; Murphy, 2000; Padovani & Pavan, 2016; Rhodes, 2007; Rodrik, 2001; Rosenau, 

2002; Schmitt, 2009; Scholte, 2003; Thomas, 2001; Vince & Hardesty, 2017; Weiss, 

2000; Wilkinson, 2005; Zhu, 2016).  In recent years, the concept of global governance 

is gaining attention and is tailored for the use of specific fields. Increasingly, studies 

are referring to concepts such as ‘global environmental governance’ (Conca, 2015; 

Gupta, Pistorius, & Vijge, 2015; Meidinger, 2017), ‘global health governance’ (Gill 

& Benatar, 2016), ‘global sports governance’ (Forster, 2016), ‘global financial 

governance’ (Ban, Seabrooke, & Freitas, 2016), ‘global educational governance’ 

(Lewis, 2017; Lewis, Sellar, & Lingard, 2015), and ‘global sports governance’ 

(Forster, 2016). 

These studies on governance and global governance have influenced the way 

education scholars view educational governance. In the field of education, scholars 

observe the new forms of educational governance in distinct yet interrelated ways, 

e.g., decentralization and governance (Karlsen, 2000), transnational governance 

(Lewis et al., 2015; Lindblad & Lindblad, 2009; Nóvoa & Lawn, 2002), pluri-scalar 
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governance15 (Dale, 2007), network governance (Ball & Junemann, 2012), and soft 

governance (Lawn, 2006). Recently, several education scholars argue that the 

emerging theme of global governance bears considerable implications for new forms 

of governance in education, especially for the understanding of educational dynamics 

in world order or the “global architecture of education” (Jones, 2007a; Lewis, 2017; 

Lewis et al., 2015; Mundy, 2007; Robertson, 2012).  

Overall, global governance is typically used to capture the fact that global 

polity is an evolving set of interactions and meanings making processes (rather than 

hierarchy) that includes heterogeneous actors (private, public, and non-governmental) 

at multiple levels (Mundy, 2007). In the fields of political science and international 

relations, however, there is very little research on global governance in relation to 

educational issues. Most of the discussions on global governance look at issues such 

as global economy, politics, military and security, etc. In the field of education, 

although attention to the new forms of educational governance has been rising, the 

implications of the new forms of authority in education policy remain insufficiently 

researched. As Mundy (2007) notes, “our debates about the educational dynamics of 

the world political system have remained relatively thin, both empirically and 

normatively” (p. 339). Therefore, there is a research gap in both global governance 

and educational governance literature. Through an examination of the relevant 

literature, in the rest of this chapter, I attempt to connect the key existing theoretical 

concepts of the global governance research with the educational governance research 

and set up a conceptual framework with key elements of the GEG.    

                                                
 
15 Pluri-scalar governance highlights that processes of education policy and governance in one place 
may become increasingly entangled with and influenced by the pressure and forces emanating from 
multiple scales (Engel, 2007). It encapsulates the functions of educational governance—funding, 
provision, ownership, and regulation, the scales of educational governance—supranational, national, 
and local, and the broad set of agents in governance— international organizations, state, market, 
community, and household (Dale, 2007). More will be discussed later in this chapter.  
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Global Educational Governance: Key Concepts 

The current section investigates the extant literature relevant to globalization 

and new forms of authority in education and presents concepts that are used to portray 

the new forms of governance across numerous empirical and theoretical studies on 

global governance and educational governance, i.e., scales, actors, mechanisms, 

networks, shift of location of authority. These fundamental elements or concepts 

then lead to a general conceptualization of global educational governance and 

hypotheses of the study.  

Space of Flows across Scales 

As a nation state experiences the above-mentioned effects of globalization on 

governance, it may change its governing strategy and mechanisms in different ways, 

yielding space for a new conception of educational governance. According to Castells 

(2008), there are three major ways a nation state can “transform itself” in coping with 

challenges brought by globalization (p. 87): first, nation states form networks of states 

by collaborating with each other, e.g., the European Union and the Association of 

Southern Asian Nations known as ASEAN; second, nation states may create “an 

increasingly dense network of international institutions and supranational 

organizations to deal with global issues” such as the UN, World Bank, UNESCO, etc. 

(Castells, 2008, p. 87); third, decentralization is another mechanism the nation states 

may use in an effort to “increase legitimacy and/or attempt to tap other forms of 

cultural or political allegiance” through the devolution of power and resources to local 

or regional governments and agencies, as well as to NGOs and others in civil society 

(Castells, 2008, p. 87). Accordingly, with the influences of globalization, the concept 

of space is changing; the nation state opens the space of governance into multiple 

levels by forming regional networks of states, creating international organizations, 
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and local decentralization. Educational governance, inevitably, may be expected at all 

emerging levels of polity (Dale, 2007). 

Castells (2000, 2005, 2010) envisions a new spatial logic of social practices 

that may dominate and shape society: the “space of flows.” He argues that our society 

is constructed around flows, such as flows of information, flows of knowledge, flows 

of capital, flows of technology, flows of interactions, flows of images, sounds and 

symbols (Castells, 2010). Castells distinguishes the difference between the space of 

flows and the space of places. He argues that “a place is a locale whose form, function, 

and meaning are self-contained within the boundaries of physical contiguity” and the 

space of places are based on people’s daily physical environment, such as the cities 

like New York, Shanghai, Paris and nation states like the US, China, France (Castells, 

2010). According to Castells (2010), people do still live in physical places; but 

supported by a circuit of electronic exchange based on technologies and ease of 

transportations and actors and interactions in the global world, all sorts of flows get 

exchanged and shared cross borders and scales. The result is a new connecting and 

shaping of social practices—space of flows—emerge and will continue to do so. 

Echoing Castells, Beech (2009) even claims that the space of flows is “the dominant 

spatial logic of society” as it becomes “the spatial logic of the organizations and 

institutions which play a strategic role in shaping social practices and social 

consciousness in society at large.”  

Educational governance research is therefore particularly interested in 

exploring the space of flows among the various actors across multiple scales. A 

number of scholars utilize the scale concept in relation to governance (Brenner, 2001, 

2004; Dale, 2007; Engel, 2007, 2009; Lewis et al., 2015; Lingard; Smith, 2003). 

According to these scholars, scale is not simply a metric of physical space; it is the 
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“product of economic, political and social activities and relationships,” where 

different societies may produce distinct geographical scales for “containing and 

enabling particular forms of social interaction” (Smith, 2003). Drawing from Brenner 

(2001), Engel (2007) underlines that in the context of globalization, scale does not 

follow a “Russian dolls” model, where the local fits within the national, and the 

national within the regional or global, etc. Rather, the term of scale is referred to as a 

process (for example, of localization, decentralization or globalization) and a socially 

and politically constructed concept that signifies the dynamic changes occurring “in 

the reconfiguration of global, supranational, national, regional, and local spaces, and 

the relations across them” (Engel, 2007). In their study of PISA for Schools, 

specifically, Lewis et al. (2015) suggest that PISA for Schools showcases the 

hierarchical governance, “in which vertical policy mechanisms open up horizontal 

spaces for new policy actors” and “creates commensurate spaces of comparison and 

governance,” enabling the global actors like OECD to “reach into” local school-level 

spaces and “directly influence local educational practices.” 

Linking the concept of space and scale with governance, moreover, the pluri-

scalar governance of education highlights that processes of education governance in 

one place may become increasingly entangled with and influenced by the pressure 

and forces emanating from multiple levels (Engel, 2007). It may be conceived as a 

“fluid system of governance” that entails interpenetration of the national, the local, 

the regional, and the global, and “as a multi-perspectival domain of complex 

overlapping spaces with a multilevel institutional architecture and a dispersion of 

authority” (Rosamond, 2001, p.160; cited in Lawn &Lingard, 2002). Further, Dale 

(2007) develops a multidimensional diagram to suggest an emerging “functional, 

scalar, and sectorial division of labor of educational governance” (Figure 2-1).  
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The pluri-scalar governance of education encapsulates the functions of 

educational governance—funding, provision, ownership, and regulation, the scales of 

educational governance—supranational, national, and local, and the broad set of 

agents in governance— international organizations, state, market, community, and 

household (Dale, 2007). The pluri-scalar nature of governance reflects that 

educational governance may be carried out by any agent(s), either separately or in 

combination, at any of one or multiple levels (Dale, 2005). It also indicates that the 

functions or activities of governance may be fragmented across scales rather than 

distributed as a whole. Take the function of funding for example: instead of getting 

funding from one actor at certain scale, in the pluri-scalar governance, funding may 

come from a combination of different actors and different scales—such as state, 

markets, supranational organizations, and their interactions (Figure 2-1).  

Figure 2-1 Pluri-scalar governance of education (Dale, 2005, p.132) 

 

The present study foregrounds the complex interactions of the ESD 

stakeholders across multiple scales within a multilevel institutional structure (see 

chapter 1 Figure 1-2). Dale (2007)’s model of pluri-scalar governance of education, to 

a great extent, inspires and guides the study of interactions in the ESD Project by 



 

 42 

depicting a “fluid system of governance” in educational policy with the complex 

interpenetration of the global and the national.  

Actors 

Alongside the expansion of scales of governance, scholars observe the 

multiplicity of interactions and diversification of actors in educational governance and 

global governance (e.g., Avant et al., 2010; Ball, 2009; Dale, 2007; Dale & Robertson, 

2002; Henry et al., 2001; Lawn, 2006; Lawn & Lingard, 2002; Nóvoa & Lawn, 2002; 

Popkewitz & Rizvi, 2009; Posthuma & Rossi, 2017; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; 

Robertson, 2012). These scholars have witnessed the rise of new voices and interests 

in the policy process. As Avant et al. (2010) state, the global policy arena is filled 

with a wide range of actors—IGOs, corporations, professional associations, advocacy 

groups, and the like—seeking to govern activities in issue areas they care about. The 

actors are not merely occupying global structures; they are active agents who desire 

new structures and rules to solve problems, change outcomes, and transform 

international life (Avant et al., 2010, p. 1). Avant et al. (2010) call these actors “global 

governors” and refer to them as “authorities who exercise power across borders for 

purposes of affecting policy…and thus create issues, set agendas, establish and 

implement rules or programs, and evaluate and/or adjudicate outcomes.” In other 

words, globalization not only makes national territories more open to global processes, 

but also generates unprecedented growth in the number of global actors such as the 

IGOs, international NGOs, and multilateral companies (Robertson, 2012, p. 586).  

Among the numerous actors at the global scale, undoubtedly, IGOs are 

gaining increasing attention in education literature. A number of education studies 

have proved that IGOs are playing a progressively significant role in the educational 

governance at the global level, as well as the governance at the national and local 
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levels (Dingwerth & Pattberg, 2006). Through their studies, scholars stress that IGOs 

such as UNESCO help structure the normative understandings of the global 

educational development and provide assistance and instructions to the nation states 

(Finnemore, 1993; Hartmann, 2010; Jones, 2007a, 2007b; Jones & Coleman, 2005; 

McNeely, 1995; Mundy, 1998, 1999, 2007; Mundy & Ghali, 2009; Rizvi & Lingard, 

2009). Finnemore (1993) for example, regards UNESCO as the “teachers of norms” 

and shows empirically how forces external to states can shape choices about internal 

state structure, and as a result play an important role in state policy. Posthuma and 

Rossi (2017) also argue that the current challenges in the globalized economy 

“enhances the need for supranational governance” and demonstrate how the 

international organizations such as ILO make efforts to refocus their roles facing such 

challenges.   

Other than IGOs and nation states, scholars show that “global civil society” 

actors, policy elites, academics and scholars, professionals, consultants, local 

practitioners (e.g., schools, communities, teachers) and other others appear to be 

increasingly active in engaging in governance at various scales (Beech, 2009; Castells, 

2008; Deakin & Taylor, 2002; Katz, 2005; Lawn, 2006; Lawn & Lingard, 2002; 

Muetzelfeldt & Smith, 2002). Global civil society actors, according to Castells (2008), 

comprise several types of actors, such as the “local civil society actors” who “defend 

local or sectorial interests as well as specific values against or beyond the formal 

political process…NGOs with  a global or international  frame of reference in their 

action and goals…social movements that aim to control the process of globalization,” 

and “the movement of public opinion” made up of “turbulences of information in a 

diversified media system, and of the emergence of spontaneous, ad hoc mobilizations 

using horizontal, autonomous networks of communication” (pp. 85-87).  
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Moreover, Lawn and Lingard (2002) demonstrate that “policy elites”, or 

“system actors”, were the main carriers of discourse surrounding globalization, 

appearing to act as interpreters or translators, moving across sites, producing a 

powerful knowledge (p.305). Later in Lawn (2006)’s work, he extends this view of 

actors of governance to a wider range of actors and experts (e.g., policy elites, 

academics and experts, professionals, consultants, and teachers) who may be working 

to produce a new area of meaning and “regional imaginary” and may not even know 

they are playing a role in Europeanizing process of education. In this sense, these 

actors might be viewed as constructing and transforming meanings and identities, not 

just transmitting and mediating the knowledge (Lawn, 2006, p. 284).  

Taken together, the preceding literature has shown that new forms of 

governance appear to involve a range of emerging actors. Meanwhile, it also 

demonstrates that these various actors appear to play important roles in educational 

governance across multiple scales by helping construct norms and values, produce 

and even transform meanings and identities, and develop and shape educational 

policy and practice. This is consistent with the research agenda of the present study as 

the purview of the ESD Project involves several distinct actors, such as UNESCO (an 

important IGO in education), the National Committee (with a special NGO and 

certain government affiliation), and the Chinese Natcom (representing the Chinese 

government). The existing literature on the distinct actors in the new forms of 

governance, therefore, can offer important theoretical and practical perspectives for 

the analysis of the present study by showing how IGOs (especially UNESCO) and 

other kinds of actors may act and play their roles in the new forms of educational 

governance, and the implications of their roles and activities in educational policy and 

practice at different scales.   
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Mechanisms    

If the various actors at different scales are indeed influencing and steering the 

policy and practice of others, in what ways are they achieving this? This is an 

inevitable question when exploring the global educational governance framework. 

Accordingly, there is a need to examine the relevant studies that identified the 

approaches and mechanisms through which actors may govern at a distance. As 

global actors such as UNESCO are the focus of the present study, I pursue a review of 

the approaches and mechanisms the global actors—especially IGOs—may follow in 

their governance process.  

 Scholars across fields have investigated the approaches and mechanisms in 

governing and influencing educational policy and practice (Avant et al., 2010; 

Carpenter, 2007, 2010; Lewis, 2017; Lewis Steven;  Sellar, 2015; Mundy, 2007; 

Nóvoa & Yariv-Mashal, 2003; Resnik, 2006; Robertson, 2012; Rutkowski, 2007a; 

Tikly, 2017). In education, some scholars have focused on the macro mechanisms 

global actors follow to govern educational issues. Mainly, Karen Mundy (2007) 

demonstrates two main mechanisms that are key to global governance in education—

“education for development regime” and the “standard-setting” mechanism. 

According to Mundy, on one hand, global actors such as IGOs played an important 

role in structuring a normative understanding of what educational development should 

be, which helps “spur the governments of the development countries to adopt program 

of education expansion modeled on the Western world” (Mundy, 2007, p346). On the 

other hand, IGOs are reinforcing a common understanding of the function of 

education by setting standards of educational success and producing cross-national 

testing, which may influence national governments to “think” about the relationship 

between education and economy in new ways (Mundy, 2007; Resnik, 2006). In other 
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fields such as political science, labor, and climate science, recent studies on 

International Organizations (IOs) such as the International Labour Organization (ILO) 

and G20 also showcase how IOs are setting international standards and agenda, and 

build political consensus for global governance with the supranational governance 

and their convening power (Posthuma & Rossi, 2017; Zhu, 2016). 

Robertson (2012), further, contends that “learning as (individual) development” 

and “competitive comparison” mechanisms have displaced “education as 

development” and “standard-setting” mechanisms respectively (p. 586). Examining 

teachers’ policy and practice by a range of global actors (e.g., OECD, UNESCO, 

International Labour Organization), Roberston (2012) observes that learning as 

(individual) development becomes an important governing mechanism through which 

global actors influence others by framing the “good” kinds of pedagogic practices and 

teacher professional development and the various kinds of learning: ongoing 

professional learning, self-reflection, feedback, etc. (p. 594). Looking at Mundy (2007) 

and Robertson (2012) together, broadly speaking, global actors structure the 

normative expectations of educational development, learning and individual 

development, and the function of education to steer and set directions for educational 

policy on a global scale.   

At a more specific level, Avant et al (2010) and Rutkowski (2007a) tease out 

several approaches and constructs through which actors such as IGOs may influence 

educational policy at a distance, as synthesized in the following: 

1. Set agendas and create issues. Carpenter (2010) describes the role played by 

leading authorities in controlling the construction of new agendas or issues in  

specific international issues, such as “gatekeeping.” Gatekeepers are those who 

have control over which issues are on or off the international agenda; that is, they 
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may have ways of “adoption” and “non-adoption” of certain issues on the 

international agenda (Carpenter, 2007, 2010).  

2. Create and “transfer” (Beech, 2006, 2009) educational knowledge Through the 

educational “transfer” process, different actors may produce, mediate and 

promote knowledge to the international community, which can become policy 

knowledge that empowers the knowledgeable with the ability to influence 

educational policy at multiple scales (Rutkowski, 2007a). 

3. Form soft 16 instruments, such as laws, rules, and standards. Avant et al (2010) 

show that there are different ways rules are made by global governors, formally or 

informally. Rules can be formulated through strategic interaction at high-level 

conferences, others may be unintended consequences of decisions made for other 

reasons, and some rules are accepted and adopted simply on the basis of past 

practice, not formal decisions (Avant et al., 2010; Posthuma & Rossi, 2017). For 

example, UNESCO affirms a variety of conventions, declarations, 

recommendations, standards, and protocols in education through which the norms, 

agendas, and principles are constructed, e.g. Convention against Discrimination in 

Education (1960), The Millennium Declaration (2000), etc. 

4. Implement, monitor and evaluate policy and agenda. Implementation and 

enforcement of the policy agenda or rules are important activities in the 

governance process (Avant et al., 2010; Rutkowski, 2007a). Many international 

agenda and rules made by high-level government actors or international 

organizations are vague and broad, leaving room for actors to autonomously 

                                                
 
16 The word soft has been used to describe forms of power, influence, and ways of governing that are 
distinct from hard—binding and regulative—forms (Kenneth W. Abbott & Snidal, 2000; Bokova, 
2011; Lawn, 2006; Nye, 2004; Rutkowski, 2007a; Teng, 2010). In general, scholars use the soft 
metaphor to describe the non-binding characters of governance.  
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implement and promote them on the ground. In an examination on the “Education 

for All” movement, for example, Mundy (2010) observes how the “Education for 

All’s global governors” such as UNESCO, UNICEF, and the World Bank, 

cooperate and at the same time compete with their own resources and advantages, 

which can have positive and negative impacts on governing outcomes. The 

implementation processes of international policy and agenda often involve 

monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. In fact, in some organizations, monitoring 

and evaluation is a crucial part of standard procedures in the policy and project 

implementation cycle. For example, World Bank sets “evaluation” as the last step 

of its project cycle for implementing each of its projects (World Bank, 2013).  

Despite the fact that these scholars illustrate the mechanisms in governing global 

educational issues from different angles, the aforementioned approaches and 

mechanisms offer valuable insights for analyzing the approaches and mechanisms 

UNESCO may follow in the promotion and governance of the ESD Project.  

Additionally, a number of scholars extend the soft metaphor and characterize 

the new form of governance as soft governance with an exploration of “policy-

making upon practices, procedures and conventions that have no binding character as 

to their implementation” (Ahonen, 2001; Lawn, 2006). Ahonen (2001) also lays out a 

range of approaches that are non-binding, and may represent a new soft governance 

mode, e.g., expert exchange, unilateral secondment of experts, observatories, advisory 

committees and working groups, information networks, consultation of stakeholders, 

information exchange, work of consortia in framework programs, conferences, 

seminars, colloquia, round tables, symposia, research, development, education and 

training, and monitoring. These approaches of soft governance overlap with Avant et 

al (2010) and Rutkowski (2007a)’s constructs discussed earlier.  Depending on the 
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situation, global actors such as IGOs utilize a range of non-binding approaches to 

softly govern educational issues worldwide.  

Networks and Network Governance 

Currently,   

We see networks everywhere we look—military organizations, social 
movements, business formations, migration patterns, communications systems, 
physiological structure, linguistic relations, neutral transmitters and even 
personal relationships (Hardt and Negri, 2004, in Davies, 2011) 
 

In a variety of fields (e.g., education, sociology, and political science), discussions of 

networks and network governance are emerging as an essential theme in 

understanding the new concept of governance. The following is not an attempt to 

review every aspect of the literature in detail, as it is extensive. Instead, it presents a 

brief review of the emerging discussions on networks and network governance, which 

provide critical insights for the conceptual framework of GEG.   

Increasingly, networks have become the key word in the work of many 

scholars. Castells (2010), notably, envisions the world as a “network society” with an 

open, dynamic structure that consists of nodes (or actors) 17 and ties (or 

relationships)18, which are labeled as the “space of flows”. Networks, according to 

Carpenter (2007), are a “communicative structure” characterized by reciprocal and 

voluntary patterns of communication and interaction. They are also a way of thinking 

about social systems that focus our attention on the relationships among the entities 

that make up the system (Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 2013). Interactions in the 

networks are “behaviors with respect to others and often observable by third parties” 

                                                
 
17 Nodes and actors are the central “units”; they can be individuals, families, communities, 
organizations, nation states, or any other entity that can form or maintain formal (e.g., legal, economic) 
or informal (friendship, gossip) relationships (Ball & Junemann, 2012; Pescosolido, 2006).  
18 Ties or relationships are network connections among actors or nodes and thus serve as the basic 
founding blocks of networks (Pescosolido, 2006). 



 

 50 

(Borgatti et al., 2013, p. 4). Borgatti et al. (2013, p. 4) distinguish interactions with 

flows in networks and state  

flows are the outcomes of interactions, and interactions form the medium that 
enables things to flow; and flows may be intangibles, such as beliefs, attitudes, 
norms, and so on, that are passed from person to person. They can also consist 
of physical resources such as money or goods.  
 

Generally, networks can be seen in terms of plural actors or nodes engaged in a 

reflexive process that enables interactions and results in “flows” (Newman, 2001, p. 

108; Rhodes, 1996).  

Some scholars distinguish the different networks in international development 

(Carpenter, 2007; Keck & Sikkink, 1998, 1999; Reinicke, Deng, & Martin, 2000; 

Stone, 2005). Stone (2005), especially, categorizes three types of networks: global 

public policy networks, transnational advocacy networks, and knowledge networks. 

Global public policy networks are “insiders,” delivering global public goods and 

international development. They are composed of actors from diverse sectors, such as 

nation states, international organizations, civil society and the cooperate sector actors 

(Stone, 2005). Transnational advocacy networks refer to a set of actors “working 

internationally on an issue, who are bound together by shared values, a common 

discourse, and a dense exchange of information and services” (Keck & Sikkink, 

1998, p. 2). Transnational advocacy networks incorporate a range of actors, such as 

the NGOs, IGOs, governments, and “myriad individuals located within these 

bureaucracies and other levers of symbolic power in world affairs, including 

academia and the media” (Carpenter, 2010, p. 206). Knowledge networks are  “a 

system of coordinated research, study (and often graduate-level teaching), results 

dissemination and publication, intellectual exchange, and financing across national 

boundaries” (Parmar 2002, in Stone, 2005, p. 91). Knowledge networks generally 
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consist of professional bodies, research groups, and scientific communities and are 

“essential” for global exchange and creation of knowledge and norms (Stone, 2005). 

As the becomes more networked, scholars realized that networks and 

governance are inherently interrelated (Padovani & Pavan, 2016; Parker, 2007). 

Connecting networks with governance, Parker (2007) suggests that in order to 

become a form of governance, networks must play a role in “steering, setting 

directions and influencing behavior”19 (p. 115). In addressing governance issues in 

the global policy arena, a number of scholars highlight the significance of global 

networks (including online networks) in governing global public policy. By 

investigating the UN Vision Project on global public policy networks, for example, 

Reinicke et al. (2000) observe that the global public policy networks and its major 

actors execute six core functions in influencing global public policies: (1) Establish a 

global policy agenda and offer mechanisms for developing a global public discourse 

to debate that agenda; (2) Facilitate processes for negotiating and setting global 

standards; (3) Develop and disseminate knowledge; (4) Create and deepen markets; (5) 

Design innovative implementation mechanisms; (6) Address the participatory gap by 

creating inclusive processes that build trust and social capital in the global public 

space (p. 27). Additionally, Keck and Sikkink (1999) and Carpenter (2007, 2010) 

examine the role of transnational advocacy networks in steering global agendas. They 

found that transnational advocacy networks influence a variety of domains, e.g., 

agenda setting, discursive positions of the states and IGOs (through lobbying and 

persuasion), institutional procedures and policy changes, and state behavior.  

                                                
 
19 Parker (2007) identifies several characteristics of network arrangements that are fundamental for 
governance objectives to be satisfied—the networks’ “density (direct or indirect linkages between all 
nodes)”, “breadth (incorporation of full range of innovation institutions)” and “association with values 
such as trust, mutuality and shared identity” (p. 115). 
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Over last two decades, in conceptualizing the new forms of governance in and 

through networks, a number of scholars have developed the concepts of “network 

governance” or “networked governance” (e.g., Ball, 2008, 2010; Bogason, 2006; 

Bogason & Zølner, 2007; Castells, 2008; Coen & Thatcher, 2007; Davies, 2011; 

Rhodes, 1996, 1997; Torfing, 2005). Among the influential network governance 

scholars, there are several well-known schools: the “Anglo-Governance School” (e.g., 

Bevir and Rhodes (2010); Rhodes (1996); Stoker (2011)), Danish “Democratic 

Anchorage” School (e.g., Agger, Sorensen, and Torfing (2008); Bogason (2006); 

Bogason and Zølner (2007); Torfing (2005)), and the Dutch “Network Management” 

School (e.g., Kickert, Klijn, & Koppenjan, 1997). Although these schools have 

distinct concerns and are influenced by different theoretical traditions, they are more 

or less closely aligned on fundamental issues. For example, each school sees networks 

as “an increasingly important medium of political association” (Davies, 2011, p. 12) 

and view network governance as “a hybrid organizational form” that integrates a 

variety of  “inter-dependent” yet autonomous actors in concrete communications and 

negotiations based on a common understanding through factors such as norms, 

regulation and perceptions (Bogason & Zølner, 2007, p. 5). It is worth emphasizing 

that rather than reviewing all the network governance theories and traditions, I intend 

to draw useful information from the network governance research including studies 

by these schools and relate it with governance research in education.  

Understandings of network governance have been evolving over the past two 

decades. Bevir and Rhodes (2010) summarize three waves of network governance 

analysis. The “first-wave” network analysis, according to Bevir and Rhodes (2010), 

typically treats network governance as “a hollowed-out state” and posits the fading of 

state power with the massive growth of the network (p. 83). The “second wave” of 
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network governance reintroduces the state as “the orchestrator of ‘metagovernance’” 

or “the governance of government and governance”(Jessop, 2003) and acknowledges 

the shift from hierarchy and bureaucracy to markets and networks, or “from command 

and control through bureaucracy to the indirect steering of relatively autonomous 

stakeholders1” (Bevir & Rhodes, 2010, p. 82).  Bevir and Rhodes (2010) later provide 

a reflexive critique of the two waves of network analysis20 and pronounce the current 

“third-wave” network analysis of “decentered governance”, which challenges the 

ideas of network governance resulting in “a hollowed-out state” and there are 

“inexorable”, “impersonal” forces driving a shift from government to network 

governance (p. 82). Governance, instead, is “constructed differently by many actors 

working against the background of diverse traditions”; and to decentre means to focus 

on “the social construction of a practice through the ability of individuals to create, 

and act on, meanings” (Bevir and Rhodes, 2010, p. 82). Drawing from the three 

waves of network governance, there is not a particular account or theory of 

governance, and the diverse constructions of several traditions of networks are only 

one among many governance approaches (Bevir & Rhodes, 2010, p. 98).  

Increasingly, education scholars adapt ideas from the evolving understandings 

of networks and network governance research in other fields and explore the network 

governance in education (e.g., Ball, 2008, 2010; Ball & Junemann, 2012; Ball, 

Maguire, Braun, & Hoskins, 2011; Gunter, 2012; Nóvoa & Lawn, 2002). Stephen 

Ball (2012), particularly, portrays networks as a “descriptive and analytic term” and a 

                                                
 
20 Stoker (2011), moreover, reflects on the critiques of the early network governance analysis and 
asserts that “the first flaw in the governance thinking offered by Rhodes and Stoker is this failure to 
fully recognize the value of hard power…Rhodes…thought that the skills of diplomacy, 
communication and bargaining would be enough in achieving co-ordination. But this overlooked the 
importance of hard power in terms of coercion and strong material incentives. Our second mistake was 
not to fully recognize the limited amounts of soft power available to local government” (p. 28).   
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“conceptual device” that refers to “a form of governance that interweaves and 

interrelates markets and hierarchies” and a method for representing social relations in 

educational policy (Ball, 2008, p. 749). Foregrounding networks in international 

education policy, Ball and Junemann (2012) describe how the policy networks at 

multiple scales and sectors function in educational governance and strongly proclaim 

that “policy networks do constitute a new form of governance, albeit not in a single 

and coherence form” (p. 136). They demonstrate that certain business and social 

networks provide access and advocacy “opportunities” for one to engage in 

educational policy; and different “positions” and “appointments” of actors offer a set 

of links and connections that can be used for distinct purposes (Ball & Junemann, 

2012, p. 80). Moreover, Ball and Junemann (2012) demonstrate that social events 

such as meetings and other encounters are points of intersection between distinct 

social fields and positions, opening up space for social interactions and relationships 

to be developed; and the various social events also offer space for consolidating and 

strengthening “trust” among actors (Ball & Junemann, 2012, pp. 80-84).  

Along with the rising attention on networks and network governance, some 

scholars such as Davies (2011) argue for a critical rethinking of the network 

governance and network analysis. In his recent book Challenging Governance Theory: 

From networks to hegemony, Davies (2011) reviews the network governance theory 

and practice, and highlights the empirical basis for a critique of network governance 

theory. Employing Gramsci’s concept of hegemony21, Davies (2011) argues that the 

promotion of networks can be understood as “a dimension of neoliberal hegemonic 

strategy, part of the regulative, cultural work of producing ideal neo-liberal subjects” 
                                                
 
21 Comprehensive hegemony is the “additional power that accrues to a dominant group in virtue of its 
capacity to lead society in a direction that not only serves the dominant group’s interest but is also 
perceived by subordinate groups as serving a more general interest” (Arrighi, 2005, p32; as cited in 
Davies, 2011, p. 103).  
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(p. 101). Such a dimension of neoliberal hegemonic strategy takes place on the terrain 

of the integral state22, the dialectic relations of coercion-consent enacted in the daily 

politics of institutions such as networks (Davies, 2011, p. 151). He attempts to draw 

attention to the reproduction and contestation of power and the manner in which 

alliances formed around common interests as well as resource interdependencies 

strengthen asymmetric power relations (Davies, 2011, p.152). He highlights  that 

networks can behave like hierarchies—hierarchies based on networking; and 

networks of like-minded actors are more likely to produce exclusion than inclusion 

(Davies, 2011).  

Despite critiques of the network governance analysis, some scholars are still 

quite optimistic about network governance, such as Padovani and Pavan (2016), Ball 

(2012), Gilchrist (2009), and Hickey and Mohan (2004). The optimists focus on the 

explanatory value and outcomes of network governance, or they are normatively 

inclined towards network governance, see network governance as “a normative 

framework through which genuine collaboration or co-governance can be built” (in 

Davies, 2011, p 51). They link network to an empowerment process that creates 

“enormous opportunities for redefining and deepening meanings of democracy, for 

linking civil society and government reforms in new ways, for extending the rights of 

inclusive citizenship” (in Davies, 2011, p 52), affirming the “transformative”(Hickey 

and Mohan, 2004) reflexive human action.  

All in all, as governance scholarship reflects on conceptions of network 

governance and develops new and diverse understandings of networks and network 

governance, one proposition is valid—there is a shift from government (through 
                                                
 
22 According to Gramsci (1971), “State = political society + civil society, in other words hegemony 
protected by the armour of coercion” (p. 262), where political society refers to the coercive and hard 
power of the state (Davies, 2011, p. 105). 
 



 

 56 

direct, bureaucratic control) to governance (through steering, coordinating, and 

networking with multiple actors); and network governance becomes an increasingly 

important form of governance. However, the extent to which government’s authority 

and control has shifted to networks is still a question to be answered. Positioning 

myself in between the critics and optimists of network governance, I acknowledge 

that networks may be both enabling (and even empowering) and constraining. I tend 

to agree that interactions and networks among multiple scales and actors plays a vital 

role in and provides space for governance; but networks are not the only space where 

multiple actors exercise their agency and steer at a distance. Bureaucratic and 

hierarchical control of certain actors may still be fundamental governing mechanisms. 

Despite the increasing attention in network governance research, some 

scholars realize that much of the existing network governance literature is concerned 

mainly with the structures of network governance rather than its hows and whys (Ball 

and Junemann, 2012, p.5). In other words, there is a need to explore questions such as 

how do networks govern in the field of education? And why can networks govern? 

The present study seeks to contribute to the network governance literature by 

exploring the diverse actors in the network governance in educational policy and 

practice (especially the ESD policy and practice), and how these actors may play a 

role in steering and setting directions of educational policy and practice. The existing 

network governance and network research thus serves as an indispensable component 

of the conceptual framework for analyzing the networks among stakeholders in 

UNESCO and the National Committee.  

Shift of the Location of Authority 

A shift from government to governance will involve a shift of authority from 

nation-state government direct control to diverse sources of authority. Examining the 
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literature on the shift of authority and different bases of authority in new forms of 

governance highlights how and why the diverse actors—particularly the IGOs—may 

govern and steer in the new governance structure. Following Barnett and Finnemore 

(2004) and Avant et al. (2010),  I define authority as the ability of one actor to deploy 

discursive and institutional resources and induce deference in others. Thus, authority 

is “a social construction” and may be seen as “an attribute generated from social 

relations” (Barnett & Finnemore, 2004, p. 162). In other words, one cannot have 

authority in a vacuum; authority is created by the recognition of others (Avant et al., 

2010, pp. 9-10). Recognizing an authority requires some level of consent from other 

actors; “an actor may be powerful regardless of what others think, but she is only 

authoritative if others recognize her as such” (Barnett & Finnemore, 2004, p. 171).   

Moreover, the new forms of governance, to varying degrees, shift nation states’ 

control and authority over education to other supranational and subnational actors. In 

presenting the shift of authority in educational governance, Rizvi and Lingard (2010) 

define three modes of decentralization— democratic devolution, functional 

decentralization, and fiscal decentralization—and illustrate the shift of authority 

within modes. Applying Rizvi and Lingard (2010, p. 123) understandings of 

decentralization at a global level demonstrate more about the “diffusion” of authority 

and control (Ball & Junemann, 2012, p. 136) or the “rescaling of statehood” (Brenner, 

2004) in educational governance. Situating it in the broad global context, the 

democratic form of educational governance involves authority shifts from national 

governments to supranational and/or subnational, local communities with goals of 

democracy, equality and the public interests. This form of educational governance 

gives autonomy and authority to a variety of actors other than national governments, 

and opens room for international organizations, civil society, and intellectuals to act 
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on educational governance in public interests. Within the functional form of 

governance, in the name of promoting social efficiency, the various agencies, public, 

private, or non-profit, enjoy increased flexibility in managing certain issues; “but 

these nonetheless have to conform to the performance goals and targets set by the 

central government” (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010, p.121). Fiscal form of governance 

typifies the control over funding sources to global or local institutions. In such ways, 

“a new modality of state power, agency and social action” may be formed (Rizvi and 

Lingard, 2010, p.121). Some scholars point out that the nation states have changed 

their governance strategy and become the “coordinator of coordination” (Dale, 2004). 

This is not  “hollowing out” the state, but “the judicious mixing of market, hierarchy 

and networks to achieve the best possible outcomes” (in Ball, 2008, p. 748). 

Among the various non-state actors, international organizations enjoy certain 

authority over international policy and become important actors in governance 

(Barnett & Duvall, 2005a; Weiss, 2016). Based on Weber (1958, 1978)’s theories on 

bureaucracy and legitimate authority, Barnett and Finnemore (2004, p. 28) argue that 

international organizations are “conferred authority by many actors for reasons owing 

to their rational-legal standing, their delegated tasks, their moral position, and their 

expertise.” Further, Barnett and Finnemore (2004) and Avant et al. (2010, pp. 11-14) 

portray multiple types of authority23, which contribute in distinct ways to making 

international organizations autonomous actors in global governance. In this study, I 

draw on these two typologies and illustrate four bases of authority for actors 

                                                
 
23 Barnett and Finnemore (2004) portray four types of authority—rational-legal, delegated, moral, and 
expert. Modeled on Barnett and Finnemore (2004)’s typology, Avant et al. (2010, pp. 11-14) propose 
five bases of authority for global governors—institutional, delegated, expert, principled, and capacity-
based authority.  The two typologies overlap greatly. 



 

 59 

(especially IGOs) in governance—institutional, delegated, expert, and moral 

authority.24 

Institutional authority derives from performing “duties of office” in rationally 

established organizational structure and norms (Avant et al., 2010, p. 11). For 

example, the Director-General of UNESCO or the heads of the Chinese Natcom and 

the National Committee obtain authority from their legal positions in these 

organizations. Such authority, however, is rationally and legally “defined and limited” 

by the rules and purposes of the organization that authorizes them (Avant et al., 2010). 

Delegated authority is “authority on loan from some other set of authoritative actors” 

(Avant et al., 2010). The nature of delegation may vary. Nation states, for example, 

may delegate to international organizations, NGOs, and other agencies, the tasks they 

cannot perform by themselves or tasks with which they may have limited knowledge 

and resources.  

Institutional and delegated authority has both rational and legal bases however, 

these are not the only bases for authority in governance. Global actors may also 

embody expert and moral authority. Expert authority is based on professionals with 

detailed and specialized knowledge or capacity. The authority is therefore inherent in 

the professional actors (Avant et al., 2010). For example, professionals and experts in 

UNESCO and the National Committee in the ESD Project may be recognized as 

experts with certain knowledge and capabilities to tackle issues in ESD field and thus 

enjoy expert authority in dealing with ESD.  The global actors may embody moral 

authority legitimated by widely a shared set of principles, morals, or values, which 

may be used as a basis for authoritative action (Avant et al., 2010). For example, 

universal access to education, human rights, peace, and sustainability are commonly 

                                                
 
24 These bases of authority may overlap to some extent and may be coupled in use. 
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used authorizing principles and values for actors, such as the UN and UNESCO, 

seeking to govern globally (Avant et al., 2010).   

 Studies have shown that despite the fact that nation states still have the 

authority and control over educational issues, the authority and control in governance 

is diffused and relocated to a variety of actors, resulting in the “rescaling of statehood” 

(Brenner, 2004). Among the various actors, scholars pay special attention to the 

authority of IGOs as they emerge as significant players in global politics. The 

multiple types of authority discussed in this section provide a theoretical basis for 

treating IGOs and other actors as “autonomous actors” in governance (Barnett and 

Finnemore, 2004, p.3). More importantly, the discussion on authority sets the stage 

for examining and explaining how and why UNESCO as an IGO in education and the 

National Committee may govern in the case of the ESD Project.  

Conceptualizing Global Educational Governance  

As Bevir and Rhodes (2010) point out, there is no one single comprehensive 

theory to understand governance. Indeed, it is extremely difficult to define global 

educational governance, or GEG, by its key features. In this section, I do not offer a 

single conception of GEG. Instead, by building upon the above-mentioned key 

components, I attempt to depict a general sketch of the conceptualization of GEG to 

help investigate if certain activities may represent the GEG structure.  

As discussed, due to the various effects of globalization, the patterns and 

scales in which education is governed have evolved “from government to governance” 

(Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, p. 117). The dimension of educational governance is 

expanding at the global, regional, national, and local levels. Educational governance 

emerges as a global educational governance structure— the patterns of a range of 

actors (institutional and individual) at multiple scales (global, supranational, national, 
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subnational, and local scales) exercising their agency, steering, influencing, and 

setting the directions of educational issues at a distance through hard and/or soft 

mechanisms.  

Specifically, GEG is “not a solo act;” it encompasses governments, involving 

a variety of public, private, and non-profit actors at various levels, such as 

governmental entities, international/regional organizations, subnational/local actors, 

and individuals (Dale, 2004; Lawn, 2002; Lewis, 2017; Lindblad, Johannesson, & 

Simola, 2002; Meidinger, 2017; Raab, 1994; Zhu, 2016). It involves a wide range of 

hard and soft approaches and mechanisms through which actors may communicate, 

interact, and negotiate educational issues. Moreover, GEG does not hollow out the 

state; but rather it is the rescaling of nation states’ influence that involves a 

decentering of state authority from government hierarchical authority to a judicious 

combination of hierarchy, networks, markets, and organizations with different bases 

of authority, i.e., institutional, delegated, expert, and moral authority. 

GEG rests, to a great extent, in interactions among diverse actors at multiple 

scales, rather than on a certain actor or entity. In other words, GEG does not refer to a 

central authority or any specific political entity that can exercise control and authority 

over others. Nation states are no longer the exclusive site of educational governance. 

Although hierarchical and bureaucratic structure is still important, GEG mainly exists 

“in the interstices of formal operations, in the immaterial world…shaped by the 

opportunities and fears of globalization”(Lawn & Lingard, 2002), and resides in the 

interactive space of flows (Castell, 2010) of the global, the national, and the local.  

The key conceptualizations of GEG examined above foreground the 

fundamental constructs of GEG and set the conceptual ground for future analysis and 

interpretations of the following main propositions of this study: 
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First, the engagement and interaction of UNESCO in the ESD Project may 

steer and govern ESD policies and practice at global, national, and local levels, and 

therefore is instantiation of the emerging global educational governance structure.  

Second, UNESCO engages itself and interacts with actors in the ESD Project 

through a range of governance mechanisms, particularly through soft approaches such 

as agenda and issue setting, making soft rules and norms, and creating and 

disseminating knowledge of society, etc. 

Third, as the pluri-scalar governance framework suggested, functions or 

activities of governance (e.g., funding, ownership, and policy development, 

knowledge dissemination) are fragmented across scales, resulting in the 

interpenetration of the global, national, and local. In the case of the ESD Project, the 

interaction across the various stakeholders may create an interactive space of flows, 

through which governance of the ESD Project may encompass governments, 

involving a variety of actors at multiple levels. Diverse actors—e.g., UNESCO, the 

National Committee, China, and individuals—have l different functions and play 

distinct roles in the process. 

Summary 

In this section, I investigated three bodies of literature that are of great 

relevance to this study—globalization, governance, and educational governance. 

Drawing on the overall review of the notions on globalization and governance, I set 

the general theoretical context for examining how engagement and interaction of 

distant actors are made possible due to the time and space compression and 

interconnectedness of globalization. I contend that the increased interconnectedness 

and interdependence of policies and global society pose common challenges for 
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governing issues around the globe, resulting in shift from government to new forms of 

governance that shape policy and practice at a distance.  

Moreover, based on an in-depth review of research on global governance and 

educational governance, I lay out the fundamental concepts and the general 

conception of global educational governance, that are relevant to this study, which 

build the conceptual framework for the analysis and interpretation of the interactions 

between UNESCO and the National Committee. To set the stage for further analysis 

and interpretation, the following chapter will present the methodological design and 

procedures used to collect and analyze data.  
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Chapter 3 Methodology and Methods 

This chapter presents the methodological design and methods of the present 

study. In order to capture the engagement and interaction of diverse actors in the 

promotion of the ESD Project in China and unpack it in the framework of global 

educational governance, I believe that a qualitative research approach is appropriate 

as it highlights the understanding of the underlying themes of values, meanings, and 

action orientations of social actors within the broad social structural conditions 

(Carspecken, 1996). The methodological design and methods of the study, therefore, 

bring together the qualitative research approach with an understanding of global 

educational governance as a pattern of dynamic and interactive mechanisms sustained 

by interactions of actors at multiple scales. In the following, I present the 

methodological design of the study and the methods undertaken to collect the data, 

and explain the rationale and procedure of utilizing the hermeneutic-reconstructive 

analysis to process and analyze the data.  

Methodological Design 

The critical qualitative research approach highlighted by Phil Carspecken 

(1996) sheds light on, both theoretically and empirically, the methodological design 

and the data collection processes of this study. Rooted in Habermas’ Communicative 

Action Theory, Carspecken (1996)’s theory of meaning and the three ontological 

realms—the objective, subjective, and normative-evaluative realms—perceive 

research and knowledge not simply as representation of the “reality” or “facts” but 

rather as a normative and social phenomenon, “having substantive-constitutive 

relations to personal identities, social practices, institutions, and power structures.”  

To this end, three principal items are investigated in this study: social action, 

subjective experience, and conditions of action (Carspecken, 1996). Special attention 
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is paid to understanding the social structure, culture, interactive sequences and 

patterns, action consequences (intended and unintended), roles, power, and human 

agency involved in the engagement and interaction of UNESCO and the National 

Committee in the process of promoting the ESD Project in China (see Figure 3-1). In 

particular, economic, social, and political conditions, as well as norms, values, and 

other dynamics enable and/or constrain actions and interactions of actors in society. 

Therefore, attention to the conditions of action or contexts of interactions is obligatory 

for understanding the objective, subjective, and normative-evaluative claims of the 

research participants and generating trustworthy knowledge, as actors are strongly 

influenced by economic, political, and cultural structures of the society in which they 

are acting.  

Figure 3-1 Relevant research items of the study  

 

The study examines an international educational policy from the GEG 

perspective. The critical qualitative research design of the study is thus informed by 

an approach to examine educational policy that defines “policy as practice” with 

policy being broadly conceived as “a complex social practice, an ongoing process of 

normative cultural production constituted by diverse actors across diverse social and 

Economic conditions Cultures Political conditions 

UNESCO The National 
Committee 

Interactive sequences and 
patterns; 

Action consequences; 
Routine roles, etc. 

Action 
Interaction settings 
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institutional contexts” (Sutton and Levinson, 2001, p. 1). Even though policy most 

often takes the form of language, or text, this study attempts to put this form into 

motion and analyze it as one reified instance of a broad chain of sociocultural practice 

(Levinson, Sutton, & Winstead, 2009). ESD is an overarching theme in both national 

and international education policy and has been codified in official and unofficial 

documents, publications, international agreements, and conferences. The UNESCO 

ESD Project as an international policy may be seen as a fundamentally normative 

discourse that occupies very different social spaces and scales. Bridging the 

understanding of policy as practice with the critical qualitative research approach 

allows us to examine the ways individuals and groups engage in situated behaviors 

that are both constrained and enabled by existing structures, but which allow the 

person to exercise agency in emerging situations (Sutton & Levinson, 2001).   

The UNESCO ESD Project is multilevel or pluri-scale in nature (see Figure 1-

2 in chapter 1). The interactions between UNESCO and the National Committee, 

accordingly, need to be viewed as part and parcel of larger structures, forces, and 

social interactions. This study incorporates the multilevel research perspective to 

avoid incomplete and unbalanced perspectives and better understand how actors at 

different scales are interacting, enabling, and constraining each other (Anderson-

Levitt, 2003; Bray & Thomas, 1995; Levinson et al., 2009; Monkman & Baird, 2002; 

Vavrus & Bartlett, 2006, 2009). The multilevel research perspective allows the 

researcher to recognize that national or local understandings and social interactions 

should not be considered demographically or geographically bounded at certain scales. 

It offers the researcher a means to situating the social action, subjective experience 

and conditions of UNESCO and the National Committee within a broader cultural, 

historical, and political investigation.  
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Methods 

Aligned with the research questions and methodological design, this 

dissertation employs two major qualitative methods— document analysis and 

interviews—to investigate the social action, subjective experience, and conditions of 

actions of the ESD stakeholders in UNESCO and the National Committee. The two 

primary research sites are the National Committee in Beijing, China and the 

UNESCO Headquarters in Paris, France. The Chinese Natcom25 in Beijing serves as a 

secondary research site to provide historical and contemporary contexts and 

conditions of actions for examining the ESD Project. During my field trips, I spent 

two to three months in each of the three research sites.  

The field trips in the National Committee (Beijing, China; August 2011, May 

to June 2012), UNESCO Headquarters (Paris, France; June to August 2012), and 

Chinese Natcom (Beijing, China; May to August 2011) generated a wide range of 

document and interview data for the present study. A preliminary document analysis 

was carried out with the data collected from my first field trip in May-August 2011 at 

the National Committee and the Chinese Natcom. Based on the preliminary document 

analysis, I developed the research questions and interview protocols for the study. To 

ensure the appropriateness of the interview data collection process, I obtained the IRB 

approval through the Indiana University Human Subjects Office on April 23, 2012. In 

the subsequent field trips in 2012 and 2013, I conducted interviews and collected 

more valuable data for the study. In addition, follow-up contacts and data collection 

were made during my visits to China in 2013 (February to March 2013; April to May 

2013). During these visits, I also participated in various ESD conferences and 

                                                
 
25 For information on Chinese Natcom and National Committee, please refer to Sections on UNOPS 
and China and the UNESCO ESD Project in China in chapter 1. 
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workshops, which provided me opportunities to enrich the document data and conduct 

interviews with stakeholders from all over the world with less travel costs. A number 

of the interview responses were quite relevant to the study and thus used in the 

finding and analysis chapters of this dissertation.  

Through my field trips in Beijing and Paris, moreover, I established trusting 

relationships with the officials and staff in the National Committee, the Chinese 

Natcom, and the UNESCO Headquarters. Since then, I have been corresponding with 

the key stakeholders in these three organizations on a regular basis via emails and 

online media (e.g., Skype, QQ and We Chat26), which served as a means of following 

up and understanding the on-going interactions among the stakeholders. More 

document and interview data was collected in 2013 and 2014. Since I had established 

trust and relationships with the interviewees, to save time and resources, some 

interviews were arranged using online media. To this day, I remain in close contact 

with these key stakeholders and receive updates and documents from them on the 

ESD Project, which provide me up-to-date data and perspective on the project.  

Documents 

Documents play a significant role in this study. As Guba and Lincoln (1981) 

note, documents are “a stable, rich, and rewarding resource,” and can “provide a base 

from which any subsequent inquirers can work and thus lend stability to further 

inquiry” (p. 232). Besides, research participants in interviews may “provide an 

account from their perspective which many include distorted or magnified perception 

of their role in relation to a particular policy (Taylor, Rizvi, Lindgard, & Henry, 1997, 

p. 42). For this reason, it is important to access as many accounts and sources as 

                                                
 
26 QQ and We Chat are online chatting programs that have similar functions as Skype and Whatsapp. 
They are both popular programs in China.  
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possible in order to move towards as complete a picture as possible. Documents, in 

other words, help supplement the interview data.   

A wide range of documents were gathered in three research sites, including 

publications, unpublished internal documents, meeting minutes, records of activities, 

policy documents, budgets, legal imperatives, and any relevant documents available at 

each research site, including the correspondence of stakeholders in UNESCO and the 

National Committee, e.g., emails, letters, faxes ect. The dates of the documents 

ranged from the establishment of UNESCO (1945) to present. Below is a list of 

documents collected for the study:    

1. Documents with public access: publications (both English and Chinese), reports, 

declarations and statements, conference records, promotion and advocacy tools (in 

the forms of documents, audio, or video), speeches, consensus, etc.   

2. Unpublished internal documents:  

• Internal reports: annual reports, reports to superior, peers, partners, etc. 

• Organizational records: minutes and voice records of the meetings, budgets, 

memos, briefings, lists of partners etc. 

• Presentations and speeches by policy makers, professionals, and experts, etc. 

• Other internal documents: policy briefs, petitions, proposals, etc. 

3. Communication records: fax, official or unofficial letters, corresponding emails, 

conversations, and presentations from conferences and meetings, etc. In this study, 

following the APA style, e-mail communications from individuals are cited as 

personal communications, i.e., (pseudo name, personal communication, date of 

correspondence). I use footnotes to specify the texts are between two or multiple 

individuals.    
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Interviews 

Table 3-1 gives information on the interviews, i.e., the number of interviews at 

each site level, interviewee type, place of interview, and method of interview. 

Interviews for this study include both semi-structured interviews and some 

unstructured interviews. I conducted a total of 18 interviews with 13 subjects. The 

subjects were selected based on their status and titles, their experience, type of work 

they do in the organization, etc. The population of the interviews was diverse, 

covering subjects working at the international level and national level. Among the 13 

interviewees, there were high-level UNESCO officials actively engaged in the work 

of ESD for decades, core experts who promoted ESD on a global scale from the 

beginning of the ESD Project, high-rank officials from the Ministry of Education in 

China, and founders and main actors in the National Committee. The diverse and high 

profile interviewees ensured the coverage of data from multiple perspectives. 

At the international level, key ESD stakeholders working in and with 

UNESCO were interviewed, including experienced professionals who worked 

extensively in the UNESCO ESD Section27 and senior experts who work closely with 

UNESCO. One of the interviewees—Cao— started to work on ESD at the 

international, national, and local levels in the 1960s and is considered by himself and 

some other interviewees in the study as one of the “fathers” of ESD (Cao, personal 

communication, May 1, 2013; Ren, personal communication, April 29, 2013). 

Considerable portions of these interviews were administered at the UNESCO 

Headquarters in Paris, France, as it was the core coordinating entity of the UN Decade 

for ESD. These interviews emphasized the work of UNESCO professionals and 

                                                
 
27 As of August 2012, there were about 7 full-time professionals in the ESD Section at the UNESCO 
Headquarters in Paris. I selected 2 professionals who had worked the longest (over 20 years) in the 
ESD field. Both interviewees had worked with or in UNESCO for a long period of time.  
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associated experts, their communication and interactions with the National Committee 

and other relevant actors in China, the development of the ESD discourse, and their 

perceptions on the influence of promoting ESD on the educational practice of nation 

states such as China (see a sample interview protocol in Appendix 5).  

At the national level, I arranged interviews with the important stakeholders in 

the National Committee. Interviews with leaders and staff of the National Committee 

focused on the implementation of the UNESCO ESD Project in Chinese education, 

their work in the organization, how they interacted with UNESCO and promoted ESD 

in China, their perceptions on ESD ideas and practice, and the influence of the ESD 

Project (see a sample interview protocol in Appendix 2). One interviewee from the 

National Commission—Sun— was a founding member and key leader of the ESD 

project in China. During the data collection process in Beijing, I selected diverse 

interviewees to provide insights on the ESD work in China. As interviews went on, 

Sun was a major actor who made great contributions to promoting the ESD project in 

China and a key informant that can provide a broader picture and more in-depth 

insights on the project than other interviewees. Acknowledging other interviewees’ 

insights on the project, I interviewed Sun multiple times and kept email and phone 

correspondences with him over the process of data collection and analysis. 

In addition, interviews were conducted with UNESCO professionals working 

closely with China and Chinese secondees to UNESCO, as well as officials in the 

Chinese Natcom (Ministry of Education). These subjects had extensive knowledge 

and experience in working with UNESCO and China. Through interviews, I gained an 

in-depth understanding on how UNESCO and China interacted with each other, how 

their interaction and relationship evolved overtime, and how UNESCO and the 

Chinese government may play a role in promoting UNESCO projects such as the ESD 
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Project (see a sample interview protocol in Appendix 3 and Appendix 4).   

The distinct interviewees provided diverse perspectives and understandings on 

engagement of ESD stakeholders in UNESCO and the National Committee in 

promoting the ESD ideas and practice in China and internationally, how they 

interacted to promote the ESD Project in China and what such interactions may 

represent. Most of the interviewees were of high status and information-rich. 

Moreover, the identities of all subjects are kept anonymous. Names of the 

interviewees used in the study are pseudo names assigned by the researcher. The 

pseudo names are all Chinese family names for consistency regardless of the 

interviewee’s nationalities. In this dissertation, text quotes from interviews are cited 

as (pseudo name, personal communication, date of interview). 

Table 3-1 Information on the Interviews 

Site level  Interviewee 
type 

Place   Name Interview 
Date  

Type of 
interview 

International 
level 

Total: 8 

Professionals 
and experts 
working in or 
closely with 
the ESD 
work in 
UNESCO 

Paris Li  July 31, 
2012 

Semi-structured 

Beijing Ren  April 29, 
2013  

Semi-structured 

Beijing  Cao  May 1, 2013  Semi-structured 

Officials at 
UNESCO 
(Headquarter
s) in 
connection 
with China  

Paris Da July 19, 2012  Informal 

Paris Yu August 7, 
2012  

Informal 

Paris Lang August 10, 
2012  

Informal 

Paris Yu August 14, 
2012 

Semi-structured; 
follow-up 
interview 
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Paris Ma August 17, 
2012 

Semi-structured  

National level  

Total: 

10 

Executive 
Director, 
staff, and 
experts in 
relation to 
the National 
Committee  

Beijing  Wu May 9, 2012 Informal 

Beijing Feng May 8, 2012 Semi-structured 

Beijing Wang May 31, 
2012 

Informal 

Jakarta Sun June 9, 2012 Informal 

Beijing Sun February 28, 
2013 

Semi-structured; 
follow-up 
interview 

Beijing Sun April 29, 
2013 

Semi-structured; 
follow-up 
interview 

Beijing Sun May 7, 2013 Semi-structured; 
follow-up 
interview 

Internet Sun March 8, 
2014 

Semi-structured; 
follow-up 
interview 

Officials in 
the Chinese 
Natcom 

Internet Yang May 11, 
2012 

Semi-structured 

Internet Hu April 30, 
2012 

Semi-structured 

 

Interview protocols were developed prior to interviews based on the specific 

research questions proposed earlier in the section. Because the interviewees were in 

different sites and positions, I drafted one main interview protocol for each site and 

then prepared one revised protocol for each interviewee. The interview protocols 

covered a selection of questions illustrated in Appendices 2-5. Leadoff or stimulus 
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questions were designed to open up a topic domain that I wished to cover in 

interviews. Possible follow-up questions were jotted down in the interview protocols.  

All the interviews were open-ended “in that respondent can answer in whatever way 

and to whatever extent they wish and in that there is some interaction with the 

interviewer who may probe, extend questions, or raise new topics” (Schensul, 2008). 

As a result, the interviews were constructed as the conversation unfolded, allowing 

maximum flexibility during the interview process. As I proceeded to the interviews, I 

strived to provide appropriate responses and play the roles of a catalyst eliciting 

responses, of a listener, and of a companion. All in all, I sought to create an 

atmosphere of openness, comfort and trust. When possible, interviews were 

conducted face to face, with several interviews being conducted online. Interviews 

were done in the language of choice of the research participants, either English or 

Chinese.  

Additionally, all semi-structured interviews and part of the unstructured 

interviews were audiotaped. Semi-structured interview sessions usually lasted 

between 1 to 2.5 hours with participants having the opportunity to discontinue 

interviews at any time. Furthermore, some unplanned unstructured interviews, 

however, were not audiotaped since they were spontaneous and carried out during 

breaks, meetings, flights, and other work or leisure time. In the case of the non-

audiotaped interviews, notes were taken during and after. Although unstructured 

interviews were loosely structured, questions discussed in interviews fell in the topic 

domains designed in the protocols.  

Data Analysis   

Qualitative data captures the reasoning and deliberation process behind the 

institutional actions and reveals their political, institutional, and social contexts and is 
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this dissertation’s “meat.” A high proportion of the material collected through 

qualitative methods is text based, consisting of verbatim transcriptions of interviews 

and discussions, field notes, and other documents (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002). 

Moreover, the contents of the material are “usually in detailed and micro form (e.g. 

accounts of experiences, descriptions of interchanges, observations of interactions, 

etc.)” (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002, p. 176).  

The qualitative data collected was analyzed through the hermeneutic-

reconstructive analysis (Carspecken, 1996, 2008), a powerful approach to interpretive 

inquiry that enabled the researcher to dig into the values and action orientations of 

social actors in their social, political, and cultural contexts and further unpack 

interaction patterns, power relations, meanings, roles, and structures from the data. 

The data analysis was reconstructive in the sense that it articulated “those cultural 

themes and system factors that are not observable and that are usually unarticulated by 

the actors themselves” (Carspecken, 1996, p. 42). The reconstructive analysis “takes 

conditions of action constructed by people on nondiscursive levels of awareness and 

reconstructs theme linguistically” (Carspecken, 1996, p. 42).  

The first step of the reconstructive analysis was to compile the primary data 

and record. In other words, the document and interview data, field notes and memos 

were sorted out for analysis. In particular, each audiotaped interview was purposefully 

transcribed by the researcher. I viewed the transcribing process as a reflexive and 

sociocultural process in taking the position of the interviewees and understanding 

their experience as well as an effective step in generating insights on coding and 

analysis of the data. Skukauskaite (2012) states that reflexivity in transcribing could 

provide a basis for warranting research claims in ways that are accountable both to the 
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research participants and to the research community. The interviews were transcribed 

into the original language of use—some in English and others in Chinese.  

Once the data was compiled and sorted out, I started the reconstructive 

analysis process. This process of coding and analysis started as I finished the first sets 

of interviews and document collection from my field trips in 2011 and 2012. The data 

coding and analysis process was facilitated by the powerful coding functions of the 

NVivo and Dedoose software. In the reconstructive analysis, I was able to reconstruct 

the social and narrative “horizons”(Gadamer, 1982)28 from the data and explored the 

relationship between the horizon and the research participant’s narratives. In 

particular, I utilized two interrelated methods of analysis to interpret the “horizon” 

within which the research subjects make sense of their actions and ideas. 

I first conducted a “meaning field” analysis that is a set of possible meanings 

that the research subjects intend to convey in their narratives. People cannot know for 

certain what one’s meaning is with his/her act or expression; but as researchers, we 

can specify “a range of possibilities” (Carspecken, 1996, p. 96). I then proceeded with 

the pragmatic horizon analysis. In this analysis, I investigated and reconstructed the 

multiple levels of meaning (foregrounded, intermediated, and backgrounded 

meanings) conveyed in the subjects’ narratives (Carspecken, 1996). The possible 

meanings in the meaning field analysis served as the foregrounded meanings. I then 

wrote down the intermediated and backgrounded meanings of the narratives and 

attempted to reconstruct the horizons of the subjects based on this work. Through the 

two analytical methods, I attempted to examine the interaction patterns, contexts, 

                                                
 
28 Horizons are meaningful worlds one lives within, the “range of vision that includes everything that 
can be seen from a particular vantage point… ‘to have an horizon’ means not being limited to what is 
nearby, but to being able to see beyond it” (Gadamer, 1982). 
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roles, interactive sequences, values, norms, and other items that are critical to the 

study (Carspecken, 1996).   

With the aid of the qualitative data analysis software, I was able to apply an 

iterative coding process to the qualitative data. Raw codes were first created based on 

research questions, literature review, and my impression of the data; then, a 

preliminary coding system was developed by organizing the raw codes and 

identifying the common themes emerging in the data. This preliminary coding system 

was then refined as I read, analyzed, and enriched the document and interview data. 

During this process, I made annotations in the transcripts and records and wrote 

preliminary data analysis memos as I coded manually. I took down key expressions of 

the interviewees and underlined points that were connected to my research questions 

or that could be placed somewhere in the theoretical frameworks. Periodically (after 

coding every two or three transcripts and records), I detached myself from the codes 

and examined the logical consistency and potential relationships within the coding 

system. This provided me opportunities to organize my thoughts and refine the coding 

system, as well as moments of reflection and theoretical thinking. Through the 

reconstructive analysis and iterative coding process, main findings could be generated.  

The next step was then aimed at conceptualizing the social structure and 

system relations, and explaining and understanding the findings in light of the existing 

theories (Carspecken, 1996). Close attention was paid to the different kinds of 

conditions of action (e.g., economic, political, cultural, and environmental), the 

interests29 of the subjects, the categories, distinctions, metaphors, power relationships, 

implicit frames the subjects used in their reasoning, the resources and constraints of 

their interactive actions, etc. Metaphors the interviewees used, such as “hands and 

                                                
 
29 According to Giddens (1979), an interest is a socially constructed means to fulfill needs or desires.  
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feet”, “chew” and “feed”, “fallen princess” and “new rich”, were highlighted and 

analyzed in this process. I also generated a multi-level code tree, linked the main 

codes with the theoretical framework, and therefore theorized the findings during the 

analysis process.  

Summary 

The methodological design of the study generally followed Phil Carspecken’s 

critical qualitative research approach and was also informed by an approach to study 

educational policy as practice as well as the multilevel research perspective, which 

allowed me to situate the study within the broader global, national and local contexts. 

In this chapter, I also illustrated the rationale for generating data from qualitative 

interviews and the collection of documents and provided an overview of the data 

collection process. Moreover, I justified the rationale the reconstructive analysis 

approach and laid out the steps of coding and analyzing the data with this selected 

method.  

In the following chapters, I draw on the interview and document data to 

present the main findings and analysis of the study.  
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Chapter 4 UNESCO: Governing Softly at a Distance 

Introduction 

            In previous chapters, I laid out the groundwork for this study, introduced the 

conceptual framework of global educational governance (GEG) for in-depth 

discussions and analysis, and presented the methodological design and methods used 

in this study. As previously discussed, the main interests of this work includes 

presenting UNESCO engagement in the ESD Project, examining the promotion of the 

ESD Project30 in China, and exploring the following overarching research questions:  

1. How did UNESCO engage itself and exert influence in the promotion of the 

ESD Project in China?  

2. To what extent and how was the UNESCO ESD Project promoted in China at 

the national level through the collaboration between UNESCO and Chinese 

stakeholders?  

3. How and to what extent and did UNESCO and the relevant Chinese actors 

govern educational policy and practice in the case of ESD in China?  

4. How and to what extent does the process of promoting the UNESCO ESD 

ideas in China appear to represent features of emerging global educational 

governance?   

Focusing on these questions, I present and discuss main findings generated from the 

interview data and document analysis in chapters 4 and 5: Chapter 4 works to draw 

the boundaries of the case and depict a story about how and in what manner UNESCO 

engages itself and interacts with Chinese stakeholders, and utilizes various 

                                                
 
30 As pointed out in Chapter1, in this dissertation the UNESCO Environment, Population, and 
Sustainable Development Project and the UNDESD together are acknowledged as the UNESCO ESD 
Project.   
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mechanisms to exert its influence softly at a distance. Chapter 5 highlights how the 

international ESD concept was understood and implemented in Chinese educational 

practice and policy through the promotion of the ESD Project in China.  

            In the current chapter, I first briefly review the development of the UNESCO 

ESD idea, focusing on how the ESD agenda was developed and set by the UN and 

UNESCO, including its organizational foundation and funding sources. I then discuss 

this from the global educational governance perspective and argue that the promotion 

of ESD project is an instantiation of global educational governance in practice. This 

discussion sets the stage for exploring UNESCO’s approaches for engaging in the 

ESD Project and how said project illustrates the features of global educational 

governance. In particular, I demonstrate that UNESCO seems to interact with other 

actors and steer at a distance through a range of mechanisms, particularly through the 

soft mechanisms, such as setting agenda and norms, knowledge creation and 

promotion, capacity building, monitoring and evaluation, and international 

cooperation and networking. Through the discussions, I put the case in the lens of 

global educational governance and use that as the foundation to unpack some 

characteristics of global educational governance or GEG in action. 

The Promotion of the ESD Project: An Instantiation of GEG 

            In this section, I delineate the historical development of the ESD project. The 

historical overview is necessary as there has been no historical analysis of the ESD 

project so far and thus, without a historical overview, we do not know why the project 

was created and for what purpose. Also, reviewing the historical development of ESD 

will help answer the theoretical questions regarding how goals of the project were 

established and in what sense the project can reflect the mechanisms of GEG. Further, 
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the historical account provides support for the following discussion on framing global 

discourse and utilizing networks to govern education globally.    

A Brief History of the ESD Project 

            After WWII, along with the rapid modernization and industrialization process, 

severe environmental pollution and damage occurred around the world in the 1950s 

and 1960s, drawing policy makers and scholars’ attention to environmental issues. In 

June 1972, in the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment in 

Stockholm, education was first incorporated officially in the declaration as an 

“essential” principal to raise public awareness of environmental issues (United 

Nations, 1972a, 1972b). Environmental Education emerged as a preferred solution. 

Since then, as a specialized UN agency on educational issues, UNESCO has been 

actively practicing and emphasizing the importance of reconciling environment and 

development (UNESCO, 2005a).  

            By the late 1970s, the Environmental Education discourse emerged as a 

generalized global concern. With the help of a series of UNESCO conferences and 

projects, it gained support from major global environmental organizations (Bromley, 

Meyer, & Ramirez, 2011). However, there was a growing realization in nation states 

and international organizations that “it is impossible to separate economic 

development issues from environment issues” and there was a tension between 

unequal economic development across nation states and environmental problems 

(United Nations, 1987). As a response to this, UN convened a special commission –

the World Commission on Environment and Development— in 1983, which led to a 

groundbreaking report—Our Common Future—in 1987. The report acknowledged 

Sustainable Development as a “global agenda for change” and offered the widely 

cited and referred to definition of Sustainable Development: “development that meets 
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the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs” (United Nations, 1987). 

            Five years after the issue of Our Common Future, the UN Conference on 

Environment and Development was launched in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 (United 

Nations, 1997). The UN Conference on Environment and Development adopted a 

worldwide influential blueprint for sustainable development with 40 chapters—

Agenda 21. Specifically, Chapter 36 of Agenda 21 explicitly endorsed education as a 

critical component “for promoting sustainable development and improving the 

capacity of the people to address environment and development issues” (United 

Nations, 1992). UNESCO served as the UN system focal point for Chapter 35 and 

Chapter 36 of Agenda 21, which focused on science for sustainable development and 

promoting public awareness and education for sustainability respectively.  

In 1994, UNESCO launched the Environment, Population and Sustainable 

Development Project to operate as a central element of its strategy in achieving the 

goals of Agenda 21 (Lee & Huang, 2009; UNESCONEWS, 1997). In the late 1990s 

and early 2000s, the worldwide rising attention on the sustainable development 

agenda and the adoption of the ESD Project caused an inevitable shift of 

understandings on education for environmental and sustainability issues (Bonnett, 

1999; Sauvé, 1996; Wals & Kieft, 2010). In particular, as Environmental Education 

broadened to contain development and social components, debates on Environmental 

Education and ESD emerged between Environmental Education and ESD supporters31 

(International Union for Conservation of Nature Commission on Education and 

Communication, 2000; Iyengar & Bajaj, 2011; Jickling & Wals, 2007). According to 
                                                
 
31 Scholars argued for distinct methods of perceiving the Environmental Education-ESD relationship,  
in the 1999 ESD debate; three methods  emerged: (1) Environmental Education equals ESD; (2) 
Environmental Education is a part of ESD: and (3) Environmental Education and ESD have elements 
in common but are distinct.  
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Cao (personal communication, May 1, 2013), an influential expert in the field of ESD, 

leaders of the ESD Project believed that “education for a sustainable future has to 

address not just the environment…ESD is not science or geography, history, or 

Environmental Education, but every discipline and subject can contribute.” Gradually, 

through the implementation of the Environment, Population, and Sustainable 

Development (EPD) project and international debates on the relationship between 

Environmental Education and ESD, the Environmental Education discourse shifted 

more toward ESD.  

            The UNESCO ESD Project, notably, helped mainstream the global agenda of 

education for sustainable development and set the direction of international ESD 

development (UNESCO, 2005a). In December 2002, the UN General Assembly 

proclaimed the initiation of United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable 

Development (DESD or UN Decade of ESD) spanning from 2005 to 2014 

(Resolution 57/254). UNESCO was designated as the lead agency of the UN Decade 

of ESD. The UN Decade of ESD highlights that ESD embodies the social, 

environmental, and economic dimensions and mainstreams the relation between ESD 

and Environmental Education by officially declaring that ESD “encompasses 

environmental education,” “setting ESD in the broader context of socio-cultural 

factors and the socio-political issues of equity, poverty, democracy and quality of life” 

(UNESCO, 2005c, 2006a). Aligned with Chapter 36 of Agenda 21, ESD reaffirms 

that it “is critical for promoting sustainable development” (United Nations General 

Assembly, 2005) and the vision of ESD32 is “a world where everyone has the 

                                                
 
32 Specifically, ESD is designed to enable citizens to acquire various skills, such as critical thinking, 
communication, problem solving and conflict management strategies, and project assessment. These 
ESD skills are essential for citizens to “take an active part in and contribute to the life of society, be 
respectful of the Earth and life in all its diversity, and be committed to promoting democracy in a 
society without exclusion and where peace prevails” (UNESCO, 2005a). To achieve such a vision, the 
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opportunity to benefit from quality education and learn the values, behavior and 

lifestyles required for a sustainable future and for positive societal transformation” 

(UNESCO, 2006a, p. 24).  

            In 2014, upon the end of the UN Decade of ESD, the Global Action 

Programme (GAP) on ESD was adopted to scale-up ESD and to accelerate progress 

towards sustainable development (UNESCO, 2014). On 25 September 2015, the 

United Nations General Assembly formally approved the universal and transformative 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, along with a set of 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDG) (United Nations, 2015). To align with the 2030 Agenda, 

the Global Action Programme (GAP) on ESD sets its goal to contribute and advance 

substantially to the UN Sustainable Development Goals (UNESCO, 2018a). 

The Organizational and Financial Foundation  

            This broad vision of ESD cannot be achieved by one organization in a short 

time. Instead, it requires IGOs, national governments, and other partners such as civil 

society networks, the private sector, and media to cooperate and work together (this 

will be discussed in depth later in this chapter and also in chapter 5). To better 

coordinate various stakeholders and promote the UN Decade of ESD at a global scale, 

based on the organizational foundation of the UNESCO Environment, Population, 

and Sustainable Development Project, UNESCO designated a unit under its Education 

Sector —the ESD Section33—to act as the Secretariat of UN Decade of ESD in its 

Headquarters in Paris (UNESCO, 2007a). The ESD Section also acts as an interface 
                                                                                                                                      
 
ESD agenda is framed with four major thrusts—promoting and improving quality education; 
reorienting existing education programs; developing public understanding and awareness; and 
providing training (UNESCO, 2005c). 
33 In the ESD section, there are a number of sub-sections, such as publication and awareness, teacher 
education, Monitoring and Evaluation, budget, climate change education, Disaster and Risk Reduction, 
and biodiversity (UNESCO, 2010b). As of March 2014, there are nine full-time professionals in the 
ESD Section at the UNESCO Headquarters, four of which are permanent UNESCO employees and 
five are sponsored by the nation states, such as the Sweden, Germany, and Japan. 
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of various ESD groups and networks, UNESCO National Commissions, Bureaus for 

Education, Field Offices and institutes (UNESCO, 2009b).  

            At the UNESCO level, the ESD Project is funded with diverse sources, 

including UNESCO’s regular budget and extra-budgetary funding, such as the 

Japanese Funds-in-Trust. Every year since the start of the ESD, Japanese Funds-in-

Trust provides funding to support the ESD work at UNESCO Headquarters and field 

offices. A large portion of this funding is devoted to research and publication, 

conferences and workshops, projects in regions and member states, as well as the 

daily administration of the project (UNESCO Bangkok, 20 January, 2006). In 

addition, there are several extra-budgetary sources from UNESCO member states, 

enterprises, and international organizations, such as the government of Germany and 

Sweden, Samsung, UNICEF, and the Prince Al-Walid Bin Talal Foundation.  

UNESCO, however, does not act as an aid agency in funding international 

ideas such as the ESD idea (Li, personal communication, July 31, 2012; Lang, 

personal communication, August 10, 2012; Hu, personal communication, April 30, 

2012). As UNESCO has been embroiled in financial crisis and political turmoil, it 

lacks the financial and human resources to engage itself deeply in all the member 

states (as argued in chapter 1). This funding situation has influenced the ESD Project; 

and the issue of limited budget is confirmed by interviews with a number of 

UNESCO officials and experts of the National Committee (Cao, personal 

communication, May 1, 2013; Ren, personal communication, April 29, 2013; Sun, 

personal communication, April 29, 2013). With their budgetary issues, UNESCO has 

limited funds to most nation states and entities implementing the ESD work at 

national or local levels.  
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In China, the Secretary-General of Chinese Natcom and other officials and 

experts had a meeting on setting up the ESD Project in 1998. With “too few staff”34 

(Yang, personal communication, May 11, 2012) in Beijing, the Chinese Natcom lacks 

human resources in conducting specific projects at national and local levels. The 

Chinese Natcom, thus, consulted the Dean of the Beijing Academy of Educational 

Sciences at the time and agreed on entrusting the Beijing Academy of Educational 

Sciences in coordinating the UNESCO ESD Project in China. Considering that 

Gendong Shi had rich experience in conducting another UNESCO project—the Joint 

Innovative Project on Raising the Achievement Level of Primary Schools Project—in 

China, Du35 and the Dean of Beijing Academy of Educational Sciences appointed Shi 

as the main focal point of the ESD Project in China (The National Working 

Committee for ESD in China, 2002a, 2003). The National Committee and local 

committees were established in China to implement the UNESCO ESD Project in 

China. Consequently, a multi-level organizational structure with diverse actors was 

set up in promoting the ESD work in China (details were discussed in chapter 1). 

            The amount of funding from UNESCO consists of a very small portion of the 

budget of ESD Project in China. According to Sun (personal communication, March 8, 

2014), a key implementer of the ESD Project in China, the project’s operation cost in 

China is on average around USD 170,000 to 200,000 per year; UNESCO’s 

contribution to its operation cost is around 5 percent each year. Both Sun (personal 

communication, March 8, 2014) and Wu (personal communication, May 9, 2012) 

described UNESCO’s funding to the project as the “fishing money (Diao Yu Qiao; 钓
                                                
 
34 As of August 2012, there is less than 15 full-time staff working in the Secretariat of the Chinese 
Natcom in the Ministry of Education in Beijing. As the main entity responsible for coordinating and 
overseeing the UNESCO work in all of China, the human resources in the Chinese Natcom are quite 
limited. 
35 The person in charge of the project in the Chinese Natcom has been Yue Du, who was the chief of 
the Education sector at the time and is currently the Secretary-General of the Chinese Natcom. 
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⻥钱),” a small amount of money people use to get others to invest more in it, or to 

“fish” and see if there will be others funding it. Consequently, the funding sources of 

the ESD Project in China are quite diversified. With limited funding from UNESCO, 

the funding sources of the ESD Project in China come mainly from the Chinese 

Natcom, local governments and educational institutions, enterprises, and schools (G. 

Shi & Han, 2012). Therefore, the ESD Project in China is set up with a multi-level 

and multi-actor organizational foundation, which provides broad access to 

international organizations, governments, NGOs, and the private sector.  

Global Educational Governance in Action 

            According to the framework proposed in chapter 2, global educational 

governance (GEG), refers to the patterns of a range of actors (institutional and 

individual) at multiple scales (from global to local) exercising their agency, steering, 

influencing and setting directions of educational issues at a distance through hard and 

soft mechanisms. GEG is revealed in practice, discourse, and organizational forms. 

            In the case of implementing the ESD Project in China, these actors encompass 

the Chinese government, covering a wide range of actors, such as IGOs at the global 

scale (i.e., UNESCO), governmental entity at national scale (i.e., Chinese Natcom), 

and subnational/local actors (e.g., the National Committee and NGOs), and individual 

policy elites (e.g., Shi and Hopkins) (this will be discussed further in chapter 5). 

Through the work of these actors, the UNESCO ESD Project in China facilitates 

interactions and exchange on educational policies and practices between the global 

and the national/local, which enables national and local actors to engage directly in 

global practice and become active actors within the global space of education (more 

will be discussed later). This phenomenon can be perceived as part of a broader set of 

initiatives that expands the influence of international organizations like UNESCO in 
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educational governance, opening up possibilities for international ideas and policies to 

play a part in national and local policy making and practice, exceeding the traditional 

role and influence of national governments in educational governance. Such a process 

of promoting the ESD Project in China, as a result, appears to be an instantiation of 

the new form of governance structure—global educational governance.  

            The next question, then, is what are the important features of GEG in the case 

of the ESD Project, particularly its implementation in China? In the following three 

sections, I touch upon the key research questions on how UNESCO engaged itself and 

exerted influence in the promotion of the ESD Project in China, how UNESCO 

governs educational policy and practice in the ESD case, and how the process of 

promoting the UNESCO ESD ideas in China appear to represent features of emerging 

global educational governance. Specifically, I pursue a preliminary discussion from 

the following aspects—the formulation of a global ESD agenda, promoting 

knowledge and building capacity, and the creation of “space of flows” and key nodes 

in network governance. Also, based on the discussions, a more in-depth examination 

will be presented in chapter 5.  

Globalizing ESD Discourse: Agenda, Norms, and Rules  

            Among the multiple approaches that UNESCO employed to promote the ESD 

idea, setting agenda, norms, and rules are foremost. Using its global influence, 

UNESCO has successfully made the discourse of ESD known by the world, from 

national policy leaders, to NGOs, local educators, and eventually parents and students. 

In this section, I delineate the strategies that UNESCO used to globalize ESD 

discourse from the following three aspects: setting an agenda, forming norms and soft 

rules, as well as serving as a platform for the negotiations about the rules and norms.  
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Setting the ESD Agenda 

            In the ESD project, agenda setting is a fundamental moment in the emergence 

of this new idea on a global scale as it moves the ESD discourse from a nascent state 

to political salience. As Carpenter has pointed out (2010), the adoption of a new 

agenda in many cases is a prerequisite for the development of policy and knowledge 

that may lead to new international norms and practice. In the case of ESD, the UN 

and UNESCO played key roles in the adoption and legitimatization of the ESD 

agenda, which precipitated the development of policy and knowledge in this area. 

These two international organizations adopted the ESD agenda through consensus 

building activities among nation states, NGOs, and other actors. Furthermore, the 

affirmation of the ESD agenda also allows UNESCO to enrich the international 

education development agenda through a variety of resolutions, conventions, and 

declarations (UNESCO, 2005a).  

            During this process, what stays on and off the ESD agenda depends on the 

interactions and negotiations among various actors with different interests. For 

example, the relationship between quality education and ESD is underscored in the 

UN Decade of ESD policy documents, international consensus, and declarations 

(Beijing Consensus, 2011; UNESCO, 2009a, 2010e). It raises quality education, 

rather than performance-based education or multilingual education or another 

education agenda, as a priority of the ESD agenda worldwide (Cao, personal 

communication, May 1, 2013; Wang, personal communication, May 31, 2012). 

UNESCO’s role in keeping specific issues on the ESD agenda echoes with Carpenter 

(2007, 2010)’s observations on “gatekeeping”36 as a “powerful form of global 

                                                
 
36As shown in chapter 2, “gatekeeping” refers to the leading authorities in controlling the construction 
of new agendas or issues in some specific international issues (Carpenter, 2010).  
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governance.” In this case, UNESCO has the influence to keep issues on or off the 

international ESD agenda, which essentially constitutes governance at the global level 

(more will be discussed in the end of next section). 

Forming Norms and Soft Rules 

            In chapter 2, I reviewed several ways that norms and soft37 rules might be 

constructed globally. For example, norms and rules may be formed through strategic 

interaction at high-level conferences; some rules may be unintended consequences of 

decisions taken for other reasons; and some norms and rules may become accepted 

and adopted simply on the basis of past practice, not formal decisions, etc. (Avant et 

al (2010, p. 15). These are all observed in UNESCO’s promotion of the ESD Project. 

As UNESCO has limited funding and does not have the “hard” power to bind and 

regulate the policies and activities of its member states, in practice, UNESCO 

normally works to set norms and non-binding, or soft, rules using a variety of 

methods, such as consensus and international agreements (e.g., declarations and 

recommendations) at high-level conferences, policies (e.g., UNDESD Resolution), 

publications based on best practices (e.g., reports, frameworks and guidelines), etc.  

At high-level conferences, UNESCO affirms policies and agreements on ESD through 

which norms, agendas, and standards are constructed. For example, the outcome 

document of the UNESCO World Conference on Education for Sustainable 

Development in Bonn, Germany in 2009 (hereafter the Bonn Conference)— Bonn 

Declaration—highlights that quality education should be an integral part of ESD and 

“education should be of a quality that provides the values, knowledge, skills and 

                                                
 
37 The word soft has been used to describe the forms of power, influence, and ways of governing that 
are distinct from these “hard”—binding and regulative—forms (Kenneth W. Abbott & Snidal, 2000; 
Ahonen, 2001; Lawn, 2006; Nye, 2004; Rutkowski, 2007a). In general, scholars use the soft metaphor 
to describe the non-binding nature of things. 
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competencies for sustainable living and participation in society and decent work” 

(UNESCO, 2009a, 2010e), which sets a direction for the development of the UN 

Decade of ESD (or DESD) worldwide. Developed and adopted by high-level 

government officials in many countries and other influential non-governmental and 

private stakeholders, this international agreement provides plausible guidelines for 

countries to follow at policy and practice levels to implement the ESD work 

(UNESCO, 2009a, 2010e).  

            Furthermore, norms and soft rules may be constructed through ESD policies, 

publications, as well as on the basis of what is considered successful practice. The 

ESD policies, such as the UNDESD Resolution, the UN Decade of ESD International 

Implementation Scheme, and UNESCO Action Plan for the UN Decade of ESD, 

provide policy guidelines for various stakeholders to understand and implement the 

ESD idea. Moreover, UNESCO’s UN Decade of ESD Monitoring and Evaluation 

reports and other publications on ESD cases are vital resources for ESD stakeholders 

to learn the global progress of the UN Decade of ESD and successful experiences and 

the challenges of ESD work around the world. In these policies and publications, 

UNESCO holds “the big vision” that ESD is a catalyst for “setting a new direction for 

education and learning for all” and “reorienting and questioning the existing 

education and underlying values and ethics and purpose of education,” as highlighted 

in the interview with Cao, one of the founding experts in the filed of ESD (personal 

communication, May 1, 2013). Such a vision also calls on ESD to reorient “teaching”, 

“curriculum”, “the new learning” and “professional development” towards a 

sustainable future (McKeown, Hopkins, Rizzi, & Chrystalbridge, 2002; UNESCO, 

2005b, 2009a, 2010d, 2012d).  
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            Take the UN Decade of ESD 2012 Monitoring and Evaluation report—

Shaping the Education of Tomorrow as an example. The 2012 report sheds light on 

the position of the UNESCO ESD Project in “shaping” the way education and 

learning are envisioned globally, nationally, and locally. In this 2012 report and other 

influential UNESCO publications and policy documents, UNESCO envisions and 

advocates that ESD needs to support an education that should “empower and equip” 

people “with the capacities to transform themselves and others, bearing in mind the 

well-being of the Planet” (UNESCO, 2012d, p. 7). As a result of such a vision, 

UNESCO has advocated for a wide range of approaches to education and learning for 

a sustainable future38. By providing policy guidelines and defining what is considered 

“successful” in ESD implementation, consequently, UNESCO constructs norms and 

rules regulating how ESD should be and that and certain ways of implementing ESD 

are successful or good.   

            As Roberston (2012) observes, global actors are influencing and governing 

others by framing the “good” kinds of pedagogic practices and teacher professional 

development and the various kinds of learning: ongoing professional learning, self-

reflection, feedback, etc. (p. 594). Put this in the context of the ESD Project in China, 

by fostering certain norms and soft rules through approaches such as publications, 

UNESCO gradually starts influencing the norms and the way education and learning 

are envisioned in Chinese education. Drawing heavily from UN and UNESCO 

documents regarding sustainable development and ESD, for example, some important 

Chinese policymakers and scholars realized that “education should be future-

oriented”, “education must be in line with and serve social changes,” and it is 
                                                
 
38 For example, ESD-related curriculum development (UNESCO, 2010d), ESD student-centered 
pedagogies (UNESCO, 2012a), reorienting teacher education (UNESCO, 2005b), “systems 
thinking-based learning, values-based learning, problem-based learning, critical thinking-based 
learning and social learning”, etc. (UNESCO, 2009a, 2012d) 
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fundamental to cooperate with various stakeholders and reorient teaching through 

learning, curriculum, and professional development towards a sustainable future (L. 

Liu, 2011, 2012; G. Shi, 2010a, 2010b, 2012; G. Shi & Han, June, 2012; L. Shi, 

2010b). Moreover, the ESD idea has become relevant and helpful in discussing topics 

such as “what kind of educational development do we want to achieve in China?” and 

“how should we develop education”(L. Shi, 2011, p. 3). By discussing such questions, 

the National Committee uses the UNESCO ESD idea and Chinese ESD practice to 

generate normative claims such as “an important function of education in new period 

should be serving for sustainable development” (G. Shi, 2008). These normative 

claims formulate this kind of education and learning as good in Chinese education, 

which may eventually form all norms in Chinese education.  

            In summary, by adopting the global ESD agenda, UNESCO legitimizes the 

ESD idea successfully. Through its policy documents, implementation frameworks 

and successful cases, UNESCO advocates for certain modes of education as “good” 

and “successful” which leads to norms and rules that are designed to ensure the 

implementation of the ESD agenda. Furthermore, UNESCO’s norms and soft rules 

may influence the overall norms and the formulation of how education and learning is 

envisioned at a distance, such as in China. That is, UNESCO utilizes one of its vital 

mechanisms—agenda and norm setting—and acts as an agenda and norm setter in the 

governance of the ESD Project. Such mechanisms of agenda and norm setting, 

together with knowledge promotion and capacity building, help frame a global ESD 

discourse and constitutes, which are essential features of global educational 

governance in this case of ESD, which I will have a in-depth discussion and the end 

of the next section.   
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Western Ideas, Global Negotiation  

            As highlighted in chapter 2 of this study, globalization represents a value 

orientation and an ideological formation embedded in a social imaginary of 

interconnectedness (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). The findings of this chapter showcase 

that in the context of an interconnected world, the ESD discourse formed its own 

value orientation and ideological principles. It originated in the civil society of 

western countries such as the US and Canada, but after being adopted and advocated 

by UNESCO, the ESD ideas went through a series of global negotiation.  

Historically, when environmentalism was first instigated in western civil societies, it 

showed strong connections with the field of education. One of the interviewees who 

was involved in the creation of such ideas and discourse globally, Cao (personal 

communication, May 1, 2013), explained the intrinsic connection between the 

environmentalist movement in the 1960s and the introduction of environmental 

discourse into the domain of education:  

In the 1960s, I was a schoolteacher, teaching nature study in a residential school in 
Canada. I had a license to trap the birds and students can observe the birds heart-
beating and things like that. That was teaching. And then I came to the idea that we 
needed to not just teach in the nature but teach for the nature. So outdoor education 
kind of splits into two camps. There was one group split away from outdoor 
education and called themselves Environmental Educators. The idea of it was not just 
teach in nature but teach for nature.  
 
Although environmentalism gained momentum in its development in western 

countries and successfully made itself part of UNESCO’s agenda, when people in the 

western countries tried to promote environmental education globally, they still 

encountered challenges. There was strong tension between the need for economic 

development among developing countries and the discourse of environmentalism. 

Through negotiation and reconciliation, people of different nations agreed upon the 

use of the term “sustainable development.”  “Sustainable development” was then 
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written in UNESCO Declarations, action plans, and reports. Thus, the birth of a 

widely accepted discourse of sustainable development and later on education for 

sustainable development was a result of western initiation and global negotiation. 

Western actors took the lead in the formulation of the discourse, whereas they did not 

have an absolute authority in this process. Developing countries were able to assert 

their needs and opinions and significantly shifted the connotation of the term.  

Ideological formation is an important part of the global education governance. 

In examining different roles that actors of global governance play, scholars noted that 

carriers of discourses of globalization include not only policy elites and system actors, 

but also a wider range of actors such as academics, teachers, and consultants. In 

addition to transmitting knowledge across different geographic locations, these actors 

also construct and transform meanings and identities (Law & Lingard, 2002; Law, 

2006). As a consequence, they very often unintentionally contribute to a process of 

Europeanizing education (Law, 2006).  

            The above discussion sheds light on the case of the ESD project. For instance, 

in the discursive formation process of core ESD ideas, multiple actors were engaged 

and non-conventional actors of governance, such as experts, consultants, academics, 

and teachers, played active roles. In particular, UNESCO’s international experts such 

as Cao, exerted trans-local and trans-regional influences through volunteering himself 

in UNESCO’s implementation of the ESD project. Their roles were not limited to 

carrying the message of ESD from one place to another. Instead, as the example of the 

evolution from environmental education to education for sustainable development has 

shown, UNESCO international experts became key negotiators with global 

stakeholders when its agenda was called into question. Meanwhile, through 

introducing ideas originated in western civil societies to UNESCO and global 
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educators, the ESD international experts could not escape their western perspective 

either, and unintentionally contributed to Europeanizing education (Interview with 

Charles, May 1st, 2013). In this sense, UNESCO provided a platform on which 

different ESD actors formed subtle power relationships. Actors from the western 

world undoubtedly still were in a leading position in setting agendas and formulating 

the soft rules and norms, whereas non-western actors could use this platform to voice 

their diverging opinions (Interview with Charles, May 1st, 2013). The consensus 

formation mechanism in UNESCO embodied this imbalanced power relationship but 

also made it possible—if only to a certain degree—to challenge existing power 

structures.  

            In terms of soft governance, previous literature has put much emphasis on the 

non-binding characteristic of policy implementation (Ahonen, 2001; Lawn, 2006). 

The case of the ESD project has shown that soft governance actually can go beyond 

the implementation of soft rules and soft norms to encompass the agenda setting and 

policy formation process. This process was soft in the sense that the ESD agenda was 

not fixed in the first place but was a result of negotiations of multiple players. Not 

only the actors within the conventional governing framework, such as policy makers 

and IGO officials, had the right to speak, but also content experts, volunteers, NGOs, 

etc. Thus, we understand the discourse or ideology of ESD can be flexible in nature.  

Although there is a negotiation space in ESD discourse formation, we cannot 

ignore the sophisticated power relationship that remains as well. The undeniable 

leading role that western actors played invites further examinations about the 

globalization of ESD discourse. What I have observed from the implementation of 

ESD, although local and national actors were given considerable autonomy in 

implementing the project in different areas and, more specifically, in interpreting and 
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localizing ESD discourse, western players still steered the project at the transnational 

level. The transnational actors influenced national and local ESD practice using 

multiple mechanisms, such as publishing authoritative publications, capacity building, 

and employing data-driven strategies to monitor and evaluate the project, as well as 

knowledge promotion, capacity building and networks formation (which will be 

discussed later in this chapter). Opportunities for the non-western players to be at the 

center of the ESD transnational platform were still yet to be created.  

            This situation is particularly pertinent for Chinese ESD actors. As China rose 

as an important player on the international and transnational platforms, it naturally 

sought to exert more influence on global educational governance. However, 

historically speaking, China is a non-western country and was, for a long time, at a 

marginalized position in the western-led, multi-lateral world order. At the discursive 

level, examining the ESD project in China means, on the one hand, to look at the 

localization of the ESD discourse in China, and on the other, to explore whether there 

is a complete loop created for Chinese actors to give feedback and assert their voices 

at the transnational and international levels. This chapter has set the stage for the 

investigation of these issues by delineating an overview of the discursive evolution of 

global ESD discourse. In chapter 5, I will continue this line of discussion by looking 

at the Chinese actors’ localization and interpretation efforts of ESD discourse, as well 

as their efforts to impact transnational discursive reformulation of ESD.     

Promoting Knowledge and Building Capacity  

            In the UN Decade of ESD (or DESD) International Implementation Scheme, 

UNESCO (2005c) develops a series of specific strategies to facilitate and coordinate 

the implementation of the ESD Project internationally. For example, it encourages 

actors across sectors to cooperate to affirm ESD as a priority and incorporate it into 
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national SD plans and national education plans; support ESD with policy, mandates, 

and other frameworks; raise ESD awareness and understanding through these 

measures (UNESCO, 2005c). In practice, a prerequisite for the employing such 

strategies involves the promotion of ESD knowledge and capacity building.. 

Promoting ESD Knowledge through Advocacy 

Production of ESD publications and generalized learning tools 

            Production of publications is an essential approach for UNESCO to share ESD 

knowledge and good practices with member states and other ESD stakeholders 

(UNESCO, 20 July, 2011, 2007a). Since the Environment, Population, and 

Sustainable Development Project, UNESCO prepared various publications based on 

extensive research, such as key implementation plans (e.g., the UN Decade of ESD 

International Implementation Scheme and UNESCO Action Plan for UN Decade of 

ESD), learning and training tools (e.g., the ESD Toolkit and a policy and practice 

review tool—the ESD Lens (UNESCO, 2010c), the ESD Sourcebook (UNESCO, 

2012a)), and a series of publications on key issues concerning ESD (e.g., Climate 

Change Starter’s Guidebook (UNESCO, 2011a)). These UNESCO publications cover 

a wide range of audiences, e.g., governments, international organizations, NGOs, 

academics, policy makers, and teachers.  

            In practice, however, regions, member states, and stakeholders have different 

needs (UNESCO, 2009b). It is hard for UNESCO, an IGO with limited funding and 

over 190 member states, to respond to each participant or situation. How does 

UNESCO cope with this an issue? The data of from the ESD project  indicates that 

one fundamental method for UNESCO to manage  the diverse needs of members 

states and local situations is by providing generalized knowledge and learning tools 

that can be useful in different contexts and situations (UNESCO, 20 July, 2011). As 
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Ren (personal communication, April 29, 2013)—a former UNESCO professional— 

explicitly noted:  

One way to do this is to create general tools and knowledge that member 
states can use so that they come up with their unique product that help them 
fulfill their sustainability goals and that are fit the environmental, social, 
economic contexts of their particular nation or communities. 
 

            The ESD Toolkit, for example, was considered a prominent model by the 

interviewees in UNESCO. Cao (personal communication, May 1, 2013) and Ren 

(personal communication, April 30, 2013) even referred the ESD Toolkit as “the bible” 

in ESD promotion as it offered a general explanation of what ESD is, explained 

common issues concerning ESD promotion, and provided general guidelines for 

stakeholders to apply ESD in their policy formation and teaching practice.  

Connecting this to the ESD Project in China, UNESCO’s publications and tools have 

long been important  for advocating UNESCO ideas in China (Du, 2010c; Shen, 2009; 

Teng, 2010; Z. Xie, 2010a). Since the early stage of the project, the UNESCO ESD 

publications have been essential in creating a common understanding and raising 

public awareness on ESD in China. When asked how the UNESCO ESD idea was 

introduced and updated in China, a key figure in the ESD Project in China, Sun 

(personal communication, May 7, 2013) replied,  

The main approach is through its [UNESCO’s] documents and publications. 
Especially, when we first learned the Environment, Population, and 
Sustainable Development idea, there were very few conferences on 
Environment, Population, and Sustainable Development…we [the National 
Committee] cherish the documents they [UNESCO] write and can benefit 
from the documents… UNESCO ESD publications are really helpful and 
worth learning for Chinese education.” During the promotion of the ESD 
Project in China, in other words, publications and tools are one essential way 
for UNESCO to interact with the National Committee, especially at the 
burgeoning stage of the project implementation.  
 

However, as discussed earlier, UNESCO only provides generalized knowledge and 

tools; it does not supply specific guidelines for the National Committee to follow. Sun 
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(personal communication, March 8, 2014) talked about this in the interview: “for 

example, UNESCO tells us teacher training is very important in implementing ESD 

and provide some guidelines. It [UNESCO], however, doesn’t specify the ways for us 

to conduct teacher training.”  

            As a result, creating more specific guidelines for the local policy makers and 

practitioners to follow thus became a key task for the National Committee in China. 

In this sense, they need to frame UNESCO’s general statements in China’s specific 

cultural, social, and political context. Tying this discussion to the previous section’s 

discussion on negotiating ESD discourse on a transnational level, the data of this 

project have shown that the National Committee in China was embedded in a multi-

layered, complex power relationship. On the one hand, it endeavored to assert its 

voice on the transnational level, yet was disadvantaged compared with its western 

counterparts. On the other hand, it became the main interpreter of the general 

knowledge disseminated by UNESCO within mainland China. In chapter 5, I will 

further unpack the strategies that the National Committee employed to localize ESD 

knowledge.   

Advocating ESD knowledge through ICTs 

            The UN Decade of ESD International Implementation Scheme identifies the 

use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) as one of the important 

strategies in promoting ESD (UNESCO, 2005c). To better circulate the ESD 

knowledge through ICTs, UNESCO launched the ESD webpage and recently the 

UNESCO Climate Change Education Clearinghouse39, and produced a series of 

online videos on ESD themes (e.g., Climate Change Education, Biodiversity). It, 

                                                
 
39 The Climate Change Education Clearinghouse contains “a large number of links to documents and 
materials from non-profit organizations, research institutions, government agencies and other sources 
outside the UN system” (UNESCO Climate Change Education Clearinghouse, 2013). 
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moreover, published some online tools such as a teacher education programme: 

Teaching and Learning for a Sustainable Future40 (UNESCO, 2010d). Ren (personal 

communication, April 29, 2013) passionately depicted the importance of ICTs (and 

Internet in particular) in the development of ESD worldwide,  

I think the Internet has made ESD’s growth very possible. The very neat thing 
about Internet is that you can publish without jumping to all the publisher's 
hoops. And it speeds things up. The Internet is pretty egalitarian. If you have 
an idea on ESD, you can put it up and that's going on around the world. I don't 
have to have your book in the library. I didn't go through that economic 
process of some librarian deciding can u afford your book or not. Instead, with 
the cost of the Internet provider, I can access to what you do.  
 

Ren’s description perfectly captures the advantages of ICTs in a globalized world. In 

the context of globalization, with ICTs, people at different places of the world may 

access the same information and share knowledge simultaneously, which facilitates 

the creation and dissemination of ESD knowledge globally.   

In the promotion of the ESD Project in China, information sharing through ICTs (and 

especially Internet) plays a significant role in disseminating the UNESCO idea to the 

National Committee. When Sun (personal communication, May 7, 2013) was asked 

how Chinese stakeholders learned about the ESD idea and experience from UNESCO, 

he responded that one important method was  

Through information sharing and knowledge exchange. For example, the latest 
information and publications UNESCO publishes on its website and through 
Internet are all sharing of information. In this way, each nation state receives 
documents and information simultaneously. 
 

According to Sun (personal communication, May 7, 2013), such a method of 

communication “is different from human face-to-face communication; it is not 

through administrative means such as giving requests to governments and officials.” 

                                                
 
40 At the same time UNESCO distributes the learning tools and publications to stakeholders in the form 
of CDs.  “It contains 100 hours (divided into 27 modules) of professional development for use in pre-
service teacher courses as well as the in-service education of teachers, curriculum developers, 
education policy makers, and authors of educational materials” (UNESCO, 2010d). 
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For information published online, Sun continued, “the nation states can take the 

initiative; and those who are willing to learn and accept it early can have easy access... 

China is willing to accept early, we are willing to take the initiative to act out after we 

receive helpful information.” ICTs, that is, provides the Chinese actors with easy and 

instant access to the international ESD knowledge and information. Knowledge and 

information sharing and exchange through ICTs becomes an effective way to let 

understanding flow across scales among diverse actors.  

Capacity Building  

            Capacity building is “UNESCO’s key area of work” (Chinese National 

Commission for UNESCO, 2011a). The capacity building conferences and training 

(e.g., workshops and seminars, etc.) are indeed fundamental approaches for UNESCO 

to interact with ESD stakeholders and transfer its ESD idea and knowledge across 

different scales, an important feature for global educational governance (will discuss 

this later in this chapter). Just as the former UNESCO official Ren (personal 

communication, April 29, 2013) contended, “organizing and attending meetings and 

conferences help share knowledge and information among the ESD actors.” In the 

ESD Project in China, for example, almost every year, one or more experts in the 

National Committee participated and exchanged ideas with others in UNESCO’s 

regional and international conferences, workshops, and seminars such as the Bonn 

Conference, the UNESCO Policy Review Workshop on Learning for the Future in 

Jakarta, etc. (The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2003, 2004, 2005).  

            For instance, the Bonn Conference in 2009 is acknowledged as a milestone 

event in the development of ESD worldwide in documents and interviews of the 

current study (Beijing Consensus, 2011; UNESCO, 2009a, 2010a, 2010e, 2012c). 

During the Bonn Conference, world ESD leaders and practitioners gathered in 



 

 103 

Germany. UNESCO seized the opportunity and conducted capacity building activities 

for senior leaders. In the interview, Cao (personal communication, May 1, 2013) 

described UNESCO’s strategy in building capacity of senior leaders, 

By Bonn, suddenly we had ministers of education there, and the strategy was 
to put them on the drafting committee of the declaration which means they had 
to really understand it. For three days, we had training for senior ministers of 
education. And once they started to understand it, they became very very 
powerful and strong. 
 
Accordingly, the participation of diverse stakeholders in UNESCO 

conferences and workshops helps disseminate ESD knowledge and ideas to a wide 

audience and enhance their understanding and capacity of ESD. Meanwhile, it 

provides a platform for stakeholders to interact and share their experiences. This, as 

noted by Cao, could be very “powerful” and “strong” in influencing the ESD policy 

and practice in nation states such as China. China’s Vice Minister of Education at the 

time (Chen), the former Secretary-General of the Chinese Natcom (Du), and the 

Executive Director of the National Committee (Shi) attended the Bonn Conference 

and participated in UNESCO’s capacity building activities. “Trained” in the Bonn 

Conference, Chen, Du, and Shi frequently referred to the Bonn Conference and the 

key issues raised in the Bonn Declaration in their books or speeches on ESD (e.g., X. 

Chen, 2009; Du, 2010b; G. Shi, 2011a; G. Shi & Han, June, 2012). Moreover, often 

justified with reference to the Bonn Declaration, the relationship between ESD and 

quality education became a key focus of the ESD Project in China after 2009. ESD is 

frequently promoted as “a way to quality education” (Beijing Consensus, 2011; X. 

Chen, 2009; L. Liu, 2012; G. Shi & Han, June, 2012; The National Working 

Committee for ESD in China, 2011). This demonstrates that UNESCO conferences 

such as the Bonn Conference and their outcome documents have influenced in the 

work of ESD in China. 
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Monitoring and Evaluation 

            The UN Decade of ESD International Implementation Scheme identifies 

“encourage monitoring and evaluation” as one of the UNESCO’s leadership roles in 

implementing ESD worldwide, as well as a fundamental approach in building, sharing 

and applying ESD-related knowledge (UNESCO, 20 July, 2011, 2005c). In 2007, 

UNESCO established a special network—the UN Decade of ESD Monitoring & 

Evaluation Expert Group—to offer technical advice on Monitoring and Evaluation 

mechanisms for assessing global progress in the implementation of the UN Decade of 

ESD (UNESCO, 2010a). This expert network produced several reports on the UN 

Decade of ESD, e.g., the 2009 Mid-Decade Review on the Context and Structures of 

work on ESD (UNESCO, 2009b), the 2011 Expert Review of Processes and Learning 

(UNESCO, 2011c), and the 2012 report on learning processes related to ESD —

Shaping the Education of Tomorrow (UNESCO, 2012d). By sharing and 

disseminating ESD knowledge and experience through Monitoring and Evaluation 

process, as Ren shared in the interview, people “learn so much through our lessons 

learned, both positive and negative. I’ve learned to avoid that and I’ve learned to do 

this. If we could share the lessons learned, that helps the efficiency of implementation” 

(Ren, personal communication, April 29, 2013). 

            According to UNESCO (20 July, 2011), the Monitoring and Evaluation 

mechanism is an integral part of UNESCO’s capacity building and technical support 

to stakeholders, as the implementation of Monitoring and Evaluation entails internal 

consultations and learning processes of the nation states. UNESCO organized a series 

of regional workshops (e.g., Asia-Pacific workshop in Bangkok, Thailand (March 

2011)) to reinforce capacities of ESD stakeholders to keep track of progress towards 

ESD with the participation of government officials, the National Commissions, NGOs, 
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other UN agencies, and academia (UNESCO, 20 July, 2011). Experts in the National 

Committee participated in the Asia-Pacific workshop and provided information on the 

progress of the ESD work in China. Moreover, at the national level, UNESCO asked 

the Chinese Natcom to fill out questionnaires and involve diverse ESD stakeholders 

in the completion of those questionnaires (Ren, personal communication, April 29, 

2013). Experts in the National Committee completed the surveys and acted as China’s 

key informants for the Monitoring and Evaluation of the ESD Project.  

            UNESCO’s Monitoring and Evaluation reports, furthermore, are important 

resources for ESD stakeholders to share ESD knowledge, as well as learn the global 

progress of the ESD project and successful experiences and challenges of ESD work 

around the world. For example, the 2012 Monitoring and Evaluation report— Shaping 

the Education of Tomorrow—has been widely utilized by the Chinese ESD 

stakeholders and has influence in the ESD work in China. In 2012, the National 

Committee invested many resources in translating the Shaping the Education of 

Tomorrow  into Chinese and published it in installments in the Journal of Education 

for Sustainable Development. The 2012 Report was then used as an important 

material in ESD national and local workshops for training principals, teachers, and 

government officials (Sun, personal communication, February 28, 2013). According 

to a study by the National Committee, the 2012 Report helped Chinese stakeholders 

share and learn about other ESD experiences, improve the Chinese understandings of 

the ESD teaching and learning methods, and enriched the Chinese ESD framework (G. 

Shi, Han, & Ao, 2013).  

 Forming Networks and “Space of Flows” in Educational Governance 

            As shown earlier, UNESCO builds an international platform to bring together 

important stakeholders and facilitate sharing their knowledge of the ESD Project. The 
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discussions in the previous sections as well as this section respond to the first research 

question on how UNESCO engages itself and exerts influence in the promotion of the 

ESD Project in China. In the following paragraphs, I further demonstrate that 

UNESCO disseminates ESD knowledge and provide technical assistance to Chinese 

ESD stakeholders through its international cooperation mechanism, such as exchange 

of expertise, experts, international conferences, etc. Among the many strategies that 

UNESCO employs, building networks features prominently as a key strategy to exert 

UNESCO’s soft governance in the ESD Project in China. This naturally connects the 

discussion in this session to the research question on the features of global educational 

governance. As manifested in the data of the ESD case, network governance with 

“Space of Flows” is an important mechanism and characteristic of the emerging 

global educational governance.  

Building Networks  

            Scholars such as Omolewa (2007) describe UNESCO “as a network and 

promoter of other networks.” This echoes with UNESCO’s own description that 

“UNESCO relies on a vast network of people, institutions and partners to focus its 

work and amplify its impact” (UNESCO. org). In promoting the ESD Project, 

UNESCO realizes that on the one hand, ESD is a “far-reaching and complex 

undertaking” (UNESCO, 2006a) and it  has enormous responsibilities to lead and 

coordinate the ESD project on a global scale. On the other hand, it lacks the resources 

and capacity to carry out and localize such a global agenda in every nation state or 

local community. Facing this dilemma, UNESCO realizes that it has the “access to 

knowledge networks worldwide” (UNESCO, 2011b) and views networks as 

fundamental in providing information, expertise, and multiple resources and 

expanding its reach to the various actors in the ESD implementation. Networks, in 
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other words, are acknowledged as a fundamental component to the success of the 

UNESCO ESD Project (UNESCO, 2005c, p. 9). In the UN Decade of ESD 

International Implementation Scheme, UNESCO (2005c) insightfully points out that 

“the most crucial element to the Decade’s success is the scope of the human resources 

brought together.”  

            This was also echoed in the interviews. For example, when asked what were 

the critical elements in implementing ESD, a former UNESCO official andexpert in 

the ESD field Ren (personal communication, April 29, 2013) responded, “the 

networks have really been able to move through the progression of things where a 

staff of 10 or maybe even 7 or 6 at UNESCO Headquarters and the staff of all the 

field offices couldn’t accomplish. So it’s really distributed workload.” What’s more, 

Sun (personal communication, March 8, 2014) gave his perspective from the National 

Committee and explicitly argued the significance and advantages of a network 

structure in the interview:  

 [In the globalized modern world], the society is going to be a ‘flat’ structure. From 
this point of view, rather than relying on the government’s bureaucratic structure and 
organizations, the increasingly ‘flat’ social structure requires all the ESD stakeholders 
to cooperate and connect closely with each other. The bureaucratic organizations 
have the drawbacks of slow policy-making process and inefficiency. The ESD work, 
however, needs efficiency and forward-thinking ideas; the policy makers, scholars, 
principals and teachers that accept and understand ESD need to be connected first. 
Therefore, to connect these forward-thinking people in an efficient way, we have to 
bypass the current bureaucratic structure governments and organizations entail. 
Naturally, it needs efficient networks based on democracy. Networks are easily 
formed and promoted. There will be more and more networks on ESD.  
 

            Networks enjoy the advantages of a “flatter and more horizontal 

structure”(Stone, 2005) that efficiently convenes resources and carries out the ESD 

work at the international level while also being highly effective on the ground.  

Underlining the significance and advantages of networks and partnerships, 

consequently, as the lead agency of ESD, UNESCO proposes “a partnership 

framework” that serves as a means for identifying and encouraging a wide range of 
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partners to work together and also with UNESCO to realize the purpose of ESD 

(UNESCO, 2005c, 2006a, 2018b). These are partners at all scales – subnational (local, 

community), national, regional, and international, and from all sectors, i.e., 

government, civil society, NGOs, and private sector (UNESCO, 2005c, 2018b). In 

coordination with these partners, UNESCO established diverse network groups, such 

as UNESCO Reference Group on ESD41, with experts in the different spheres of ESD 

in setting strategic directions and enhancing the mobilization of partners (UNESCO, 

2009b), High-Level Panel on the ESD with members of great political influence, 

University Twining Networks and UNESCO Chairs, and networks of local 

practitioners. For example, the UNESCO Associated Schools Project Network is “the 

world’s largest network of schools. Starting with 33 schools in 15 Member States in 

1953, the Network comprises today—in its 60th year of existence— more than 9700 

educational institutions in 180 countries” (UNESCO, 2013a). According to UNESCO 

Bangkok (2008), “the UNESCO Associated Schools Project Network has been a 

useful tool in strengthening the implementation of ESD activities at the national level.”  

            In particular, in the promotion of the ESD Project, the professionals or 

knowledge workers42 interact based on different expertise in certain fields and build 

“interlinks between organizational and epistemic hubs,” which forms knowledge 

networks. The University Twining Networks and UNESCO Chairs43, specifically, are 

                                                
 
41 The Reference Group was created to assist UNESCO “to think strategically on what UNESCO can 
and should do and to facilitate the coordination and mobilization of a diverse set of partners and 
stakeholders” (UNESCO, 2009b). Most of the members are scholars and experts in research institutes, 
NGOs, and governmental organizations.  
42 Gunter (2012) calls the professionals in the epistemic communities the “knowledge workers” or 
“intellectual worker.”   
43 As UNESCO’s “main thrust of action in the field of higher education”, the University Twining 
Networks and UNESCO Chairs Programme was launched in 1992 (Calleja, 1995; UNESCO, 2007b; 
UNESCO. org). The networks and chairs are acknowledged by UNESCO, yet operate independent of 
the organization; they are mostly hosted in universities and research institutions. They are conceived as 
a way to advance research, training, and development in higher education “by building university 
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important networks of knowledge, workers, and international experts. According to 

Ren (personal communication, April 29, 2013), UNESCO Chairs on ESD are “much 

tied” to UNESCO’s work. They are acknowledged as “hotspots” of the ESD Project 

(Wals & Kieft, 2010). The UNESCO Chairs work in a number of fields and 

specialties, such as teacher education, higher education, early childhood education, 

etc. and come from diverse geographic regions. The wide-ranging expertise and 

locations are beneficial to UNESCO because “it helps us [UNESCO] understand the 

breath of understanding ESD and the breath of implementation of the ESD” (Ren, 

personal communication, April 29, 2013).  

            The UNESCO Chair that holds closest contact with both UNESCO and the 

National Committee is arguably the UNESCO Chair on Reorienting Teacher 

Education44. The Chair holder, Hopkins, and the Executive Director of the National 

Committee, Shi, exchange their knowledge and information regularly through visits, 

attending conferences, research projects, and emails. To further strengthen their 

cooperation, Hopkins and Shi decided to form a regional institute (The National 

Working Committee for ESD in China, 2013a)45. This institute is a regional network 

platform designed to bring experts together to facilitate ESD training, knowledge 

sharing, and collaborative research (The National Working Committee for ESD in 

China, 2013b).  

                                                                                                                                      
 
networks and encouraging inter-university cooperation through the transfer of knowledge across 
borders” (UNESCO, 2009b).  
44 UNESCO Chair on Reorienting Teacher Education was established at York University, Canada in 
1999 (UNESCO). The Chair holder, Charles Hopkins, later created an International Network of 35 
teacher education institutions from as many countries (UNESCO). Over the years, the International 
Network expanded and involved more teacher education institutions, forming larger regional and 
national networks to carry out ESD. It works closely with UNESCO, ministries, schools, and teacher 
education institutions to capture information and new insights on teacher education and ESD, carry out 
action research, and collect case studies to showcase ESD practices. For example, Good Practices in 
Education for Sustainable Development: Teacher Education Institutions was published by this Chair. 
45 In May 2014, the Asia-Pacific Institute for Education for Sustainable Development was officially 
launched in Beijing (The National Committee, 2014). 
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            Moreover, UNESCO’s conference mechanism, as illustrated earlier, is a 

fundamental method for UNESCO to facilitate international networks among 

knowledge workers and other actors all over the world, including UNESCO and the 

Chinese ESD stakeholders (Du, 2010c; Du & Dong, 2006; Jones & Coleman, 2005; Z. 

Xie, 2011). Every year, UNESCO convenes numerous meetings and high-level 

conferences on ESD, ranging from international conferences of states, 

intergovernmental meetings, and non-governmental conferences, to International 

Congresses on educational issues, meetings of advisory committees and expert 

committees, seminars, training and refresher courses, and symposia of different styles 

(UNESCO, 2013b). A UNESCO official points this out, “UNESCO has its own 

advantage in sharing the knowledge and experience—launching large-scale influential 

international conferences (Ma, personal communication, August 17, 2012)”. As 

argued earlier, through the international conferences, such as the Bonn Conference, 

UNESCO brings actors from different sectors together to not only enhance 

stakeholders’ capacity, but also to discuss common concerns and issues while also 

exchanging knowledge and experiences. UNESCO’s conferences, workshops, and 

seminars offer an international platform for discussion and knowledge sharing among 

ESD actors and create networks across platforms.  

            The question, then, is how to connect the various networks and individuals at 

different levels. Here, I utilize the word key nodes to portray actors that link multiple 

stakeholders and various resources together while also working to “connect disparate 

groups” and bring new information to different actors and networks (Pescosolido, 

2006; Sharma). The document and interview data of this study indicate that key nodes 

in the promotion of the ESD Project in China may be characterized vertically and 
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horizontally. Vertically, key nodes “work at different levels simultaneously” (Ren, 

personal communication, April 29, 2013). Ren further explained,  

 They [the key nodes] are people who are adapted and moving between levels. It's 
like you are able to work on the ground; and you are able to get back at the airplane 
level and look at the major trends, and get back down on-the-ground, and then look at 
it and make sure you are doing the major trends and alternating between these 
perspectives… Our research informed our everyday application. Our every ay 
application either confirmed the research and theory, or else it told us we have to redo 
the research and theory to make it fit our observations here. So we are always going 
from research and policy to the classroom and schools and back up to the theory. So 
we are always connecting these two.   
 

That is, key nodes connect international ideas and local practice, or “understand the 

airplane level” and the “on-the-ground work.”  

 Horizontally, in order to link different networks, it requires key nodes to 

incorporate a range of resources across sectors. For example, the ESD Project in 

China is carried out by a variety of actors, such as international and national ESD 

experts, UNESCO professionals and networks, government officials, and school 

practitioners. To effectively implement the ESD Project, therefore, key actors need to 

equip themselves with both ESD knowledge as well as political and administrative 

quality so they can connect with scholars, ESD practitioners, and policy makers in 

different sectors of the society (Sun, personal communication, May 7, 2013). The key 

nodes are likely to be actors with access to various sectors (e.g., IOs, governments, 

civil society, and private sectors) and different resources. 

With the vertical and horizontal access, key nodes are able to interact with 

actors in different fields and form connections with diverse actors. In UNESCO, for 

example, there are a number of key nodes that are highly devoted to ESD and work 

across sectors and scales. One strategy UNESCO uses to promote the connection 

among actors worldwide is making UNESCO professionals (e.g., Lechit and 

McKeown) the key nodes to groups and networks (Ren, personal communication, 

April 29, 2013). Furthermore, there are key nodes in different regions promoting the 
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ESD Project with UNESCO. Ren (personal communication, April 29, 2013) gave 

some examples: Hopkins in North America, and Lorna Down—a member of 

International Network of Teacher Education Institutions— have brought ESD to 

teachers in Caribbean through Jamaica and then the UNESCO Office in Kingston.   

            In the ESD Project in China, key nodes such as Hopkins, Lechit, and Shi are 

“really important” in linking international and local actors with diverse backgrounds 

together; and they are crucial in interpreting the ESD concept in a way that is locally 

relevant and culturally appropriate while also bringing local knowledge and 

experience into the international policy conversation. Interviewees from both 

UNESCO and the National Committee highlighted the importance of Shi and Hopkins 

in the development of the ESD Project internationally and in China. The interviewees 

explicitly stated that Hopkins and Shi’s passion, leadership qualities, personal energy, 

and time devoted in ESD moved the work forward internationally and in China (Wu, 

personal communication, May 9, 2012; Wang, personal communication, May 31, 

2012; Ren, personal communication, April 29, 2013). Both Hopkins and Shi devote 

substantial time and energy providing guidance to national governments, schools, and 

communities and doing research based on their experience46. They are able to 

understand and develop the abstract ESD ideas, link them with local practice, and 

conduct on-the-ground work; they also enjoy access to resources and people in 

multiple sectors and scales.  

            The networks help UNESCO better organize ESD resources, distribute its 

workload, and amplify its influence with regional and local actors. By engaging 

                                                
 
46 In promoting the ESD Project, Hopkins travels internationally almost 290 days a year, establishes a 
great number of networks (e.g., the CRTE and the IN of TEIs), and builds close relationships with 
many IGOs, governments, multilateral companies, and NGOs (Cao, personal communication, May 1, 
2013). Shi also conducts administrative work and education research related to ESD, and builds 
connections with schools, international experts, and policy makers in MOE and educational 
departments (Sun, personal communication, May 7, 2013). 



 

 113 

various actors in networks, according to Cao (personal communication, May 1, 2013), 

“if development occurs, it fringes all kinds of people.” That is to say, through 

networks, UNESCO excises its “convening power” and builds an international 

platform for all kinds of actors to connect and interact, mobilize resources, and share 

their knowledge and experience with each other.   

Creating “Space of Flows” through Interactions 

            The rest of this chapter continues to put the formation of networks in the ESD 

project under the lenses of global educational governance. As I have discussed in the 

previous sections, the knowledge of ESD was transmitted on multiple scales and in 

different geographic locations through the creation of a plethora of networks. In this 

section, I will focus on how UNESCO governs in the ESD project through the 

creation of networks. By more explicitly addressing the relationship between 

networks and educational governance, I explore the feature of UNESCO’s soft 

governance (Research Question 4). The stakes are in what sense governing through 

networks democratize the processes of knowledge transmission and policy making. In 

the following, I briefly review the predominant view on this issue in existing literature. 

Then, I discuss in what sense the findings from the ESD project have confirmed or 

problematized the existing literature.  

            The literature review in chapter 2 shows network as an organizational form is 

characterized by non-binding, reciprocal, and voluntary patterns of interactions 

(Carpenter, 2007), as opposed to other organizational forms prevalent in our modern 

society such as bureaucracy. Network thus provides a crucial organizational 

foundation for the realization of soft governance in the process of educational 

globalization. This organizational foundation gives rise to the emerging “space of 

flows” in global policy and discourse development. As illustrated in chapter 2, a 
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number of education scholars such as Beech (2006, 2009), Lawn (2006), Dale (2007, 

2009), Lewis et al. (2015), and Lewis (2017) have noticed the significance of space of 

flows, which enables actors from multiple scales to participate in the process of GEG.  

Scholars Nóvoa and Lawn (2002) and Lawn and Lingard (2002) furthermore depict 

an educational or learning space that is “shaped by constant interaction between small 

groups of linked professionals, managers and experts.” As previously discussed, this 

interactive feature stands out as the key organizational form of the ESD network in 

knowledge promotion, capacity building, and policy formation.  

            Existing literature thus taps into several key features of network governance 

and space of flows. One of the important effects of the “space of flows” is to entail 

the liquefying of knowledge; and in this specific case, it is the liquefying of ESD 

knowledge. Scholars such as Sobe and Ortegón (2009) argue that with global actors 

and interactions, knowledge has become “liquid and mobile,” enabling the flows of 

knowledge among actors at a distance. In the globalization context, in other words, 

large circles of communication and networks may “liquefy” knowledge, sustain and 

accelerate “the worldwide flows of educational knowledge” (Dewey, 1915; Sobe & 

Ortegón, 2009; Steiner-Khamsi, 2004); and knowledge becomes “productive and an 

active, material practice in constructing the world” (Popkewitz, 2000, p.16). 

Addtionaly, mobilizing knowledge through networking highlights its potential to 

democratize knowledge transmission and policy-making and taps into the liberating 

effect of network-based educational practice and policy-making. 

  The findings from this project partly confirm and extend the ideas in the 

existing literature. This study shows that UNESCO created multiple international 

cooperation mechanisms, such as the exchange of experts and individuals and 

international conferences. In addition to organizing different horizontal and flattened 
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networks, UNESCO also advocates forming networks across different geographic 

locations and at different levels of the ESD project. However, highlighting network’s 

effect of liquefying knowledge and flattening global governance, existing literature 

does not pay enough attention to the formation of key nodes in networks. The case of 

ESD may help us obtain some insights on this issue and how ‘space of flows’ is 

created through the key nodes and networks.  

 In this study, a global educational space depicts an interactive space of flows 

that constitutes various forms of flows, especially the flows of people, information, 

ideas and knowledge. Lawn (2002) strongly argues that a new educational space has 

been and will continue to be formulated in Europe and internationally, and it is also in 

a constant process of becoming. Such space is facilitated by interactions, networks, 

and heterogeneous actors from different sectors and scales. In the promotion of the 

ESD Project, in practice, the idea of flows of knowledge in and through interactions is 

implicit and central for actors, such as UNESCO, to govern at a distance.                                                 

            Heterogeneous yet like-minded actors are linked together via key nodes and 

enjoy their collective access to resources. The flows of knowledge in and through 

interactions likely foster the formation of a global educational space, or as Cao 

(personal communication, May 1, 2013) describes, “global learning cycles” in the 

global world. In the process of promoting the ESD Project in China, a global 

educational space is formed in and through interactions among various actors in 

UNESCO, China, and all over the world. Such an idea of global educational space is 

consistent with Castells (2000)’s idea of “space of flows”— a new spatial logic in the 

global age—and Nóvoa and Lawn (2002) and Lawn and Lingard (2002)’s depiction 

of an education space shaped by interactions among actors in EU and European states.  
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Such a global educational space does not have a fixed place of operation, any 

legislative mandate or constitutional position. It is shaped by constant interactions 

among different actors across scales, and it is being formed between nation states (e.g., 

China) and IGOs (e.g., UNESCO), between knowledge workers and policy makers, 

between public sector actors and civil society actors, etc.  For example, Leicht is the 

Chief of the ESD Section at UNESCO Headquarters; Hopkins and Shi are both 

knowledge workers and practitioners in the implementation of the ESD Project; and 

Du, as a government official and player in policy making in the ministry of education 

in China, is mostly involved in political arena and entails political influence in China.  

They are all involved in a variety of activities between UNESCO and China. 

These actors interact through UNESCO’s collaborative mechanisms and activities 

such as publications, research, international conferences and workshops, international 

cooperation and exchange (as shown in the previous chapter and earlier in this 

chapter). Flows of ESD knowledge are exchanged and produced with these 

relationships and interactions, through which the ESD idea is localized and 

implemented in the Chinese education policy and practice. The educational space of 

the GEG in the case of ESD, thus, may be understood as an immaterial space created 

by flows of knowledge in and through interactions across various actors.  

            Furthermore, any understanding of global educational governance must 

account for constant possibility of change in practice. Global educational governance 

is “a dynamic process” in that “nothing is ever governed once and for all time” (Avant 

et al., 2010; Castells, 2010). The network governance of the ESD Project in China, 

therefore, is dynamic and functions as a microcosm of how GEG may work in 

practice. Despite its dynamic nature, three crucial factors can be identified in the 

governance process: First, the approaches and mechanisms that the various actors at 
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multiple scales employ; Second, the important features of the governance process 

(e.g., governing in and through “a network of networks”, the interpenetration of 

multiple scales, and soft governance); and Third, interactions among the actors and 

the special roles they play.  

            Altogether, as discussed earlier, the globalization process changes the concept 

of space and in the promotion process of the ESD Project in China, an interactive 

space or a global educational space is gradually formed, which involves various actors 

and key nodes from different sectors and scales. A broad educational space of 

governance emerges in the process of the ESD implementation. Education, in this 

sense, is “no longer locked up in the silos of national systems” (Lawn, 2006). The 

nation states are not the sole actors of governance or the exclusive scale at which the 

governance of education takes place (Dale, 2007). Echoing Lawn (2002)’s perception 

on a new governance space, education policies and practice such as the ESD Project 

are becoming “borderless,” “inside the unbounded space of policy-making.”  

            Originating at the global scale with the legitimation from IGOs such as UN 

and UNESCO, international policies such as ESD Project and their promotion in 

nation states are beyond the scope of the national government or local actors. 

Connected through the key nodes with access to multiple scales and sectors, the 

“borderless” interaction of GEG has opened space for non-state and non-public actors 

and non-governmental influences in educational governance. In the case of 

implementing ESD in China, one the one hand, UNESCO identified China as a 

centralized state and located key change facilitators mostly on the national level.  

Unlike UNESCO’s work in de-centralized countries such as Canada, in China 

UNESCO must work closely with the National Committee of ESD. On the other hand, 

given the international nature of the ESD Project and involvement of actors across 
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multiple scales, the formation of networks in the ESD Project in China is gradually 

shifting the authority of governance of ESD Project to multiple levels, going beyond 

the Chinese government. Such networks have manifested in the creation of ‘space of 

flows’ of the ESD Project. In chapter 5, I will discuss more details and argue that the 

promotion of the ESD Project involves active interactions among diverse actors, i.e., 

UNESCO, the Chinese government, a global civil society actor (the National 

Committee), policy elites (the international experts and policy makers), etc.  And I 

will further unpack ‘space of flows’ and the shift of authority in promoting ESD 

knowledge, policy and practice in China both nationally and locally.  

Summary 

            In this chapter, I laid out my findings and discussions regarding the 

formulation and implementation of the UNESCO ESD project. I adopted a 

perspective that primarily focuses on the work that UNESCO has been doing, 

specifically creating a universal ESD discourse and mobilizing global ESD networks.              

I further situated UNESCO’s work in its interaction with China. These discussions 

developed a general understanding of the research questions pertaining to how 

UNESCO engaged itself and exerted influence in the promotion of the ESD Project in 

China. I also developed a preliminary discussion to examine the characteristics of 

global educational governance as they are manifested in the ESD project, which shed 

light on the research question on key features of GEG.  

In particular, the discussion highlights two issues: first, how was ESD 

globalized in a complex discursive formation process? Second, how did the global 

educational networks, specifically the ESD networks, create flows of knowledge and 

identify key nodes? The discussion of these two questions set the stage for us to 

further investigate the interaction between UNESCO and China. For instance, through 
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drawing an overarching picture of the discursive formation of ESD, we know that 

China, as a non-western country, was at the sidelines, receiving the discourse rather 

than creating it. This position raises the question of how the ESD stakeholders in 

China received the ESD discourse and whether it is possible for China to engage in 

the constant transnational move of formulating and interpreting ESD discourse. 

Furthermore, because contemporary China is still a centralized, authoritarian state, it 

became a place to test the limits of network governance, a type of soft governance 

with its intrinsic liberating and democratizing effects. Did the ESD network created in 

China reinforce the centralized power? In what sense were multiple actors introduced 

to this knowledge-sharing space of governance? In general, scholars contend that one 

of the key effects of soft governance/network governance is the shift of authority. 

When network governance was introduced to an authoritarian state, how did the key 

actors deal with the convergence of the two types of governing styles? I will further 

discuss these interesting topics of GEG in chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5 “Chewing” and “Feeding” the UNESCO ESD Ideas in China 

Introduction  

            In chapter 4, I illustrated the evolution of the international ESD idea, how 

UNESCO promoted the ESD concept through its soft mechanisms, and how the 

promotion of the ESD project is an instantiation of global educational governance. 

This chapter aims to examine the ESD project in China with a focus on how the 

UNESCO ESD idea was appropriated and promoted in the context of contemporary 

China, which details how global educational governance happens at the national and 

local scales and the roles various actors play in this governance process. Moreover, I 

synthesize the global and the national/local to explore governance along the lines of 

the engagement and influence of these actors in ESD policies and practice.  

            A major part of my analysis of the ESD project in China will revolve around 

the analogies of “chewing” and “feeding.” In an interview with Sun, a key national 

expert in promoting the ESD project in China, he summarized the implementation 

process as “chewing the ESD ideas and feeding them to the schools.” (Sun, personal 

communication, June 9, 2012) The analogies of “chewing” and “feeding,” as my 

study shows, illustrate the adoption and implementation of the ESD project in China. 

The Chinese ESD stakeholders “chewed” or studied the UNESCO ESD ideas, 

connected them with the Chinese context, and “fed” or implemented these ideas in the 

Chinese education. I also draw insights from key ESD stakeholders in China, as well 

as analyze the diverse roles actors play in these “chewing” and “feeding” processes. I 

start with an analysis of the rationale for China to promote the ESD project, and then 

move on to explain the adoption of ESD ideas—the chewing, and the implementation 

of ESD project—the feeding. These sections unpack the research questions on how 

the ESD project was promoted in China on the national level and in what way the 
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relevant Chinese actors influenced educational policy and practice in the ESD case.  

Throughout the discussions, I situate the processes of “chewing” and “feeding” in the 

global educational governance (GEG) framework. I then connect the concepts of 

network governance and authority with the roles that the diverse actors played in the 

governance process. This analysis then allows me to examine the features of GEG as 

reflected in the case of the ESD project.  

The Rationale for China to Promote the ESD Project  

            In chapters 1 and 4, I discussed the sociopolitical background for China to 

promote the ESD project and the organizational foundations for its implementation. In 

this chapter, I explicate the rationale for China to adopt and implement the project. 

Before examining how the ESD Project was understood and implemented in China, it 

is crucial to understand why the Chinese stakeholders were interested in this project in 

the first place.  

In presenting the organizational foundation of the ESD project (chapter 4), I 

delineated its primary stakeholders, including the Chinese Natcom, the ESD National 

Committee, and various local committees, as well as relevant schools, teachers, and 

students. The data on the establishment of the ESD project in China demonstrate that 

when the UNESCO ESD project was introduced in China in 1998 the Chinese central 

government took initiative in adopting this UNESCO project (G. Shi, 2010b, 2011b; 

T. Zhang, 2010; X. Zhang, 2006), specifically, the Chinese Natcom coordinated the 

initial set-up in China. The interview data confirmed this, “it was China who took the 

initiative in implementing ESD at the first place” (Sun, personal communication, 

March 8, 2014). The data, further show that when transferring the ESD idea in 

educational policy and practice at national and local levels, the Chinese ESD 

stakeholders, especially the National Committee, proactively researched the ESD idea, 



 

 122 

connected them to Chinese contexts, and localized the ESD idea in Chinese schools 

with specific strategies. What motivated the Chinese stakeholders to proactively 

establish the project in China?  

            As Carpenter (2010) notes, if a global idea or issue is highly suited to the work 

the national or local actors (especially nation states) are doing and not politically 

sensitive, the nation-states often prefer to play a significant role in advocating it. In 

the case of the ESD project, for the Chinese government to act upon and adopt an 

international concept, an obvious motivation is that the concept or project can be 

utilized to fulfill its needs. In the words of Da (personal communication, July 19, 2012), 

a high-level official at UNESCO with strong tie to the Chinese government, “as long 

as the UNESCO idea and policy fits China’s national or local needs, the Chinese 

people will make great effort to develop the idea or policy in China, through 

governmental or non-governmental approaches.” A number of documents and 

interviews also show that the rationale of “having it work for us” (Wei Wo Suo Yong; 

为我所⽤) has been a major underlining motivation for the Chinese government to 

cooperate with UNESCO and adopt UNESCO’s ideas and projects47. That is, Chinese 

stakeholders act proactively in adopting an idea or project if the international project 

can be utilized to help Chinese development. Specifically, there are three main 

motivations for Chinese actors to adopt and actively implement the ESD project:  

            First, the Chinese stakeholders are aware of the challenges of the 

environmental and sustainability issues in China and acknowledge that the UNESCO 

ESD idea may serve its national sustainable development agenda (X. Chen, 2009). In 

                                                
 
47 For example, Chinese National Commission for UNESCO (2009b), Wu (personal communication, 
May 9, 2012) and Yang (personal communication, May 11, 2012) explicitly used the words “have it 
work for us” when discussing why Chinese government would like to implement UNESCO’s projects 
such as ESD project.  
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China, sustainable development is a priority in the national strategy designed to signal 

the importance of countering challenges of economic and social development 

(Chinese Government, 2016; International Labour Organisation, 2011; Qiao, 2009; 

Tilt, 2009; Watts, 2010). Since the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and 

Development, the Chinese government has been a firm supporter of the international 

agreement on sustainable development—the Agenda 21. In 1994, the Chinese 

government issued China’s Agenda 21: White Paper on China's Population, 

Environment and Development in the 21st Century, which affirmed that sustainable 

development was a top priority of the national development and reform agenda (State 

Council, 1994). Two years later, the Chinese government acknowledged sustainable 

development and “Revitalizing the Nation through Science and Education” (Ke Jiao 

Xing Guo; 科教兴国) as its long-term national strategies. In 2003, the national 

government proposed the “Scientific Outlook on Development  (Ke Xue Fa Zhang 

Guan; 科学发展观)” with “people-oriented, comprehensive, coordinated, and 

sustainable features” (Department of Publicity of the CCP, 2006). The significance of 

sustainable development was stressed at the highest level of the government. 

Subsequent Five Year Plans48 as well as the newly issued China’s National 

Plan on Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, further 

highlighted that education,science, and technology should be strong driving forces to 

facilitate China’s sustainable development strategies (Chinese Government, 2016; 

State Council, 2001, 2006, 2011). That is, education was reinforced at the highest 

level of the government as an essential element in boosting public awareness, building 

                                                
 
48  “Five-Year Plans” are plans the Chinese government make every five years to lay out the major 
development projects and reforms, and the direction, vision, and key issues in China’s economic and 
social development (China. com. cn). The First Five-Year Plan (1953-1957) was initiated under Mao’s 
government (China. com. cn). Currently, China is undergoing its Twelfth Five-Year Plan (2011-2015). 
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capacity on sustainable development, and a key driver toward sustainability. Adopting 

and implementing the UNESCO ESD project seemed to be appropriate action for the 

Ministry of Education to take in this context. As noted in the documents, ESD is a 

fundamental guideline for the education sector to follow and contribute to China’s 

sustainable development agenda (X. Chen, 2008; G. Shi, 2016b; The National 

Working Committee for ESD in China, 2009a, 2011).  

            Second, the Chinese government can be seen as searching for possible 

solutions for the issues Chinese educational development faces. Chinese education 

had undergone a series of educational reforms since1980s, such as basic education 

reform, curriculum reform, quality education49 reform, and education systemic reform 

(Hu, 2012; Z. Shi & Zhang, 2008; J. Zhang, 2016). In particular, the exam-oriented 

education (Ying Shi Jiao Yu; 应试教育) has long been a major issue in Chinese 

education as it focuses primarily on students’ test scores, hinders students’ creativity 

and individual development, and neglects students’ development of learning capacity 

(Z. Liu & Hu, 2005; Pan, 2001; Yang, 1997). The recent educational reforms, 

especially the curriculum reform and quality education reform, aim at tackling the 

challenges of the exam-oriented education and promote student-centered quality-

oriented teaching and learning (Pan, 2001; Yang, 1997; J. Zhang, 2016).  

            As the UNESCO ESD idea highlights quality education and student-centered 

learning processes and the project is international by nature, the ESD project is 

acknowledged as a way to provide, in part, the solutions to the aforementioned 

                                                
 
49 Quality education refers to education that provides all citizens with the knowledge, skills, values, and 
perspectives that will assist the achievement of a just, equitable, and ecologically sustainable future 
(Beijing Consensus, 2011; L. Liu, 2011).  
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educational issues in China50 (e.g., curriculum development, quality education, 

internationalization). For example, X. Chen (2008), the former Vice Minister of the 

Ministry of Education, underscores that ESD can be a necessary solution for tackling 

the challenges of Chinese education and better promote education reforms. Wu 

(personal communication, May 9, 2012), a senior expert in the National Committee 

passionately stated that  

According to the DESD, it’s crucial to emphasize the quality of education and reform 
our educational plan and philosophy. In fact, this fits well with the spirit of the 
Chinese education reforms. Therefore, ESD is essentially a critical idea. It touches 
the fundamental direction of education.  
 

            Third, since the end of 1990s, one key emerging task for the Chinese 

government is to internationalize and increase China’s “soft power” (S. Xie, 

December 14, 2001). This becomes even more prominent with the recent national 

initiatives such as the ‘One Belt and One Road’ initiative (People Daily, 2017). The 

internationalization of education has become a trend in the Chinese education policy 

and practice (Jiang & Sun, 2003). As demonstrated in chapter 1, UNESCO has long 

been perceived as an important platform for China to connect with the world and 

internationalize itself. As a result, the ESD project has been viewed as a way to 

promote the internationalization51 of the Chinese education from the early stages of its 

implementation (Du, 2002; G. Shi, 2016b).  

            Moreover, the Chinese stakeholders realized that by implementing the 

UNESCO projects, it can not only be utilized as an approach for Chinese education to 

“go out” (meaning become internationalized), but also increase China’s soft power on 

an international scale (Du, 2002, 2010a, 2010b, 2011a). This is driven mainly by 
                                                
 
50 Such a connection between ESD ideas and China’s educational development can be identified in a 
number of documents in China (X. Chen, 2008, 2009; Du, 2002; G. Shi, 2010b; L. Shi, 2010c; L. 
Zhang, 2010; L. Zhang, Du, & Shi, 2010; L. Zhang & Kang, 2007; T. Zhang, 2010; X. Zhang, 2006). 
51 Facilitating the internationalization of Chinese education through the ESD project is often 
highlighted in speeches by officials in the Ministry of Education and Beijing Academy of Educational 
Sciences (X. Chen, 2008, 2009; Du, 2002, 2010a; G. Shi, 2011a). 
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China’s political will in the 21st century (Du, 2002, 2010a, 2010b, 2011a). Both 

document and interview data52 suggest that China seeks to facilitate its political will 

of “building and wielding China’s soft power” by deepening and broadening its 

cooperation with UNESCO. In other words, as discussed in chapter 1, in a “fallen 

princess”(UNESCO) and “new rich” (China) relationship in the 21st century, China 

sees UNESCO as a critical platform to build its soft power and gain more 

international recognition and support (Chinese National Commission for UNESCO, 

2007; M. Fang, 2010; M. Zhang, 2010). In this context, “the Chinese people and 

government attach great importance to China’s continuous cooperation with 

UNESCO” (UNESCO Press, March 2, 2011).  

            As mentioned in chapter 1, in the 21st century, China seeks to engage more in 

UNESCO’s projects and activities. The ESD project was one important area for China 

to cooperate with UNESCO and become actively involved in UNESCO’s work. 

Facilitating the internationalization of Chinese education and increasing China’s 

“voice” through the ESD project are often emphasized in speeches given by officials 

in the Ministry of Education and the Beijing Academy of Educational Science (X. 

Chen, 2008, 2009; Du, 2002, 2010a; G. Shi, 2011a).  

In short, for any country to adopt an international concept or project, the simple 

rationale is that the concept or project will be utilized to fulfill needs. In the case of 

the ESD project, the needs of China’s sustainable development agenda and 

educational development reveal the underlying rationale for why the UNESCO ESD 

project was promoted in China. That is, the ESD concept contributed to China’s 

national sustainable development strategies, helped address and even solve some 

                                                
 
52 For example, Chinese National Commission for UNESCO (2010), Du (2010), Lang (personal 
communication, August 10, 2012), Yu (personal communication, August 14, 2012), Ma (personal 
communication, August 17, 2012), etc.  
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challenges of its current education system, as well as facilitated the rise of Chinese 

“voice” and “soft power” in international society. These needs and interests have 

greatly shaped how the Chinese stakeholders navigate their action when carrying out 

the ESD project and how they interact with UNESCO as well as with each other.  

Chewing: Localizing the UNESCO ESD Ideas in Chinese Education 

            Drawing on the document and interview data of this study, a process of 

transferring the UNESCO ESD idea into Chinese education can be presented into 

three components: (1) the adoption of an international idea and agenda (as discussed 

in last section); (2) “chewing” or understanding the international ESD ideas and 

knowledge within national and local contexts; (3) “feeding” or implementing the 

international ESD ideas into the national and local practice, knowledge, and policy. 

Such a “feeding” process yields changes in educational practice and policy. “Feeding” 

also means the ESD practitioners in China looked for opportunities to tie their 

national/local experience and knowledge back to the global.  

In chapter 4, I have detailed how the ESD project was first adopted and 

approved by China’s central government. This is a crucial initial step in the 

development of the ESD idea in China, particularly because China’s central 

government played a key role in knowledge transferring between the global and the 

local (more on this role will be discussed later in the chapter). In this section, I 

continue the analysis of the ESD project in China by illustrating the process of 

“chewing.” The data show that it is essentially through researching and piloting the 

UNESCO ESD idea in Chinese schools, creating a Chinese framework, and making 

ESD culturally relevant to Chinese context that the National Committee understands 

or “chews” the UNESCO ESD idea, and connects them to education in China. 
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Researching and piloting the UNESCO ESD ideas 

            Research is identified as “the driving force” to promote ESD in China (G. Shi 

& Wang, 2010; The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2009a; J. Zhang, 

2016). Since 1998, the Chinese ESD expert team has carried out extensive research on 

the international ESD idea and practice. When asked how the ESD stakeholders in 

China made sense of the ESD idea, three interviewees in the National Committee 

underlined “researching the ESD idea” and “piloting in schools and refining the ESD 

idea” as the primary approach (Sun, personal communication, June 9, 2012; Feng, 

personal communication, May 8, 2012; Wu, personal communication, May 9, 2012).  

Drawing from the ESD research and its experience from previous educational practice 

in other projects, the core expert team studied the key elements of ESD, and 

conducted pilot projects in a number of schools in Beijing and other provinces in     

China. In late 2000 and early 2001, the core expert team certified the first 150 ESD 

Experimental Schools in China (The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 

2003). Continuous research and pilot studies were conducted in these ESD schools. 

As a result, more schools became interested in ESD and started gradually to localize 

the ESD idea at school and local levels (The National Working Committee for ESD in 

China, 2009a). Through research and pilot projects, in other words, the ESD theory 

and practice started to spread throughout out in China. 

            Furthermore, In the process of promoting the ESD project in China, 

understandings of ESD have evolved overtime (X. Chen, 2009; Chinese National 

Commission for UNESCO, 2009a; L. Liu, 2012; G. Shi, 2011a). As Feng and Sun 

noted in their interviews, at early stages, the ESD research and pilot study focused 

primarily on two aspects of education—integrating ESD contents into school 

curriculums and using ESD idea to update teaching and learning methods. During the 
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development of the ESD project, the National Committee, together with local 

committees and schools, continuously refined their ESD understandings and practice 

based on the UNESCO ESD work, their ongoing ESD research, and pilot studies. The 

newly updated ESD understandings and practice, in turn, enriched the ESD research. 

Over the past 15 years, the National Committee has carefully studied the UNESCO 

ESD idea and connected it with the ongoing needs of Chinese education. Through the 

continuous research and pilot projects, the National Committee gradually developed 

an ESD definition and a Chinese ESD framework.  

Creating a Chinese ESD framework 

            In China, ESD mainly refers to educating individuals with scientific 

knowledge, learning capacity, values, and sustainable lifestyle to meet the ecological 

development needs, with the purpose of promoting the sustainable development of the 

society, economy, environment, and culture (G. Shi & Han, 2012, June, 2012; The 

National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2011). In educating for the 

sustainability of society and individuals, the National Committee developed a Chinese 

ESD framework that highlighted the 16-word teaching and learning principal and 

ESD Roadmap (2-1-3-3-2-3-4). Particularly, the National Committee summarized the 

ESD teaching and learning methods into the 16-word (16 Chinese words) principle: 

student-centered, infusion of ESD in classrooms, cooperative learning, and 

connecting knowledge with practice (G. Shi & Wang, 2006).  

            The ESD roadmap (2-1-3-3-2-3-4) developed by the National Committee 

illustrates the main framework and the primary focus of the ESD project (Appendix 6). 

The ESD roadmap (2-1-3-3-2-3-4) entails two implications of meaning for the ESD 

concept (the sustainable development of individuals and society) and the contents of 
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ESD (one core and three basics53); meanwhile, it embraces three levels of ESD 

schools, two thematic areas in ESD, and three levels of curriculum development that 

are designed for applying the ESD idea into educational practice. Finally, after such a 

process, ESD in China aims to achieve the four main goals of ESD54 (The National 

Working Committee for ESD in China, 2010, 2011).   

            Such a Chinese ESD framework is fundamental in ensuring that the UNESCO 

ESD project can be closely related to and localized in Chinese education (G. Shi & 

Han, 2012; L. Shi, 2009). According to L. Shi (2009, p. 21), the former Director of 

the National Working Committee of ESD in China,   

The primary reason that ESD was successfully implemented in China is that based on 
the national SD strategy and the need of the quality education reform, [the National 
Committee] imported the international ESD idea, designed and localized the ESD 
idea, and finally constructed the Chinese ESD framework. 
 

In other words, the ESD roadmap is a fruit of the localization of the ESD discourse.  

Making ESD culturally and politically relevant  

            To make the ESD concept culturally and politically relevant and acceptable to 

Chinese stakeholders, experts of the National Committee worked to link the 

UNESCO ESD concept with current issues in Chinese society and educational system. 

The National Committee translates the abstract UNESCO ESD idea and the Chinese 

ESD framework into catchwords and number systems that are easy to remember and 

circulate. The ESD roadmap (2-1-3-3-2-3-4) and the ESD teaching and learning 

                                                
 
53 “One core” refers to the ESD values (“Four Respects”: Respect others, including those of the present 
and future generations, for difference and diversity, for the environment, and for the resources of the 
planet we inhabit. “Three basics” refers to the three important elements students should learn 
sustainable knowledge ; sustainable learning capacity; and sustainable lifestyle (G. Shi & Wang, 2006; 
The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2011). 
54 The four educational goals of ESD include: a) to help students form the values of sustainable 
development; b) to help students acquire the scientific knowledge of sustainable development; c) to 
help students improve their sustainable learning capacity; d) to help students practice sustainable 
lifestyle; and e) to help students follow the practical problems of sustainable development and 
contribute to their solution.  
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principle are good examples of this strategy. Interestingly, it is not hard to discover 

that the ESD roadmap effectively captures the core of the UNESCO ESD idea, as well 

as the implementation process of the ESD project in China. Using the combination of 

numbers and catchwords, the National Committee turns the UNESCO ESD idea and 

the process of implementation into a slogan and feeds it into ESD schools, the public, 

the policy domain, etc.  

            The creation of number systems and catchwords, to a great extent, is to suit 

the political culture of China. In the Chinese political culture, catchwords and 

numbers have, for a long time, been used to advocate the core values and agendas of 

the government. Many central policies and political and economic agendas are 

summarized using such expressions55. The use of catchwords and numbers in 

promoting ESD in China, therefore, helps translate the UNESCO ESD concept into 

culturally and politically acceptable ideas and then implement in schools. 

Additionally, the Chinese version of the ESD discourse was also adapted to conform 

to the state’s political ideology. For instance, in my interview with Teacher Wu 

(personal communication, May 9, 2012), she mentioned,  

The value of UNESCO is reflected from its programs.  When adopting these 
programs, China tends to ignore their value orientation, such as human rights, 
fairness, and so on. Instead, China focuses on the aspects of the programs more 
relevant to its interests. It employs an attitude of utilitarianism, namely, “making it 
work for me” (为我所⽤) . 
 

From the perspective of key Chinese stakeholders, the content related to human rights 

was incredibly sensitive. After all, the state ideology in China often criticizes western 

countries for employing the human rights discourse as a strategy to intervene in 

                                                
 
55 For example, after the Open Door Policy, the Chinese government proposed and advocated a number 
of national strategies and guidelines with catchwords and numbers, such as summarizing the main 
contents of national economic and social development as “one central task (of economic construction) 
and two basic points (of adhering to the four cardinal principles and the policies of reform, opening to 
the outside world, and invigorating the domestic economy) (⼀ 个 中 ⼼ ， 两 个 基 本 点)” (The 
People.com.cn). 
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China’s domestic affairs. Removing human rights discourse from the Chinese ESD 

framework, demonstrates the key Chinese players in the chewing process also play 

the role of gatekeeper. During this process, ideas such as human rights education are 

dropped. As a consequence, the chewing process changes, localizes, and reshapes the 

ideas introduced by the UNESCO ESD discourse.  

Feeding: Implementing the ESD Ideas in Chinese Education 

            By researching, piloting and making the UNESCO ESD idea relevant to 

various issues in China, ESD was “imported” to China, connected to the national 

context, and then implemented in local schools (Sun, personal communication, June 9, 

2012; Wu, personal communication, May 9, 2012). The National Committee realizes 

that “strategies that are appropriate, workable and easy to coordinate the various 

stakeholders are crucial” to transfer the ESD idea to school practice (Sun, personal 

communication, May 7, 2013). Following a variety of strategies, the National 

Committee feeds the ESD idea into the schools and districts in China.   

Promoting ESD with specific strategies  

            In order to promote the ESD idea in Chinese education, the National 

Committee developed and carried out several main strategies, e.g., publication and 

guiding tools, “3-2-3” of the ESD roadmap that are designed for applying the ESD 

idea into educational practice, capacity building workshops, and international and 

regional cooperation.  

            Publication and learning tools. Publication and learning tools are not only 

important approaches for UNESCO to disseminate its ideas, but also a fundamental 

approach the National Committee follows to disseminate the ESD idea to Chinese 

stakeholders. In 2002, for example, based on its research on the major UNESCO ESD 

documents, the National Committee issued the Regulations of the Environment, 
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Population, and Sustainable Development (EPD) Project56 in China and The Manual 

of the EPD Project in China57. This document set the direction, rules, and specific 

procedures to carry out the ESD project in Chinese schools and for a while served as 

the policy guide for implementing the ESD project in China. In 2011, the National 

Committee published the new version of the guidebook—the ESD in China 

Experimental Manual in guiding the development of the project.  

            Additionally, with years of research and study, the National Committee 

published and circulated a great number of books, case studies, and research papers. 

These publications and documents cover a broad range of topics such as ESD 

curriculum development, teaching and learning experiences, ESD theories, school 

practices, and international ESD development (e.g., X. Chen, 2009; G. Shi & Wang, 

2006; L. Shi, 2010b; The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2009a, 

2010; G. Wang, 2003; T. Zhang, 2010; X. Zhang, 2006). What’s more, the core 

expert team released the first issue of Journal of EPD in China58 in 2000, which was 

later retitled to Journal of ESD in China, in better circulating the ESD research and 

successful experiences in ESD schools (The National Working Committee for ESD in 

China, 2003). These publications and guiding tools are fundamental channels for the 

National Committee to disseminate its ESD knowledge and experience to various 

stakeholders and advocate the ESD idea at national and local levels.   

            The Implementation of the ESD roadmap. Following the strategies proposed 

in the ESD roadmap, the National Committee established three tiers of ESD schools, 
                                                
 
56 As discussed in chapter 1, the Environment, Population, and Sustainable Development (EPD) Project 
started in 1994 and later became the ESD project in 2002 with the launch of the UN Decade of ESD.   
57According to Sun (personal communication, May 8, 2013), UNESCO didn’t participate in the 
discussion or drafting of the ESD regulations or rules in China; Rather, the National Committee sets 
the regulations of the ESD project in China, with consultations of diverse stakeholders in schools, local 
districts, governments, and the Chinese Natcom.       
58 In 2006, Journal of EPD in China changed its name to Journal of ESD in China. As of October 2013, 
the National Committee has published over 60 volumes of this Journal. The Journal is distributed to a 
great number of ESD schools and educational institutions in China.  
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delineated two thematic areas in ESD, and encouraged ESD-related curriculum 

development in applying the ESD idea into school practice. At the beginning of the 

project, the National Committee developed the strategy of establishing different tiers 

of ESD schools, i.e., ESD Experimental School, ESD Example School, and National 

ESD Example School (The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2011). 

The three tiers of ESD schools have been expanding dramatically over the past 15 

years. As of 2013, over 1,000 Chinese schools in 14 provinces have become ESD 

schools (G. Shi et al., 2013). Moreover, the National Committee is “building a 

number of ESD Experimental Districts across different regions in China” 59(Feng, 

personal communication, May 8, 2012).  

            Capacity building workshops. In China, training and workshops are 

considered as fundamental approaches in raising teachers’ understandings of ESD and 

incorporating the ESD teaching and learning methods in their daily teaching practice 

(G. Shi, 2016b; G. Shi et al., 2013; The National Working Committee for ESD in 

China, 2009a; T. Zhang, 2010). This idea was explicitly brought up by interviewees, 

Feng and Sun. Sun (personal communication, June 9, 2012), for example, noted, 

Based on the Chinese experience, understandings of ESD idea of the principals and 
teachers are directly related to the extent to which they promote ESD practice. And 
training and capacity building of the principals and teachers are crucial in enhancing 
their knowledge and understanding of ESD. 

 

                                                
 
59 Moreover, the National Committee, together with the local committees and schools, designs and 
carries out a variety of activities regarding two special themes in ESD—environment and resources and 
society and culture. In response to the strategy, the National Committee established diverse 
partnerships with communities, enterprises, NGOs, and others stakeholders to organize a variety of 
special activities for students and schools, such as building energy-saving campuses59, ‘girls in sciences’ 
development plans, national and local contests, and community volunteering service. Additionally, the 
National Committee encourages the ESD-related curriculum development in Chinese ESD schools. 
The national curriculum is designed by the MOE and is mandatory for all schools. The development of 
national curriculum means to integrate ESD idea into the implementation of the national curriculum in 
ESD schools (Wu, 2010; J. Zhang, 2016). Besides, school-based curricula and teaching materials have 
been developed based on the situation of the schools and local environment (The National Working 
Committee for ESD in China, 2009a). 
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The National Committee has conducted capacity building training and workshops at 

three different levels—national, local, and school-based training.  

The National ESD Workshops, specifically, are considered a key approach to 

share international and local ESD knowledge, information, and good practices with 

ESD schoolteachers and principals (Du, 2010b; Lee & Huang, 2009; G. Shi, 2016b; T. 

Zhang, 2010). From 1999 to 2017, there were 12 national workshops held in China by 

the National Committee. Through the national workshops, these diverse ESD 

stakeholders in both UNESCO and China exchanged ideas, shared knowledge and 

experience, and enriched their thoughts and understandings on education and ESD, 

which significantly helps the promotion of ESD in China (G. Shi et al., 2013; L. Shi, 

2010a). As the Director of the Beijing Academy of Educational Sciences —L. Shi 

(2010a) summarized in his speech in the 10th National Workshop: 

I think there are several features of the ESD national workshops. First is experiencing 
sharing; second is idea exchanging; and third is ESD planning and promotion. 
Although the workshop is only for several days, it convened various prestigious 
experts... Actually, each presenter is the disseminator of knowledge and experience. 
With the national workshops, we disseminate and share our experience; and through 
such process, our understandings and ideas transcend. Such promotion of 
understandings and ideas is manifested through idea exchange and experience sharing. 
I think idea sharing is very essential in the workshops. When we come to the 
workshops and meetings, everyone has his/her ideas. If everyone leaves the 
workshops with more meaningful ideas, then the workshops is a success.  
 

            International and regional cooperation. The National Committee and ESD 

schools conduct international and regional (mostly in the Asia-Pacific region) 

cooperation through international conferences, meetings, and exchange activities. The 

international cooperation activities focus on “borrowing” the successful ESD 

experience from the international communities and at the same time “advocating and 

lending” the successful Chinese experience to the international communities, bridging 

the international with the local (G. Shi & Han, 2012).  
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            The National Committee organizes international conferences in facilitating 

international communication and cooperation. It develops a conference mechanism 

that utilizes “the Beijing International Forum on ESD and the ESD National 

Workshops as the primary channel to communicate and interact with the international 

community and UNESCO” (Wu, personal communication, May 9, 2012). Since the 

first Beijing International Forum on ESD (hereafter the Beijing Forum) on ESD in 

2003, around 8,000 people have attended the Beijing Forums, including over 100 

international ESD officials and professional from 50 countries and IGOs such as 

UNESCO, OECD, UNICEF, and UNEP participated in the Forums (G. Shi et al., 

2013). During the Beijing Forums, the UNESCO professionals and international and 

Chinese experts demonstrated UN and UNESCO documents on ESD, exchanged 

international practice and new research findings of ESD, and discussed the 

international trend and direction of ESD (G. Shi et al., 2013). Consensus was reached 

on a number of ESD topics and strategies such as implementation of quality education 

during the forums (Beijing Consensus, 2011). Through years of practice, the National 

Committee found that the conference mechanism was one of the fundamental ways of 

promoting the ESD project in China. It perceived the organization of international 

conferences as a good opportunity to “disseminate the important content of 

UNDESD,” and “effectively spread the practical Chinese experience of localizing 

ESD in China” (The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2009a).     

Facilitating ESD-related policy development  

            In the development of the Chinese education, educational policy plays an 

essential role; it is allocates educational resources that are fundamental in the Chinese 

educational development (Huang, Luo, & Shan, 2007; F. Liu, 2003; Yuan, 1996). The 

interview and document data of this study demonstrate that the ESD-related policy 
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development is considered as both an integral component of the ESD concept in 

China and an essential area in which the ESD project has influence. As The National 

Working Committee for ESD in China (2010) summarized, “public education policy 

and government involvement is the key of the promotion of ESD in China” at all 

levels. Moreover, several experts of the National Committee also confirmed in 

interviews that government’s policy support is “key” in sustaining the ESD project in 

China (e.g., Wu, personal communication, May 9, 2012; Sun, personal 

communication, February 28, 2013).   

            The ESD research and practice in schools and the policy proposals helped 

transfer the ESD work in China from ideas into educational practice and policies 

across China, from large cities like Beijing and Shanghai to relatively remote areas in 

Xuzhou, Honghu (Hubei province), etc. (G. Shi & Han, 2012). For example, in 2007, 

with the consultations from the National Committee, the Beijing Municipal 

Commission of Education issued the first municipal-level ESD policy—the 

Guidelines for Carrying out ESD in Primary and Secondary Schools in Beijing 

(hereafter Guidelines on ESD in Beijing). It laid out the guiding principles, objectives, 

main contents, and approaches to implement ESD in schools in Beijing, and served as 

a core policy document for principals and teachers to practice ESD in schools in 

Beijing (The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2009a). 

            2010 was an exciting year for the ESD development in China due to the 

explicit emphasis on ESD in China’s national education strategy—the National 

Outline for Medium and Long-term Education Reform and Development 2010-202060 

(hereafter the National Education Outline 2010-2020). ESD was thus formally 

                                                
 
60 The National Education Outline (2010-2020) is the blueprint of the Chinese education development 
from 2010 to 2020. It is the most influential national policy document in education in 2010-2020. 
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incorporated into Chinese national education policy and gained its legitimacy as a 

“strategic theme” in the national plan (G. Shi, 2011a). The Vice Minister of Education 

L. Liu (2011) highlights the significance of this “milestone” event in his speech. He 

celebrated, “the integration of ESD in the national education strategy marked that 

ESD has been adopted into national public educational policy and will become a 

guiding concept for Chinese educational reform and development in a relatively long 

period” (L. Liu, 2011). Besides, the officials in the Ministry of Education are 

discussing a new national action or specific policy on the further developing ESD in 

China (X. Wang, 2014). Additionally, local (municipal, district- and school-level) 

policies were adopted for the promotion of ESD in local schools61.  

            Through the adoption of ESD concept in national and local policies, the ESD 

discourse is being legitimized and institutionalized in the Chinese education system. 

According to a schoolteacher in Pingguoyuan Middle School, “the incorporation of 

ESD in school’s 12th Five-Year Plan provides legitimacy and support for us [teachers] 

to implement ESD work in practice62.” The adoption of the ESD policies 

demonstrates that ESD in China does not stop at theoretical development, but can be 

“transformed to government policies” (The National Working Committee for ESD in 

China, 2009a, p. 44). As it is directly related to the allocation of educational resources 

(F. Liu, 2003), the ESD policies may further promote the educational practice and the 

development of educational theories in China (G. Shi & Han, 2012). In the interview, 

Sun (personal communication, February 28, 2013) insightfully noted,  

                                                
 
61 Under the direction of China’s 12th Five-Year Plan (2011-2015) and guidance of the National 
Committee, ESD-related policies were incorporated into some district-level and school-level 
educational plans, e.g., Haidian District Educational Development Plan during the 12th Five-Year Plan 
and Pingguoyuan Middle School Educational Development Plan during the 12th Five-Year Plan.  
62 This is from my field notes after my personal communication with Bei, a schoolteacher in one ESD 
Model School in Beijing, on July 10, 2012. 
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When ESD policy is in place, it may give impetus to the innovation and development 
of educational practice and even the philosophy of education. The educational policy 
is not just a hollow policy… it deepens the educational theory and practice and 
influence the implementation of the project in a profound way.  
 

The extent to which the ESD project in China has impacted Chinese education is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation and needs to be studied in future research. In this 

study, however, I would like to note that the aforementioned specific strategies and 

policy development, to some extent, facilitate changes in the educational practice of 

schools in different regions in China, such as the development of the over 1,000 

Chinese ESD Schools and ten ESD Experimental Districts, ESD-related curricular 

development, new practices of teaching and learning methods, ESD extracurricular 

thematic activities, the integration of ESD idea in school philosophy of a number of 

ESD schools and districts, etc. (Lee & Huang, 2009; The National Working 

Committee for ESD in China, 2009a; J. Zhang, 2016).  

            Furthermore, a number of studies show that the ESD project in China has 

enhanced individuals’ knowledge and learning capacity in some ESD schools; and it 

helps students form values, life styles, and behaviors that suit sustainable 

development of the society and human beings63 (Han, 2015; G. Shi, 2011a; The 

National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2009a, 2010). Such changes in 

educational practice, in turn, may provide experiences for schools to learn from and 

showcase the “fruits” and influence of the ESD project in China (G. Shi et al., 2013; L. 

Shi, 2010b). At the same time, they may help justify the significance of the ESD 

concept in contributing to the Chinese educational development and thus become 

                                                
 
63 Additionally, the ESD project not only enhances students’ skills and knowledge, but also improves 
teachers’ capacities and professional development in ESD schools (G. Shi et al., 2013); The new 
teaching and learning approach especially seems to help a number of teachers in ESD schools realize 
the importance of changing roles in teaching through daily practice (G. Shi et al., 2013; The National 
Working Committee for ESD in China, 2010, p. 13). An interviewee echoed, “the training and 
classroom demonstrations to a great extent enhance the ESD skills, capacities and professional 
development of the teachers and principals” (Feng, personal communication, May 8, 2012). 
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important evidence and continuous impetus for policy change and in-depth 

development in the educational philosophy in China.   

Knowledge Flows from the Local/ National to the Global 

            As discussed in chapters 1 and 2, in the context of globalization, the time and 

space compression eases the circulation of flows64 of knowledge and influence across 

multiple scales. In the ESD project, through the interactions of actors at multiple 

scales, flows of ESD knowledge and influence get carried back and forth across 

boundaries among the ESD stakeholders in UNESCO and China; resources are shared 

across global, national, and local levels. This not only facilitates knowledge flows 

from international to Chinese stakeholders, but also enables the bottom-up 

participation of local and national stakeholders in international knowledge exchange 

and policy conversations. Meanwhile, as I have explained in the first section of this 

chapter, Chinese government actively pursues engaging in global governance and 

exerting its influence on global issues. Participating in the international ESD-related 

affairs aligns well with this state-level strategy. By actively interacting with diverse 

stakeholders, the National Committee seeks to participate in the international ESD 

policy agenda and expand its influence in the international ESD community.  

            One essential way for the National Committee to advocate the Chinese ESD 

knowledge and experience is through ESD-related research and publication. The 

Chinese ESD experience was collected and published in UNESCO publications (Han, 

2015). Additionally, the National Committee published and shared several country 

reports on ESD development in China with UNESCO. For example, the Country 

                                                
 
64 Borgatti et al. (2013, p. 4) distinguish interactions with flows and point out that “flows are the 
outcomes of interactions, and interactions form the medium that enables things to flow; and flows may 
be intangibles, such as beliefs, attitudes, norms, and so on, that are passed from person to person. They 
can also consist of physical resources such as money or goods.” 
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Report: Preparing new Citizenship for Sustainable Development: Decade review of 

ESD in China was published in English and Chinese and shared at the 2009 Bonn 

Conference (The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2009a). From 2009 

to 2011, moreover, in cooperation with the UNESCO Beijing Office, the National 

Committee conducted a number of case studies and research on the ESD progress in 

China and produced three country reports65. By doing so, the ESD knowledge and 

ideas flow in two ways, which facilitates the interactive “flows” of ESD knowledge 

and ideas between UNESCO and China. 

            Moreover, the National Committee is passionate about building closer 

relationships with international networks and UNESCO professionals (The National 

Working Committee for ESD in China). The National Committee recognizes that 

bringing international professionals together with Chinese ESD stakeholders in ESD 

conferences can help convene international experts, “borrow” the successful ESD 

experience from the international communities, and disseminate Chinese experience 

to international communities (G. Shi & Han, 2012; G. Shi et al., 2013; The National 

Working Committee for ESD in China, 2009a). As a result, in recent years, the 

National Committee has invited an increasing number of professionals from 

UNESCO Headquarters and field offices and the influential international experts to 

share knowledge and experience with Chinese stakeholders, such as Lechit66, Hopkins, 

McKeown67 and the UNESCO Chair of Social Learning and Sustainable 

Development and author of the 2012 DESD report Shaping the Education of 

                                                
 
65 For example, Report on School Case Studies on ESD in China (The National Working Committee 
for ESD in China, 2009a), Advance the Construction of High-Quality Schools in Basic Education 
through ESD (The National Working Committee for ESD in China, 2010) 
66 Leicht is the current Chief of the ESD Section at UNESCO Headquarters.  
67 Rosalyn McKeown is the author of many UNESCO ESD publications. She worked in the ESD 
Section at UNESCO Headquarters for two years. She is also the Secretary of the CRTE.    
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Tomorrow—Ajren Wals etc. (Wu, personal communication, May 9, 2012; Sun, 

personal communications, May 7, 2013).  

            Furthermore, the Chinese ESD stakeholders began to utilize the Chinese ESD 

knowledge and experience to exert influence over the international policy domain. In 

2012, connecting over 1,000 practitioners of the Chinese ESD schools, the National 

Committee submitted a policy proposal to the Director-General of UNESCO based on 

China’s experience in ESD. In the proposal, the Chinese stakeholders made several 

suggestions to UNESCO regarding the DESD agenda after 2015. Sun (personal 

communication, May 28, 2012)68 perceived this proposal to the Director-General of 

UNESCO as an “attempt” for the National Committee and China to advocate the 

Chinese ESD experience, “feed back” to UNESCO, and engage itself in the ESD 

knowledge sharing and agenda setting in UNESCO.  

            However, the Chinese ESD stakeholders’ feedback to UNESCO is still 

considered as “ripples across the pond” (Ren, personal communication, April 29, 

2013) that may not have immediate influence yet. During my interviews with multiple 

ESD stakeholders in China, the interviewees also identified several challenges that 

they faced in promoting the Chinese ESD project internationally. For instance, they 

realized that language barriers remain an obstacle for them to interact with people 

from different cultures at the international stage, and for other people to develop a 

more in-depth understanding of their work (Interview with Wu, May 9th, 2012). They 

also see limited Chinese influence on UNESCO’s policymaking process. The 

challenge in promoting the Chinese ESD experience internationally was also echoed 

                                                
 
68 This is an excerpt from the personal communication between Shi and the research on their way to a 
meeting in the MOE in Beijing. It was recorded with consent from Shi.  
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in a number of articles published by ESD researchers and practitioners in China (G. 

Shi, 2016a; J. Zhang, 2016).  

            In spite of the challenges, interviewees of this study underscored the 

importance of “feeding back” the local knowledge to the global sphere because “when 

the ripples cumulate, they may have impact on the waves of the pond” (Ren, personal 

communication, April 29, 2013). For example, Sun (personal communications, June 9, 

2012, May 7, 2013) stressed, 

We [the National Committee] hope the successful cases in the ESD project in China 
can be known by the international society. We truly believe that the feedback of local 
ESD experience in countries like China would be beneficial to educational innovation 
and development of the international family. 
 

This finding echoes what I discussed in chapter 2. Actors from all scales could 

potentially be involved in the governing process and exert influence across these 

multiple scales. I will discuss the diverse actors in the following section.  

            The above two sections demonstrate the process and mechanisms used in 

understanding (“chewing”) and implementing (“feeding”) the UNESCO ESD project 

in Chinese education. The data show that the National Committee was proactively 

researching and transferring the UNESCO ESD idea in China. The National 

Committee studies and links the UNESCO ESD idea with Chinese education, and 

designs an ESD framework based on the Chinese context. It then localizes the 

Chinese framework through specific mechanisms, which brought changes in policy 

development and educational practice in Chinese education. When looking at the 

mechanisms UNESCO and Chinese actors use, it is not difficult to find that the 

methods utilized by these various actors in the ESD project are quite similar, namely 

through agenda/policy setting, publications/documents, capacity building workshops, 

international exchange and cooperation, networks, etc. These mechanisms, as 

indicated in chapter 4, are all soft in nature in the sense that they do not wield any 
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financial or direct control over others.  A process of “chewing” and “feeding” through 

soft mechanisms, in particular, facilitates the flows of knowledge among the different 

actors in global education governance (GEG). Furthermore, the interactions of actors 

at multiple scales promote the two-way flows of knowledge and influence between 

the international ESD stakeholders and the Chinese ESD stakeholders. Increasingly, 

the Chinese ESD stakeholders are seeking to actively engage in GEG process.  

            To put the implementation of the ESD ideas in the GEG perspective, in the 

remaining sections of this chapter, I attempt to showcase how diverse actors play their 

roles in the process of UNESCO’s soft governance as well as the “chewing” and 

“feeding” in China, and connect the key GEG concepts of actors, mechanisms, 

networks, space of flows across scales, and shift of location of authority (highlighted 

in chapter 2).   

Diverse Actors and Roles in the Network Governance  

            In previous chapters, I demonstrated that the UNESCO ESD project could not 

be simply implemented by one single actor; instead, it called for the engagement of 

various actors in the interactive flows of space, which engendered the global 

governance characterized as network governance. Specifically, I questioned if the 

forms of educational networks formed in the ESD project represented features of 

global educational governance. In this section, I return to this question discussed in 

chapter 4, situate it in the “chewing” and “feeding” process of implementing the ESD 

project in China, and further unpack the governance process.  

            The data of this study reveal that the various actors in the ESD project in 

China have actively engaged in exerting their distinctive influences in the global 

educational governance practice, formed multiple types of networks, and steered the 

direction of the ESD policy and practice at different scales. Consequently, the 
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different actors play their distinct roles and function differently in the formation of 

ESD network. Studying the actors and their roles allows us to depict a more detailed 

picture of the ESD project and answer the research question regarding how relevant 

actors govern educational policy and practice in the case of ESD in China and how 

features of global educational governance are enacted in this process.  

            I briefly describe the roles of different actors in the ESD project and their 

functions in Table 5-1. All these actors, from UNESCO, to the Chinese government, 

the national committee, and the individual policy elites, are part of the large networks 

of the ESD project. As the scope of the study is mostly set at the transnational and 

national levels, Table 5-1 focuses mainly on the actors at these two levels without 

extending its analysis to the local actors such as schoolteachers and principals. The 

four types of the actors I analyze in Table 5-1 are UNESCO, the Chinese government, 

the National Committee, and the knowledge workers. In the following, building on 

the GEG framework, I discuss their roles in implementing the ESD project in China.  

Table 5-1 Roles and Functions of the Main Actors in the ESD case in China 

  Actors Roles Functions 
UNESCO An orchestrator that exercises 

indirect and soft governance 

“A lab of ideas,” a knowledge hub, 
an international platform.  

“To serve,” not “to direct”: set 
global norms and agendas, 
develop and broke knowledge and 
ideas, build capacity, and bring 
actors together for common goals. 

Chinese 
Government/ 
Chinese 
Natcom 

A coordinator that attempts to act 
proactively in global governance 

“Window, medium, and bridge” 

Planning, policy and political 
support, monitoring, supervision, 
review and coordination, funding 
source, etc.   

The National 
Committee 

Local-based but globally linked 
implementer 

“Hands and feet” 

Knowledge disseminator, 
connection between national and 
local scales, connection between 
research and policy and practice, 
etc. 

Knowledge 
Workers 

Information collector, knowledge 
producer and disseminator 

“Eyes and ears” 

Develop and broke knowledge 
and ideas, think tanks, reference 
groups, Monitoring and 
Evaluation, etc. 
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UNESCO: An orchestrator “to serve”  

            A number of scholars such as Du (2011b), Jones (2007b), and Mundy (2010) 

acknowledge that UN agencies such as UNESCO are an important global governor in 

the international community. UNESCO also sees itself as a crucial actor in global 

governance (Bokova, 2011; UNESCO, 2011b). What, then, is UNESCO’s role in 

global educational governance (GEG) and how does it exert its influence at a distance?  

 Kenneth W.  Abbott, Genschel, Snidal, and Zangl (2012) and Posthuma and 

Rossi (2017) argued that the roles of international organizations (IOs) as orchestrators, 

which mobilizing actors to participate in global governance. The role of an 

orchestrator is highlighted in findings of the case of UNESCO ESD project. Ren 

(personal communication, April 30, 2013), for example, noted, “UNESCO has an 

official role for the DESD as the coordinator globally.” Sun (personal communication, 

April 29, 2013) stated that “UNESCO does not have the direct control over the 

leaders of its member states, ministers of education or any nation state.” In short, as 

Cao (personal communication, May 1, 2013) highlighted, “UNESCO is there to serve; 

it’s not there to direct.”  

            UNESCO’s orchestrator role is reflected in being a global institution that 

provides “software” ((Bokova, 2011). The earlier discussions of this dissertation 

explicated UNESCO’s soft mechanisms in GEG (chapter 4) and UNESCO’s 

interaction with the ESD Chinese stakeholders (chapter 4 and the first half of chapter 

5). In particular, I have pointed out that UNESCO is not equipped with the necessary 

organizational and financial resources to promote the ESD project globally. Over the 

years, scholars and policy actors have acknowledged UNESCO does not act as a 

world government; it has no direct control over any nation state, organization or 

individual (Bhola, 1989; KokkalisProgram, 2010). The data of the current study 
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confirmed UNESCO provides little financial resources in the implementation of the 

ESD project and normally does not act as “an aid agency” in educational governance 

in this project (Li, personal communication, July 31, 2012; Lang, personal 

communication, August 10, 2012; Yang, personal communication, May 11, 2012). 

UNESCO’s advantages, according to the data of this study, seem to lie in its ability to 

broker knowledge and ideas, to set global norms and standards, to build capacity, as 

well as its convening power in bringing actors together for common goals.  

            Existing literature also highlights that IOs exercise governance through 

indirect approaches by providing material (such as financial or administrative 

assistance) and ideational support (such as technical expertise, formal approval or 

political endorsement) to intermediaries or implementing actors (Kenneth W.  Abbott 

et al., 2012). UNESCO orchestrates policy directions mainly through an indirect 

approach. As chapters 4 and 5 show, UNESCO seldom carries out the on-the-ground 

ESD work in member states or local communities. UNESCO’s soft mechanisms are 

mostly at macro-level (international and sometimes national scales); it does not have 

the resources to implement policy and guide practices in the local communities or 

schools. When implementing the ESD idea at the national and local scales, according 

to interviewees, UNESCO provides materials and ideational support, especially 

research and endorsement to Chinese actors; and it is mainly the Chinese ESD actors 

that proactively connects the idea within Chinese contexts and localizes it in Chinese 

schools with specific strategies (Ren, personal communication, April 30, 2013; Cao, 

personal communication, May 1, 2013; Sun, personal communication, February 28, 

2013; Feng, personal communication, May 8, 2013). Sun (personal communication, 

February 28, 2013), for example, emphasized, “UNESCO has a general framework 
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and guidance to the international ESD development. But it basically has no specific 

assistance on the details of implementing the ESD project in China.” 

            As I demonstrated in chapter 4 and the previous sections of this chapter, 

UNESCO mainly works with the Chinese stakeholders that are highly driven to work 

on the ESD project for several reasons, all of which tap into their own needs in 

protecting China’s increasingly deteriorated environment, exploring the possible 

approach of the ongoing educational reform, and exerting China’s influence on the 

international stage. These actors that UNESCO identifies usually bring human and 

material resources in a particular geographic area into the implementation of the 

project, which complements well with the strengths and weaknesses of UNESCO’s 

approach. Particularly, the central government in China holds much institutional 

authority and political power. In a highly centralized state like China, this allows the 

government to mobilize a variety of different resources from NGOs, local 

governments, schools, teachers, and students. Through working with these national 

and local actors, UNESCO has successfully orchestrated and transferred a global 

initiative to local practice in China.  

            This indirect and soft nature of UNESCO’s role manifested in the ESD case 

distinguish this governance mode from the traditional hierarchical governance, which 

exercises influence directly through hard instruments such as sanctions or political 

orders. Networks across scales, as previously highlighted, play a key role in such 

governance process. As I argue in chapter 4, with its intellectual resources and broad 

connections, UNESCO is able to exert its influence at multiple scales; it brings 

resources and various actors together in promoting the flows of knowledge in the 

global educational space, and consequently governs educational issues at a distance. 

In facilitating the flows of knowledge, accordingly, UNESCO appears to act as a 
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knowledge hub that boosts the circulation of international ESD knowledge worldwide 

and pulls flows of knowledge and resources into its use. The functions of a knowledge 

hub, ideally, are “two-way” (Ma, personal communication, August 17, 2012l; Cao, 

personal communication, May 1, 2013). UNESCO convenes flows of ESD knowledge 

to the Chinese stakeholders while it also solicits local knowledge from the Chinese 

ESD stakeholders. 

            In summary, in promoting the ESD project in China, UNESCO governs 

indirectly and softly. By promoting networks and flows of knowledge across scales, 

UNESCO orchestrates the grand production of the symphony revolving around the 

theme of ESD; by strategically identifying the key members in this creation and 

dissemination process, it makes sure that the sound produced at the center of the 

international stage resonates at different corners of the world.  

The Chinese government: A coordinator that acts proactively in governing   

            Nation states are one of the key stakeholders responsible for promoting ESD 

in national and local context (UNESCO, 2006a, 2006b). Nation states, as Ren 

(personal communication, April 29, 2013) stressed in an interview, were primarily 

“responsible for implementing ESD” at national and local scales. As I have discussed 

in chapters 2 and 4, existing literature has noticed that nation states are no longer the 

exclusive actor in the process of the ESD promotion. The national government is 

sometimes just “one player among many (Goldsmith and Eggers (2004).” This is 

indeed true in the case of implementing ESD in China. In addition to the involvement 

of the central government and its agents, multiple actors have participated in the ESD 

project, such as the national committee (a government-sponsored NGO), the 

knowledge experts, and so on.  
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            What, then, might be the role of the nation state (i.e., the Chinese government) 

in the process of global educational governance  (GEG) as disclosed in the ESD case? 

Specifically, I highlighted in my analysis in chapter 4 that UNESCO identifies the key 

change makers in China on the national scale, which includes the central government 

but also other types of organizations. This analysis thus set up the examination of the 

role of the state in its activities on two directions, the vertical and the horizontal 

connections. Vertically, it is important to look at how the central government works 

with the International Organizations such as UNESCO, as well as its local 

government branches. Horizontally, I explore the working dynamics among the state, 

the NGOs, and knowledge experts. My analysis shows that in the case of the ESD 

project, the Chinese government remains an authority in major decision-making and 

policy-making processes, but it also lends certain authority to other organizations 

such as the National Committee and knowledge workers. The analysis demonstrates 

that the nation-state engages in the ESD governance process through a combination of 

soft and hard power while still using its hard bureaucratic power at its core.   

            Scholars such as Dale (2007) strongly argue that the role of the nation state in 

the new form of governance has changed from a role “where the state did it all” to a 

situation where “the state has become the coordinator of coordination.” Such a role of 

the nation state is manifested in this study. The data show that the Chinese 

government plays the roles of a coordinator, supervisor, and facilitator in the ESD 

project in China. On behalf of the Chinese government, the Chinese Natcom 

facilitates the implementation of the ESD project in a variety of ways, such as 

providing finanacial support, monitoring, entrusting, and appointing collaborative 

NGOs, making policies, and hosting professional training activities, etc. Vertically, 

the Chinese Natcom is “a window, a medium, and a bridge” in transferring an 



 

 151 

international idea to local practice (Sun, Personal communication, May 7, 2013). 

Because the Chinese Natcom, a Chinese government organization housed in Ministry 

of Education, has a Permanent Delegation to UNESCO in Paris, it is easier for the 

Chinese Natcom to communicate with UNESCO and get first-hand information. 

When there is an official request, new policy or official information, UNESCO 

usually sends it through a number of channels. One primary channel is to send to the 

Chinese Natcom. As a medium or a bridge, the Chinese Natcom is indispensable in 

sending UNESCO’s message to individual schools and communities and helping the 

local institutions reach UNESCO. By doing that, the Chinese Natcom effectively 

engages in UNESCO’s governing process. As one official in the Chinese Natcom, 

Yang (personal communication, May 11, 2012), stated,  

The cooperation [between UNESCO and Chinese actors] must go through the 
Chinese Natcom. When the Chinese Natcom has UNESCO projects, it will carry 
forward the project (Tui Xia Qu; 推下去). Normally, it is the Chinese Natcom and its 
entrusted organizations that work with local actors to carry out the UNESCO projects, 
not UNESCO… If they need consultancy and help from the [international] experts 
and UNESCO, the Chinese Natcom will invite the experts to the schools and 
universities.  
 

The vertical implementation of the ESD project also requires the horizontal 

coordination. Particularly for the Chinese Natcom, appointing certain organizations to 

implement the UNESCO projects is one way the Chinese Natcom coordinates and 

mobilizes non-governmental resources. When asked how the Chinese Natcom works 

to carry out the UNESCO projects at the initial stage, Yang (personal communication, 

May 11, 2012) answered,    

Generally, it’s like that. For many years, we have had certain organizations we often 
cooperate with.  If there is a UNESCO project, we will communicate with the leaders 
of the organizations to see if they are interested in the project, and if they are capable 
of implementing the projects.  If the organizations agree to do the project, we will 
then issue an official document (Xia Wen;下文). Of course we will then get positive 
answer from the organizations.  After that, it is ok.”  
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That is, when UNESCO has a new project or policy to be implemented in China, the 

Chinese Natcom will contact and consult with its cooperative organizations, and then 

issue an official document to entrust or commission the organizations to carry out the 

UNESCO projects in China. The appointment of the National Committee as the main 

focal point in China followed this process.  

            As highlighted by Rizvi and Lingard (2010), the various non-governmental 

actors enjoy increased flexibility in managing international and local issues. This is 

observed in the case of ESD project in China. Under the Chinese Natcom’s relatively 

flexible direction, the ESD project enjoys “relatively high levels of autonomy and 

independence” (Lee & Huang, 2009, p. 122). The establishment of non-governmental 

organization such as the Beijing Association of ESD, the Secretariat of the ESD 

project, and the setup of ESD Research Center and the local committees and 

communities are all examples of the Chinese government’s flexibility in 

implementing ESD work69. This gives the National Committee legitimate access to 

different sectors and building networks with diverse actors. Through this process, the 

Chinese Natcom lent part of its authority and gave official recognition to the National 

Committee. This shift of authority from nation states to other actors requires that the 

actor in question still conform to the goals and targets set by the government. Under 

the direct leadership of the Chinese Natcom, the National Committee could execute 

the task assigned by the Chinese Natcom via the centralized and hierarchical 

bureaucratic system of the government.  

                                                
 
69 The Beijing Association of ESD, for example, can avoid some of the bureaucratic rules set by the 
government and “be more efficient” in “mobilizing various resources, including human resources, 
experts, and funding” (Sun, personal communication, March 8, 2014). The Beijing Association of ESD, 
additionally, may “provide more autonomy” for the National Committee while maintaining its tie to the 
government; it has the freedom to cooperate with actors in governments, NGOs, private sector, 
community, etc. (Sun, personal communication, March 8, 2014). 
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            As I highlighted chapter 2, some scholars argue that the new form of 

governance and shift of authority have created the hollowing out of state (Rhodes, 

1996) and fostered the rescaling of statehood (Brenner, 2004). In the case of the ESD 

project in China, the shift of authority from the Chinese government to other actors 

did not mean that the process was hollowing out the state. Rather, as Ball (2008) 

noted, it is the mixing of hierarchy and networks to reinforce one another so that the 

governing bodies can achieve the best possible outcomes. The Chinese government 

remains the ultimate authority over the implementation of the ESD project. It utilizes 

policy and political support as key methods to maintain its authority in educational 

governance. As presented in chapter 4, the Chinese government incorporated the 

concept of ESD into its most influential educational document, the National 

Education Outline 2010-2020, which officially legitimized ESD discourse in the 

Chinese education system. At the same time, the high-level officials’ participation in 

the ESD conferences and events and their involvement in ESD publications are all 

indications of political support from the Chinese government. With the bureaucratic 

control and policy support, the Chinese government retains its authority in key 

decisions of the ESD project (Li, 2018). Many times, to organize activities or events, 

the National Committee will submit a request to the Chinese Natcom and wait for 

approvals. For example, to host a local workshop for teachers in the EPD schools in 

Beijing, The National Working Committee for ESD in China (2002b) needed to 

present a detailed time and agenda of the workshop and obtain an approval from the 

Chinese Natcom. To approve this request, the Chinese Natcom issued official 

documents to ask the lower-level governmental branches to coordinate with the 

National Working Committee. In other words, to turn the horizontal coordination into 

vertical implementation, the National Committee loops the task back into the 
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bureaucratic system and asks for the coordination of different levels of the 

government to ensure goals set by the Chinese government are met.  

            Meanwhile, the Chinese government appoints diverse organizations to carry 

out the ESD project, support the project with relevant policies and much needed 

financial resources, and also uses its bureaucratic machine to coordinate and monitor, 

as well as to mobilize local resources. The National Committee provides human 

resources and administrative support for the implementation of the project and builds 

networks with IGOs, NGOs, the private sector, the research community, schools and 

individuals (more will be discussed later). Returning to the questions of the role of the 

nation-state in the new global educational governance framework, I argue that, 

although more diverse actors have been engaged in global educational governance 

than were previously involved, in the case of implementing ESD in China, the central 

government still plays a significant supervising and coordinating role using its 

bureaucratic and institutional authority. In the context of China, this approach has 

been highly effective, as the ESD discourse has been incorporated into policy 

documents and local educational practice. In the following section, I put the role of 

the Chinese government and the National Committee in the perspective of network 

governance and unpack this further.  

The National Committee: “Local-based but globally linked” “hands and feet”  

            Borrowing authority from the government, the National Committee has 

become the major body in executing the ESD project at the national scale. In the 

words of some interviewees, the National Committee plays a role of “locally based 

but globally linked” “hands and feet” in implementing the ESD Project in China 

(Cao, personal communication, May 1, 2013; Sun, personal communication, February 

28, 2013). As presented in the previous sections, the National Committee employs a 
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specific set of strategies, such as “chewing” and “feeding,” to link the UNESCO ESD 

idea with the Chinese education. It also disseminates the localized knowledge through 

research and publication, ESD-related curriculum development and ESD schools and 

districts, capacity building workshops, as well as international exchange. This reflects 

the view of scholars who argue that networks and governance are inherently 

interconnected in the sense that networks play a role in exerting influence, setting 

directions, and changing behaviors (Padovani & Pavan, 2016; Parker, 2007).  By 

examining the various strategies and approaches taken up by the National Committee, 

this study finds that it relies heavily on networks in exerting influence over the ESD 

project in China.  

 First, the National Committee builds a variety of networks, such as the Asia-

Pacific Institute for ESD or API-ESD, and networks for experience sharing and 

professional development among school principals (e.g., the Principal Studios), 

teachers (e.g., ESD Experts), ESD schools networks (e.g., ASPnet). Such networks 

play a vital role in promoting an international concept into local knowledge and 

practice. As Cao (personal communication, May 1, 2013) stated in the interview, an 

important driver of establishing networks such as the API-ESD, is that ESD 

stakeholders, especially the international professional and knowledge workers, did not 

want to “stop with the research” and would like to “actually do something” on the 

ground. While maintaining its strong connections with UNESCO and the international 

community, API-ESD focuses mainly on local practice and hands-on experience and 

is able to mobilize local resources and reach more teachers, students and schools on 

the ground.  

            Linking this with the discussion in chapters 4 and 5 and with network 

literature, in the case of the ESD project, networks among UNESCO, Chinese 
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government, the National Committee, and others create a space of flows of knowledge, 

through which governance of the ESD project encompass governments, involving a 

variety of actors at multiple levels. By sharing flows of knowledge and connecting 

research and practice in such interactive space of flows, the National Committee 

connects UNESCO and the Chinese government with the various actors, becoming 

their “hands and feet” on the ground (Ren, personal communication, April 20, 2013; 

Sun, personal communication, February 28, 2013). As Sun (personal communication, 

February 28, 2013) passionately denoted,  

UNESCO professionals and MOE officials can relax and enjoy some tea and read 
newspaper while an international concept [ESD] being adopted and assimilated at 
local level [in China]. Of course, it’s not that easy. But they [the National Committee 
and its networks] make the ESD project more ‘connected with the ground work’ (Jie 
Di Qi; 接地气) and build regular relationships with local educational departments, 
schools, forming a very smooth channel of communication.  
 

            If the Chinese government builds the bridge that connects UNESCO and 

China’s local educational practice and maintains the authoritative and bureaucratic 

control over the high level decisions on the project, it is the National Committee and 

its networks who bring back-and-forth traffic on this bridge and localize the project in 

schools and districts. In other words, through the work of the National Committee, 

UNESCO and the Chinese government can steer and facilitate the ESD project on the 

ground and, meanwhile, “relax and enjoy some tea and read newspaper.” Therefore, 

in the ESD project, the National Committee obtains the authority to create rules and 

regulations for the project, as well as mobilizing and allocating human and financial 

resources in the transnational move revolving around ESD. Despite the certain 

authority the National Committee enjoys in network governance, as I pointed out in 

the previous section, bureaucratic and hierarchical control of the Chinese government 

is still the fundamental governing mechanisms in the ESD project. That is to say, the 

emergence of network governance does not posit the fading of state power or 
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traditional hierarchical governance (as shown in the previous section on the role of 

Chinese government). As the majority of current literature speaks optimistically on 

the effect of network governance yet pays relatively less attention to how network 

governance is practiced in countries with more centralized systems, such as China. 

This is an emergent finding during the study of this dissertation that goes beyond the 

original scope of the study. However, it brings in a unique perspective to the existing 

literature on network and global governance and is worth studying further in future 

research project (as highlighted in the future research topics in chapter 6).     

Knowledge workers: The “eyes and ears” in governance       

            Knowledge workers encompass experts working at different levels of the ESD 

project implementation, from the international, to national, and local levels. For 

instance, Hopkins and McKeown primarily work for the UNESCO and their expertise 

influences the agenda setting and discourse formation of the ESD project at the 

international level. Meanwhile, Shi (whose role I will further elaborate) and other 

Chinese knowledge workers focus on the ESD project implemented within the 

territory of China. A major difference between the two types of experts lies in the 

primary stakeholders that they serve. UNESCO is the primary stakeholder for many 

of the international knowledge workers, the national level experts in China work 

closely with the country’s central government, local governments and schools, 

teachers and students. These actors interact with each other and various other actors 

through UNESCO’s collaborative mechanisms and activities such as publications, 

research, expert networks, international conferences and workshops, international 

cooperation and exchange (as shown in the previous chapter and earlier in this 

chapter). They are the “eyes and ears” of the implementation of the ESD project (Ren, 

personal communication, April 31, 2013). Flows of ESD knowledge are exchanged 
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and produced with these interactions, through which the ESD idea was first developed 

by ESD experts or knowledge workers at global scale, got endorsed by the UN, and 

then localized by ESD experts in China and implemented in the Chinese education 

policy and practice.  

            Therefore, such flows of knowledge on the ESD ideas and practice among 

knowledge workers are an essential feature in the global educational governance. In 

his dissertation, Du (2010c) identifies the development and dissemination of ideas as 

a main basis of global educational governance. In the ESD case, as Sun (personal 

communication, February 28, 2013) summarized, “The educational ideas themselves 

are one of the most important element in global governance. The development of the 

ESD ideas in China is a process of UNESCO deepening its influence on Chinese 

education practice.” The core expert team in China started with research and pilot 

projects on ESD and gradually transferred the UNESCO ideas into local practice.   

            Shi is a representative at the national level, the leading expert of ESD and the 

person in charge of the National Committee. In chapter 4, I discussed how UNESCO 

strategically identifies key influencers in different countries and areas of the world to 

promote the ESD project. An ideal candidate of these authorities should have deep 

commitment to education and sustainable development, rich social and political 

resources, and impactful personal connections. Shi is such a key change maker in the 

Chinese context. He has committed himself to the promotion and implementation of 

the ESD project for decades without pursuing personal interests. His long-term, 

consistent engagement in the project ensures the project’s stability and continuous 

development in China. Meanwhile, he has built a broad and stable network with state-

level government officials in China, international knowledge workers, and local 

practitioners. In the last chapter, I compared the types of networks formed in 
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centralized and non-centralized states and pointed out that, in a centralized state like 

China, national level institutions become the key node in the network. In this sense, 

Shi is the person who significantly facilitates the formation of the key node. Centering 

on this key node, the National Committee led by Shi, other knowledge workers from 

the local, national, and international levels are also involved in the ESD project, 

producing flows of ESD knowledge and addressing pressing challenges. Besides, 

knowledge workers and networks they form serve as the think tanks of policy makers 

as they may legitimize and “determine[d] what is known about leadership, what needs 

to be known and who the trusted knowers are” through publications, speeches and 

panels, emails, etc. (Gunter, 2012).  

            In the context of China, knowledge workers such as Shi and his teams connect 

academia, civil society, local communities and schools, and policy makers. On the 

one hand, because Shi, his team, as well as other knowledge workers from various 

research institutions have participated in the implementation of the ESD project in a 

grounded way, they are much more aware of the needs, concerns, and pressing issues 

when implementing ESD in local schools and communities. On the other hand, these 

knowledge workers join the larger regional and international networks of experts 

through conferences, workshops, and publications, so they are well informed with the 

newest development of the ESD discourse and practice beyond China. Therefore, 

when educational policies need to be made at the national level, people like Shi bring 

the information they grasp to the policy makers and convince them the importance of 

adopting the ESD agenda.   

            Since the Chinese government wants to enhance its soft power on the 

international stage, many Chinese knowledge workers are also involved in translating 

and introducing ideas produced in different cultural contexts and disseminated by 
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UNESCO. Their international work, however, also conforms to the state agenda and 

aligns well with the goal of the state. As I have discussed previously, Chinese 

knowledge workers’ ambition of engaging in the global discourse of ESD is not 

always successful. They are constrained by their educational background, languages, 

and a western dominant history of the discursive development of ESD. Despite these 

limits, their active participation in the conversation on ESD on the international 

platform has already drawn interest and attention from UNESCO and experts of other 

countries and areas (Interview with Charles, May 1, 2013). As “eyes and ears” of the 

project, they are still the important information collectors and interpreters, knowledge 

producers and disseminators, networkers, as well as policy consultants for the 

promotion of the ESD project in and beyond China.  

Summary 

            In this chapter, I illustrated the process of promoting the UNESCO ESD 

project in China as a process of the National Committee “chewing” the UNESCO 

ESD idea and then “feeding” it into the Chinese educational system. This captured the 

process through which an international concept such as ESD is studied and 

understood by the National Committee, then piloted and localized based on the 

national and local contexts, and finally adopted in schools using specific strategies, 

which, consequently, yield changes in educational practice and policy.  

The case of implementing the ESD project in China reveals some unique 

features of global educational governance, especially when the main actors involved 

are UN institutions such as UNESCO and the centralized government such as the 

Chinese government. Firstly, although UNESCO lacks sufficient financial, 

organizational, and human resources, it still manages to realize GEG by navigating 

softly and indirectly. Secondly, the study also demonstrates that national level 
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stakeholders often interpret an international organization’s global initiative based on 

its own cultural and political contexts. As such, their decision to engage in GEG is 

influenced by a set of complicated interests, which are sometimes very different from 

the original intention of the international organization. Third, in alignment with the 

previous literature on GEG and network governance, networking across multiple 

scales and involving various types of actors has played a significant role in 

disseminating ESD knowledge and implementing the project in China.  

            In this process, Chinese actors such as the Chinese government and also other 

national and local actors are attempting to exert influence over international policies 

and practice through facilitating the flows of knowledge from local/national to 

international, building extensive networks of experts, and other approaches. This is a 

feature of global education governance that this study observes. This study has also 

documented the emergence of other actors such as knowledge workers, NGOs, and 

individual policy elites in the making of GEG. However, the study also found that, in 

a state with a highly centralized government like China, traditional bureaucratic 

governance remains a strong motivator for the promotion of ESD despite the rise of 

network governance. This emergent finding, in particular, brings in a new insight to 

the existing literature on network governance and GEG, as most of the current 

literature pays relatively less attention to how network governance is practiced in a 

non-western context such as China.  
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

            Using the Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) project in China as a 

case, this study explores the practice of global educational governance (GEG) with a 

focus on the interaction among key actors involved in the promotion of ESD at the 

global and national scales. It unpacks four research questions: (1) how UNESCO 

engaged itself and exerted influence in the promotion of the ESD Project in China;  (2) 

how and to what extent the ESD project is promoted at the national level through the 

collaboration between UNESCO and Chinese stakeholders; (3) how and to what 

extent UNESCO and the relevant Chinese actors governed educational policy and 

practice in the case of ESD in China; and last but not least, (4) how and to what extent 

the process of promoting the UNESCO ESD ideas in China appears to represent 

features of emerging GEG.  

            To address these questions, I conducted a qualitative study to collect 

document and interview data. I drew upon 18 interviews from UNESCO and China 

for the UNESCO ESD Project, including professionals at UNESCO Headquarters in 

Paris (8 interviews) and policy actors and practitioners at the Chinese Natcom and 

National Committee (10 interviews). I analyzed numerous documents, including 

publications, unpublished internal documents, meeting notes, records of activities, 

policy documents, budgets, legal imperatives, and any other relevant documents 

available at each research site. In With the permission of my research participants, I 

also collected data on the correspondence of stakeholders in UNESCO and the 

National Committee, e.g., emails, letters, fax, which provided me valuable 

information on the daily practice of GEG.  

            The findings of the study are illustrated in chapters 4 and 5 highlighting the 

governance process at the global and national scales respectively. In the following, I 
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will summarize the major findings of the study. Drawing on the key findings, I make 

a list of practical suggestions for key actors in the UNESCO ESD Project. I then 

explain the limitations of the study and outline a number of topics for future research. 

Summary on Key Findings 

            The study on the UNESCO ESD project in China adds to the existing 

education and governance research by confirming a number of findings from previous 

studies while also demonstrating the unique case in China challenges some scholars’ 

views in the governance literature.   

            To address the first research question on UNESCO’s promotion of the ESD 

project, especially its interaction with Chinese actors, I found that UNESCO plays 

the role of an orchestrator that exercises indirect and soft governance. UNESCO 

is not equipped with the necessary organizational and financial resources to promote 

the ESD project globally. As such, UNESCO serves as a hub to develop and spread 

ESD knowledge, sets rules and norms for the global implementation of the project, 

and provides an international platform to bring actors together for common goals.  

In light of its limited resources and in hopes of being a global actor, UNESCO utilizes 

soft mechanisms, strategically identifying and working with impactful national and 

local actors. This is evident in the ESD project, as UNESCO has shown its keen 

understanding of the centralized educational system in China and focuses on working 

with the Chinese national level actors, particularly impactful knowledge workers such 

as Shi and policy makers such as Du. Through bringing such key Chinese actors into 

the global network of educational governance, UNESCO navigates its promotion of 

ESD project, softly promotes knowledge and ideas in the interactive space of flows, 

sets up new norms and rules, builds the capacity of other actors, and defines the 

possible future direction of education globally.  



 

 164 

            In order to unpack the second research question on the promotion of the ESD 

project at the national scale, I dive deep into the localization of the ESD Project in 

China and analyze the “chewing” and “feeding” process, namely, the adoption of the 

ESD discourse and the conduct of the ESD practice. In alignment with the existing 

discussion on GEG, my findings are aligned with other authors who suggest that 

nation-state is no longer the sole player in the governing process. For example, 

International Organizations, NGOs, knowledge workers, and others play important 

roles in the governing process. The Chinese government, as I have shown in my 

analysis in chapter 5, is an active coordinator in global educational governance led by 

UNESCO. It offers multiple sources to the development of the ESD project in China, 

and monitors, supervises, and coordinates its implementation. The Chinese 

government builds the bridge connecting UNESCO and China’s local educational 

practice. It appoints diverse organizations to carry out the ESD project, support the 

project with relevant policies and much needed financial resources, and also uses its 

bureaucratic process to coordinate and monitor, as well as to mobilize local resources. 

Meanwhile, the Chinese government grants the National Committee the implementing 

authority of ESD and carry out the project through the “hands” and “feet” of the 

National Committee.  

            My research shows that non-governmental actors (such as National 

Committee) and knowledge workers have emerged as crucial players in the ESD 

project. These actors are instrumental in interpreting the ESD discourse and 

localizing the ESD practices in Chinese schools, a process that I called “chewing” and 

“feeding” in chapter 5. For instance, my analysis shows that the National Committee 

is the most important organization appointed by the Chinese government to 

implement the ESD project. As mentioned briefly earlier, the analysis reveals the 
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crucial role of the National Committee— the “hands and feet” of UNESCO and 

Chinese government in “carrying out the functions and missions on ESD issues” (Shi, 

persona communication, February 28, 2013). In the implementation process, the non-

governmental actors enjoy certain flexibility and autonomy on the ground, but they 

also need to align their work closely with the expectations and regulations of the 

central government. In the context of the ESD Project in China, such interaction 

among the government and non-government actors has been proven quite effective in 

promoting the project, as the ESD discourse has been incorporated into policy 

documents and local educational practice. 

            The third research question on the governance of educational practice in the 

ESD project in China leads me to the observation that the governance mechanisms 

used in this case are mostly soft. In the ESD Project, the soft mechanisms UNESCO 

and the National Committee utilize include agenda and norm setting, publications and 

raising awareness, capability building, conferences, networks, international 

cooperation and exchange, monitoring and evaluating the implementation of the 

projects, etc.  

            In particular, the analysis reveals that networks help actors gain horizontal 

and vertical access to various resources, extend outreach, and amplify influence, 

facilitating the flows of knowledge among actors at different scales. As 

highlighted in chapters 4 and 5, building a multitude of networks has become one of 

the main mechanisms for UNESCO and Chinese ESD actors to engage in 

transnational conversations on ESD and to implement ESD in China. In the context of 

a highly centralized government in China, although networks grant certain flexibility, 

critical decisions regarding the implementation of the project are ultimately approved 

at the national level. As a result, the rise of the network governance in the ESD case 
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does not mean the fall of more conventional governance based on hierarchy and 

bureaucratic institutions. As a matter of fact, network governance and bureaucratic 

governance to some extent may reinforce each other through the Chinese actors in 

promoting the ESD project.  

  Through the soft mechanisms and especially through networks, actors in the 

governance process of the ESD project generate the interactive flows of space with 

knowledge and experience. For instance, the study found that, in addition to 

promoting the ESD project within China, the various Chinese actors proactively exert 

their influence beyond the boundary of the nation-state. This is shown in their pursuit 

of “feeding” the Chinese knowledge about ESD back into the global flows of 

knowledge and exerting influence over global discourse and policy. However, despite 

the observation on the increasingly visible and active role of Chinese actors at the 

global stage, in the case of ESD Project, China’s influence is a “ripple in the pond,” or 

quite limited. Therefore, on the one hand, my study noted that the flows of knowledge 

and experience are interactive in nature and thus cannot be fixed in a one-dimensional 

or directional framework. And through the interactive flows of knowledge, local 

actors have been attempting to engage in the governance process of global topics. On 

the other hand, the study also reveals that it has still been challenging for non-western 

actors (such as the Chinese actors) to advocate their own voices and participate in the 

governance practice on the global stage. Further study is therefore needed to help 

better understand how local actors in non-western nations may exert their influence at 

a distance and participate in the global educational governance.    

            The fourth research question drives attention specifically to the emerging 

global educational governance. In this study, I argue that the ESD case is an 

instantiation of the global educational governance in practice (chapter 4) and the 
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understanding of GEG can be further refined by considering the practice and 

experience of stakeholders in countries with strong state control, such as 

contemporary China (chapter 5). The implementation of the ESD Project in China 

manifests some key features of this new form of global educational governance. In 

chapters 4 and 5, I develop a multi-layered discussion to demonstrate this point, from 

the formulation of the Chinese ESD discourse and the creation of Chinese ESD 

related policies, to the implementation and organization of the ESD project. GEG in 

this case entails practice and interactions of a number of actors such as UNESCO, the 

Chinese government, the National Committee, knowledge workers, and others, 

exerting influence on and setting directions of ESD policies and practice at a distance 

through a wide range of mechanisms.   

            The study thus brings new insight into the current governance literature 

by developing an analysis of the shift of the location of authority in the process of 

global educational governance. Given the international nature of the ESD Project 

and involvement of actors across multiple scales, the formation of networks and 

“flows of knowledge” in the ESD Project is gradually shifting the location of 

authority of governance to multiple scales, going beyond the Chinese government. 

This study observes that in the “chewing” and “feeding” of the ESD Project, the 

Chinese government lends part of its authority to other relatively new actors, such as 

knowledge workers and NGOs—the National Committee and Beijing Association of 

ESD. The Chinese government and its partners, including individuals and 

organizations, work together to shape the implementation of the ESD project. 

However, as I have noted in chapter 5, the emergence of the network governance and 

the inclusion of new actors does not necessarily bring with them the decline of the 

relatively traditional method of educational governance, which, in the Chinese context, 
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means the bureaucratic and hierarchical control of the government. Therefore, an 

important finding of this study thus lies in providing this unique perspective in the 

global educational governance structure to demonstrate that the collaboration between 

the multiple parties does not necessarily weaken the authority of the Chinese 

government or hollow out state authorship over educational policies or practice. 

Rather, it helps the Chinese government extend its outreach and accomplish goals on 

the ground with fewer resources.  

Implications for UNESCO and Chinese Actors  

            As previously stated, the current study is based on one IGO (UNESCO) in one 

unique country (China) and one specific project (ESD Project). Therefore, it is not my 

intention to give a definition or model of global educational governance (GEG); nor is 

it my aim to establish a common framework for GEG. Rather, the study provides 

scholars and policy actors an example of how an IGO with limited resources together 

with other international and local actors may play a role in global governance and 

educational policy. In this section, based on the findings and discussion of this study, 

I delineate a number of implications and advice to UNESCO and Chinese actors to 

illustrate, along the lines of global educational governance, how practitioners can 

better understand and utilize networks and flows of knowledge, authority and diverse 

actors (such as knowledge workers) in the governance process. 

            First of all, UNESCO should consider amplifying its soft mechanisms and 

continue to cultivate extensive networks to further mobilize its resources and 

orchestrate new ideas and policies across scales. The withdrawal of funding from 

the US since 2011 has put UNESCO in fiscal shortage. As a “fallen princess” with 

limited financial resources, to wield more influence and impact over nation states and 

local actors, UNESCO should employ its soft mechanisms more systematically, create 
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and promote global agendas and best practices, increase capacity building activities, 

and strategically identify and work with impactful national and local actors to extend 

its networks and exert influence.  This will position UNECSO to take advantage of its 

strength, which lies in its ability to broker knowledge and ideas, to set global norms 

and standards, to build capacity, as well as its convening power in bringing actors 

together for common goals.  

            Secondly, UNESCO might want to further explore how nation states 

adopt UNESCO ideas and policies for their own needs and interests, as well as 

how national level actors interact with local actors in the process. To amplify 

UNESCO’s influence, it is critical that UNESCO can engage in different sectors and 

nation states at the early stages of the formation and promotion of ideas and policies. 

This will help UNESCO better understand the vast range of needs and voices at the 

national and local levels, and streamline its efforts to make the implementation 

smoother in the future. It will also give nation states and local actors a chance to voice 

out their ideas to UNESCO early in the project. By understanding and engage the 

national and local actors, it also help the actors have a sense of ownership towards the 

concepts and policies, which will in turn help with their “chewing” and “feeding” 

process on the ground.  

            Thirdly, both UNESCO and Chinese actors should identify the influential 

knowledge workers by creating in-depth networks and grant more authority to 

these elites. Knowledge workers are the “eyes and ears” of UNESCO and Chinese 

actors in the GEG process. Both UNESCO and Chinese actors need to encourage 

knowledge sharing between the global and the local, and between policy makers and 

knowledge workers. The ever-evolving technology advances and digital platforms 

offer people easily accessible, timely and low-cost methods to interact and share 
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knowledge. This borderless knowledge sharing can facilitate more global flows of 

new ideas and best practices, build common understandings, and develop better 

ground for collaboration.  

            Last but not least, the Chinese actors should conduct research and learn 

from the best practices of how non-western actors leverage International 

Organizations’ influence and use this to build their soft influence. The Chinese 

government realizes that, in order to improve China’s influence in global rule-making 

and agenda setting, it is crucial to encourage diverse actors, including international 

organizations, nation states, local actors, and even individuals, to increase their active 

participation in global governance in general, and GEG in particular (Du, 2011b). 

China’s newfound approaches in UNESCO (as presented in chapter 1, e.g., sending 

secondees, organizing UNESCO conferences, and establishing funds-in-trust) are 

designated to fulfill the country’s political interest of building soft power. However, 

China is still learning utilize this multilateral platform and engage UNESCO at the 

global scale. China needs to increase its international exchange and collaboration with 

UNESCO and its extensive networks.  

            At the national and local levels, Chinese government could give more 

recognition and resources to non-governmental actors and individual elites—the 

people who can help the Chinese government complete the projects effectively. More 

importantly, the Chinese government and the National Committee should play a more 

prominent role in bridging UNESCO with local actors in China, creating a healthy 

flow of knowledge, people, and ideas among them. This would benefit the actors of 

GEG at all levels.   
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Limitations of the Study   

            The present study may have limitations in three main aspects: the 

generalizability of the qualitative study, the role of the researcher, and the time limits 

of the core data.  

            First, the current study is qualitative in nature. Qualitative and even many 

quantitative studies often cannot avoid the issue of generalizability. Qualitative 

studies particularly continue to be criticized for the lack of generalizability (Myers, 

2000; Stake, 2010). In this study, I use the instance of interactions between UNESCO 

and China in the case of the ESD Project to shed light on features of GEG. The work 

of UNESCO and China in the ESD Project may be different from the relationships of 

other IGOs and nations, such as the World Bank and the United States in the field of 

poverty reduction. The interactions of IGOs, nation states, NGOs, knowledge workers 

and actors may vary based on numerous factors such as their fields of work, the 

interests and status of these entities, as well as the political, economic and social 

conditions of an international environment. Therefore, the findings from studying 

UNESCO, China and other actors in the ESD Project may not be generalized to all 

IGOs, nation states and actors; nor should it be applied to all international projects or 

programs, as these projects are usually shaped in a certain time, place, space and 

context. Despite the limitation of generalizability, as shown in chapters 4 and 5, the 

findings and discussions of the present study may still, to some extent, showcase the 

various actors at multiple scales- IGOs, nation states, knowledge workers, policy 

actors— in educational policy and practice and embody important features of GEG.  

            Second, the role and values of the researcher are inherently relevant to 

the study.  As a native Chinese who was born and raised in the Chinese culture, 

educated partly in the Chinese education system and trained in an American graduate 
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school, I myself have certain biases towards the perspectives of the project. I may 

overlook some of the themes in daily routine. I worked to be neutral in the data 

collection and analysis processes and my international experience working and living 

in seven different countries helped expand my horizon and think from a wide range of 

cultural and social perspectives. However, some inherent constraints were difficult to 

avoid. For example, I started my pre-dissertation field study from the Chinese Natcom, 

which was seen as a component of the Ministry of Education. Through the Chinese 

Natcom, I was able to access the National Committee easily as the Chinese Natcom is 

their supervising organization. On the other hand, it gave the staff of the National 

Committee the first impression that I was from “the top,” i.e., Ministry of Education. I 

made great effort to explain and show the staff that I was merely a researcher and 

doctoral student who was interested in the ESD Project and had no formal relation to 

the ministry. With time, I was able to help them understand the situation. However, 

since I maintained the connection with the Chinese Natcom, at the beginning of the 

study in 2011, the staff may perceive me as connected to the national government, 

which might have had influence on my role as a researcher. 

            Third, the current study has its time limitation as the main data 

(documents and interviews) was mostly collected in 2011-2014. By the time the 

dissertation was concluded in 2018, some data needed to be updated. To minimize the 

impact of time on the data, from 2011 till now, I keep regular communications with 

key stakeholders at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris, the Chinese Natcom as well as 

the National Committee in Beijing through both online and in-person methods, such 

as emails, LinkedIn, We Chat, phone calls and meetings. The main stakeholders (such 

as Shi) sent me key updates, reports and information on their activities regularly. The 
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consistent and ongoing communication helps minimize the time limitation of the data 

and study.  

Future Research Topics 

            Currently, UNESCO and its Member States are still actively promoting and 

implementing the ESD Project. Through the transnational move of knowledge, 

materials, and social actors, people across the globe are increasingly connected with 

each other; decisions made in one place can impact the lives of others at distant parts 

of the world. However, I would also like to point out that the fieldwork of this 

dissertation was conducted in a time that many people were quite positive about 

globalization. Within a few years after I finished data collection, the optimistic 

attitude started to be gradually overshadowed by concerns over the global rise of 

populism, the trade war between the United States and China, as well as the crisis of 

international organizations. The world is changing much faster than my research 

could capture. What future studies should researchers and practitioners in UNESCO 

and China do to continue our exploration of the global governance and particularly 

the GEG? This study serves as a starting point for more research to be done. I am 

listing a number of potential topics here for more in-depth study.   

            First is the concept and practice of power in governance. “Governance”, as 

Barnett and Duvall (2005b) write, “necessarily entails power” (p. 44). Indeed, power 

is an essential element in conceptualizing GEG. The topic of power in global 

governance has been discussed by a number of scholars such as Nye (2004)’s concept 

on ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ power, Lukes (2005)’ three-dimensional view of power and 

Barnett and Duvall (2005a)’s taxonomy on power in global governance. Despite these 

studies, there is limited number of empirical studies on the power dynamics in the 

practice of this new form of global educational governance or how power evolves in 
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the new interactive space of flows where knowledge and networks play a central role. 

Studies are also needed on how nation states such as China attempt to exert power in 

this new form of governance and how various actors may entail certain types of 

power relations with others compared to the traditional political and bureaucratic form 

of power.  

            Second is to further unpack the interaction and relationship 

between China and multilateral organizations such as UNESCO, especially in 

the changing socio-political context. The current study sheds light on the historical 

development, rationale and current status of the UNSCO and China interaction. These 

were discussed quite briefly to provide context for the ESD Project and governance 

discussion. As mentioned previously, China is taking a more proactive role and aims 

to exert more influence in UNESCO. I would like to explore this further and see more 

studies that look the role China is playing in its relationship with multilateral 

organizations such as UNESCO, the World Bank and others and how such 

interactions might evolve overtime with the fast-changing international political and 

economic landscapes. Furthermore, as indicated in chapter one, dependency theory 

especially the role of funding and financing in such a relationship can bring valuable 

insights and perspectives on unpacking the UNESCO-China interactions.       

            Networks and the influence of network governance should also be studied 

further. Networks and network governance are central to this discussion of the 

current study. In chapters 4 and 5, I went into detail on the networks and specific roles 

various actors played in the network governance. There is increasing awareness on the 

importance of networks in governing and exerting influence through multilateral 

organizations. Many questions remain to be explored, such as to what extent and how 

such influence is played out in global governance, how networks are created and used 
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at the local scale, and to what extent and how knowledge workers are playing a 

increasingly prominent role in the governance process.  

            The fourth topic could be on the impact or influence of UNESCO in 

Chinese education. This present study looks at the implementation of the UNESCO 

ESD Project in China. It does not provide insight on the impact or influence of the 

UNESCO project and idea in Chinese education. Therefore, the extent to which the 

ESD Project in China has impacted Chinese education could be studied in future 

research. 

            Finally, further studies on the involvement of the local actors would be 

interesting. As discussed in chapter 5, the UNESCO ESD Project in China is an 

important and interesting case of national and local actors’ attempts in engaging with 

global governance. However, local actors such as schoolteachers, students, and 

communities were not further unpacked in this study. Even though they are important 

actors of the ESD Project, their practice of the ESD Project is different than the global 

and national actors involved. As the intended focus of this study was to explore the 

actors and contexts that have shaped the ESD Project at the international and national 

scales, local-scale actors were considered beyond the scope of the study. In the future 

research, therefore, it is certainly worth including the students’ and teachers’ 

experiences, which would provide additional insight into the nature and 

implementation of the GEG in practice.  

Summary 

            In today’s world, governance, especially global governance, has become more 

controversial than ever.  It calls for researchers and practitioners to develop a more 

sophisticated understanding of how global governance has shaped aspects of local 

policy and practice. My dissertation, as a whole, examines how a specific field of 
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global governance, the global educational governance, has manifested in certain 

educational projects and practices in a rapidly changing country, China. It offers a 

systemic look at how, in the case of the ESD project, the multiple actors at global and 

local levels are involved in GEG, how networks were formed, authority was shifted 

across scales, how the knowledge production process was restructured, and the new 

policies were introduced. It not only contributes to a more refined understanding 

about the interaction of IGOs and China, but also contributes to the studies of 

educational governance and globalization. 
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Appendices 

 
Appendix 1 Figures on the numbers of projects and activities between 

UNESCO and China in 1989, 1991-1996, 199970 

The Number of Projects and Activities between UNESCO and China, 1989, 

1991-1996, 1999 

 

 

 

The Number of UNESCO-China Projects and Activities of in Education, Science, and 

Culture Sectors, 1989, 1991-1996, 1999 

                  

  

                                                
 
70 Source: Numbers extracted from the Annual Reports of Chinese National Commission (Chinese 
National Commission for UNESCO, 1989, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996). 
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Appendix 2 Interview Protocol for the Executive Director and Staff in the 

National Committee 

Topic Domain 1: Work in the National Committee 
1. Could you please tell me when and how did you get involved in the ESD 

project? 
2. Could you please tell me about the work you do in the ESD National 

Committee? 

Topic Domain 2: Interactions between UNESCO and the National Committee  
Lead-off question: 

1. Does the National Committee interact and cooperate with UNESCO in any 
way? If so, in what ways does the National Committee interact with UNESCO?  
Could you please give me some examples? 

Possible follow-up questions: 
2. Have you or your organization interacted and cooperated with UNESCO 

directly? If so, how did you interact with UNESCO on ESD issues?  
3. How about UNESCO Bangkok Office and UNESCO Beijing Office? Any 

examples? 
4. What approaches does the National Committee take to promote ESD in China? 
5. In what ways does UNESCO help in the promotion of ESD in China? 
6. What is the relationship between UNESCO and the National Committee in the 

promotion of the ESD project?  
7. What role does UNESCO play in the interaction between UNESCO and the 

National Committee? [e.g., does UNESCO provide any funding for the 
implementation of the ESD project in China? How about technical assistance, 
like training, workshops, etc.?]  

8. I remember someone mentioned that the National Committee was the “hands” 
and “feet” of the Chinese Natcom and UNESCO in implementing ESD in 
China. What do you think about the role of the National Committee in 
implementing ESD in China? 

9. Do you think the relationship of UNESCO and the National Committee has 
changed over the years? If so, what are the changes? What are the important 
factors that facilitated the changes? 

Topic Domain 3: Negotiations (meaning-making) of the ESD ideas and practice  

Lead-off question:  
1. The experiences you shared were wonderful. I wonder how you understand 

the idea of ESD in China.   
Possible follow-up questions:  

2. Where did you learn the ESD ideas and practice? 
3. Do you learn any ideas and practice from UNESCO? If so, in what ways do 

you learn from UNESCO’s ESD ideas (publications, training)?   
4. What process or processes do you take to understand the UNESCO ESD ideas 

and apply it in the Chinese context?  
5. Are there any similarity and/or difference between the ESD ideas in UNESCO 

and in China? How about in ESD practice, any similarity or differences? If 
there are differences on ideas and/or practice, why differ?  
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6. I sometimes think that the promotion of the UNESCO ESD project may be 
understood as a process of knowledge creation, dissemination, and 
assimilation. It seems like through such a knowledge creation, dissemination, 
and assimilation process, the ideas of ESD become an international discourse, 
and the national actors engage themselves in the international discourse and 
apply the discourse into practice, which in turn may create new knowledge 
and promote the discourse forward. As a distinguished scholar and practitioner 
in the ESD field, what do you think of this? How, in practice, are knowledge 
and discourse created and disseminated in the case of ESD? What is the role 
of UNESCO, the international experts, and the national and local actors in the 
process of knowledge production and dissemination?  

 
Topic Domain 4: The influence of the Interactions 

1. Has the UNESCO ESD ideas had any influence in the local schools in China? 
If so, what influence does it have and how? 

Lead-off questions: 
Possible follow-up questions:  

2. Has the UNESCO ESD ideas influenced the Chinese education? If so, what 
influence does it make and how? 

3. Has UNESCO had influence on the ESD project in China? If so, what 
influence does it make and how? 

4. Why do you think ESD project has such influence in the local schools or the 
Chinese education? Could you please give me some specific examples? 

5. I have heard the word soft in describing UNESCO’s work and influence, what 
do you think of UNESCO’s soft and “hard” work in the case of the ESD 
project in China?   

6. What do you think people in the UNESCO ESD section may understand 
China’s ESD work? 

7. To what extent do you think China’s ESD work has influenced UNESCO’s 
ESD ideas? And what is China or the National Committee doing or what 
should China do to better promote China’s influence internationally? 

8. Has your participation in this ESD project had an impact on how you think 
about the roles of Chinese education practice and UNESCO in steering and 
shaping global educational policy and practice? 

 
 
  



 

 180 

Appendix 3 Interview Protocol for the UNESCO Professionals working closely 

with China and the Chinese Loaded Staff (or Secondees) to UNESCO 

Topic Domain 1: Work in UNESCO 
1. Could you please tell me when and how did you start to work for UNESCO? 
2. Could you please tell me about the work you do in UNESCO? 

Topic Domain 2: The Relationship between UNESCO and China   
Lead-off questions:  

1. Based on your years of experience working with UNESCO and China, how 
has the relationship between UNESCO and China been developing?  

Possible follow-up questions:  
2. How will you describe their current relationship? 
3. Can you tell me about the ways in which UNESCO and the Chinese Natcom 

interact and cooperate with each other? What are the main areas and/project in 
the cooperation between UNESCO and China? 

4. Have the ways of interaction between UNESCO and China changed? What are 
the changes?  What factors do you think initiated the changes?   

5. Do you foresee any change or trend in UNESCO-China cooperation in the 
future? What will they be?    

Topic Domain 3: The influence of the UNESCO-China interaction  
Lead-off questions: 

1. Do you think that UNESCO’s initiatives have influenced Chinese education? 
Can you give me some examples? 

Possible follow-up questions:  
2. Why do you think UNESCO has/ has not influenced Chinese education? 

What about the influence of the ESD Project in China? 
3. We just discussed about UNESCO’s influence in China. About China’s 

influence on UNESCO’s educational work? Do you think China has any 
influence on UNESCO’s educational work? If so, what influence does it 
make and how? What do you think of the future trend of such influence?   
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Appendix 4 Interview Protocol for Officials in the Chinese Natcom 

Topic Domain 1: Work in the Chinese Natcom in relation to education 
Lead-off questions:  

1. Could you please tell me about when and how you started to work for the 
Natcom?   

2. I am interested in your experience working in Natcom. Could you please tell 
me what kind of things you normally do at work? 

Possible follow-up questions: 
1. Can you tell me about the ways in which UNESCO and the Chinese Natcom 

interact and cooperate with each other? What are the main areas and/project 
in the cooperation between UNESCO and China? 

2. Have the methods of interaction between UNESCO and China changed? 
What are the changes?  What factors do you think initiated the changes?   

3. From your understanding, how has the relationship between UNESCO and 
China been developing? How will you describe their current relationship? 

4. Do you foresee any change or trend in UNESCO-China cooperation in the 
future? What will they be?    

Topic Domain 2: The implementation of UNESCO’s projects in China 
 Lead-off question:  

1. To your knowledge, how do UNESCO’s educational projects and policies 
generally get promoted in China? How about the ESD Project? 

Back up question: 
2. To what extent do you think UNESCO’s educational projects and policies 

have been implemented in China? And how do they get implemented? 
Possible Follow-up questions:  

3. Could you please tell me about the general procedure(s) in implementing the 
UNESCO’s projects? Could you please give me an example in the case of 
ESD Project? 

4. How do UNESCO and Chinese Natcom interact and cooperate in promoting 
UNESCO projects such as the ESD Project? 

5. In what ways do the Natcom normally promote the UNESCO policies and 
projects in China?  

6. What kind of actors actively involving in the carrying out UNESCO’s 
education project in China? Can you give me an example?  

Topic Domain 3: The influence of the UNESCO-China interaction  
Lead-off questions: 

4. Do you think that UNESCO’s initiatives have influenced Chinese education?  
Possible follow-up questions:  

5. Why do you think UNESCO has/ has not influenced Chinese education? 
What about the influence of the ESD Project in China? 

6. We just discussed about UNESCO’s influence in China. Do you think China 
has any influence on UNESCO’s educational work?  What do you think of 
the future trend of such influence?   
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Appendix 5 Interview Protocol for UNESCO Professionals and Associated 

Experts 

 
Topic Domain 1: Background: their engagement with ESD and UNESCO 

3. Could you please tell me when and how you got involved in the ESD project? 
4. How did you get engaged with UNESCO’s ESD work? 
5. Could you please tell me about the work you do in relation to ESD? 

Topic Domain 2: Interactions among Stakeholders  
Lead-off question: 

1. In what ways do you normally work with/ work for UNESCO in the 
promotion of the ESD project? Could you please give me some examples? 

Possible follow-up questions: 
2. You have extensive experience working with/for UNESCO and ESD. To your 

knowledge, is UNESCO in any way involved in the promotion of the ESD 
project in nation states such as China? If so, what are the approaches 
UNESCO takes to interact with national actors in the ESD project such as the 
National Committee in China?  

3. What do you think is the relationship between UNESCO and the national 
actors such as National Committee in the promotion of the ESD project in 
China?  

4. What roles does UNESCO play in the promotion of the ESD work 
internationally? How about in China?  

5. What role do the national actors such as the National Committee play in the 
promotion of the ESD work in nation states? How about in China?  

6. How could UNESCO better promote the ESD project in nation states like 
China? 

7. I know you have been in contact with the ESD National Committee in China. 
In what ways do you interact with the ESD National Committee in China to 
promote the ESD in China?  

8. Some scholars argue that in the globalized world, the expert teams or some 
call it the professional networks are becoming an important actor in 
educational policy and governance. What do you think is the role of the 
international experts (such as yourself) in the case of the ESD project?  

9. How do the international experts form the networks in the case of ESD 
project? What is UNESCO’s role in forming the networks and facilitating the 
interactions? 

Topic Domain 3: Negotiations (meaning-making) of the ESD ideas and practice  

Lead-off question:  
1. The experiences you shared were wonderful. I wonder how you understand 

UNESCO’s ESD ideas.   
Possible follow-up questions:  

2. How has UNESCO been developing its ESD ideas and practice?  
3. In what ways does UNESCO disseminate its ESD ideas in nation states such 

as China?  
4. You have learned the China’s ESD ideas and visited the Chinese schools. Do 

you see any similarity and/or difference between the ESD ideas in UNESCO 
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and in China? How about in the ESD practice, any similarity or differences? If 
there are differences in ideas or practice, where do the differences come from?   

5. In what ways do the national ESD actors such as China learn the ESD ideas? 
6. From your knowledge, how do they apply the ESD ideas in practice? 
7. How does UNESCO help the national actors such as the National Committee 

apply the ESD ideas in educational practice? 
8. I sometimes think that the promotion of the UNESCO ESD project may be 

understood as a process of knowledge creation, dissemination, and 
assimilation. It seems like through such a knowledge creation, dissemination, 
and assimilation process, the ideas of ESD become an international discourse, 
and the national actors engage themselves in the international discourse and 
apply the discourse into practice, which in turn may create new knowledge 
and promote the discourse forward. As a distinguished scholar and practitioner 
in the ESD field, what do you think of this? How, in practice, are knowledge 
and discourse created and disseminated in the case of ESD? What is the role 
of the different actors, such as UNESCO, international experts, and the 
national and local actors in the process of knowledge production and 
dissemination?  

 
Topic Domain 4: The influence of the ESD Project  
Lead-off questions: 

1. Do you think the UNESCO ESD project has any influence in the educational 
policy and practice of the nation states such as China? If so, to what extent do 
you think is the influence?   

Possible follow-up questions: 
2.  Has the UNESCO ESD ideas influenced the Chinese education? If so, what 

influence does it make and how? 
3. Why do you think the ESD project has such influence in nation states such as 

China?  
4. I have heard the word soft in describing UNESCO’s work and influence, what 

do you think of UNESCO’s soft and “hard” work in the case of the ESD 
project?  Could you please give me some specific examples? 

5. Do you think UNESCO has had influence in in shaping educational policy and 
practice at different levels? Could you please give me some specific examples? 

6. Do you think the national actors in China have had influence in UNESCO’s 
ESD work? If so, what influence does it make and how? 

7. Has your participation in ESD influenced your understanding of the roles of 
UNESCO and nation states in shaping educational policy and practice at 
different levels? 
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Appendix 6 Roadmap of the ESD Project in China（“2-1-3-3-2-3-4”）  
 
2---- Two implications of the ESD idea 
①	 Education should promote the sustainable development of the society, 

economy, environment and culture;  
②	 Education should promote the sustainable development of the individuals. 

1——One core Value for Sustainable Development—Four “Respects” 
Respect for human development (including the present and future generations), 
respect for diversity, respect for the environment, and respect for the resources on the 
earth. 
3——Three Basics to Learn 
①	 Education of ESD Knowledge (Covering the four areas: society, economics, 

environment and culture). 
②	 Education of Learning Capacity for Sustainable Development.   
③	 Education of Sustainable Lifestyles.   

3——The Development of Curriculum at National, Local and School Levels 
①	 National Curriculum s: to conduct experiments on teaching model for 

sustainable development 
②	 Local Curriculum: to develop local courses of ESD and compile the 

textbooks 
③	 School-based Curriculum: to open courses in school and compile the 

textbooks 

2——Two ESD Thematic Areas 
①	 Resources and environment (The cultivation of a energy-saving and low-

carbon lifestyle) 
②	 Society and culture (The education of culture diversity or the education of 

international understanding) 

3——The Construction of ESD Schools at Different Levels 
①	 ESD Experimental Schools 
②	 ESD Example Schools 
③	 ESD National Example Schools 

4——Four Goals of ESD 
①	 To reorient educational function in the society (For educational and 

administrative departments) 
②	 To promote ESD school philosophy (For principals and school leaders) 
③	 To enhance teachers’ professional development (For teachers) 
④	 To improve students’ capacity (For students) 
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