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The GMR 2008 provides and extensive and comprehensive review of progress towards EFA and a wealth of data and analysis of progress and lack of it across the world. It adds to the portfolio of insight generated in previous GMRs. Several points stand out as inviting comment half way towards the 2015 targets enshrined in the EFA Goals and the Dakar Framework and Millennium Development Goals.

Sooner or later the MDGs and EFA Goals will need revisiting. I suggest the time is now. I offer ten reasons.

First, it should be remembered the MDGs and EFA Goals are lists rather than a recipe. Achieving all the MDGs may indeed make the world a better place and there is a broad consensus that most of the outcomes they flag are desirable. However, all the Goals taken together are no guarantee that development will take place, and are not in themselves the basis for a development strategy. Collectively they do not necessarily provide a recipe for growth on which the sustained delivery of rights almost certainly depends. They are context blind, and insensitive to the prioritisation that all real world governments have to confront. The Goals are not distributional in character – a major omission if poverty is partly the product of wealth and its distribution. Relative as well as absolute poverty are at the centre of development.  
Second, though there is merit in steadfastly persisting in purpose towards desired goals, an over rigid approach which fails to iterate goals against changing realities is likely sooner or later to lose relevance or at least ignore the unanticipated. Thus for example an exaggerated emphasis on external support for investment at the primary level in low enrolment countries, and pursuit of enrolment targets at the margin at the expense of other investment, may prove a flawed strategy. Full primary completion will not be achievable where transition rates into secondary fall, teacher supply will be problematic if secondary output remains small, and there are tradeoffs between rapid enrolment growth and quality that have to be addressed. 

Third, the GMR recognises that global and national environments have changed since 2000. Environment issues have taken on new significance; labour markets have become more globalised; India, China, Brazil and Russia and South Africa have developed rapidly and changed the topography of global development; migration and fragile states have new dynamics. It has become clear that for some countries achieving the MDGs in the timescale specified is unlikely if not impossible. And polemic on equity and redistribution has rarely been matched by actions likely to result in these outcomes. For these and other reasons the GMR should start the process of revisiting goals and targets that relate to education and development, adopt a more differentiated approach to achievable goals, introduce more distributional measures of progress that recognise equity, and close the gap between target setters and target getters (Lewin 2005).
Fourth, another compelling reason for revisiting the MDGs and EFA Goals, and the targets they generate, is that as 2015 approaches aspirational planning based on unattainable targets may fail. 
Fig 1 Gradients of Goal Achievement
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As Figure 1 illustrates aspirational planning sets desired goals in the future (e.g. Net Enrolment Rate (NER) = 100%, gender parity, 100% primary completion etc.). Most projection models then draw back a pathway to the present which indicates what needs to be achieved each year to stay on track. The pathway is often linear. What often happens in practice is that financial constraints (time slippage related to agreeing plans, signing off agreements, disbursing tranches of funding etc) and non financial constraints (lead times on construction, teacher training, agreement to appoint and post new teachers, softening of demand to enroll etc.) lead to under achievement below the on-track line. The gradient of what needs to be achieved then steepens progressively to the point where the planning and implementation system enters a Zone of Improbable Progress (ZIP). Either the targets and related goals fall into disrepute because they are unachievable and there is no confidence in the modalities of making more and more rapid progress, or the targets and goals are redefined and time shifted (as happened with the gender parity goals for 2005).
Target generating planning is an alternative (Lewin 2007a). This is based on estimates of the highest sustainable rate of expansion that does not degrade quality to unacceptable levels. It offers a better basis for operational plans and mobilizing assets efficiently and effectively at a pace which is imaginable. It allows different time scale for different starting points and contexts. It depends on forward projections which draw attention to critical limitations of capacity, infrastructure and finance, and identifies forward commitments and liabilities generated by present actions. 
Fourth, some of the pitfalls of poorly specified Goals and Targets are evident from the experience of EFA in practice. The most commonly used indicators of progress on universalizing primary schooling are gross and net enrolment rates (GERs and NERs). Since these are calculated on the basis of participation across the whole cycle, not grade by grade, they can lead to misleading conclusions. Figure 4 shows the enrolment curve for country A and country B by Grade. Both have GERs close to 100% for grades 1-6. However, country A greatly over enrolls in grade 1 and has high attrition through the primary cycle. In country B most of those who enter grade 1 complete primary. They are very different situations. Net Enrolment Ratios are thought a better indicator and have been widely adopted. However with only modestly different assumptions about over age enrolment Country A and country B can have similar NERs. This leads to the misleading conclusion that Country A with an NER of 96% across the primary cycle is close to achieving universal enrolment when in fact most who enter grade 1 do not complete grade 6. Better indicators are needed.
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