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Are benchmarks fair? Are countries far from and close to the goal treated 
the same way? 

All countries committed in 2015 to set their own benchmarks, in other words their own 

contribution to the achievement of the global education goal by 2030. But the contribution of 

each country will be measured not in terms of whether they meet the (absolute) level but 

whether their (relative) progress rate is fast enough. The methodology used sets different levels 

for each country to achieve but the same progress rate, given their level of educational 

development, which should be faster than what was observed in the past. 

What is the difference between proposed and national benchmarks? 

The methodology assesses where countries are and where they could be if they progressed at 

rates faster than the average progress observed in the past, given their level of educational 

development. These projected (‘feasible’) values are also proposed benchmarks and the basis 

for discussion. Each country can then decide whether it wants to set its benchmark at a higher, 

more ambitious level. 

Reported latest data seem inconsistent and benchmark values are 
questionable. What happens in that case? 

Despite a range of quality assurance checks, there are cases where some data series fluctuate, 

and no clear trend emerges. A task force of the Technical Cooperation Group on SDG 4 

indicators will examine country queries to improve on the data and benchmarks. Ultimately, 

benchmarks need to align with national planning: the benchmark setting process must 

empower, not substitute, national planning processes. 
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My country has no data. What happens in that case? 

One of the key objectives of the benchmark setting process is to highlight remaining data gaps 

in key indicators and mobilize national and international partners to collaborate to ensure that 

there are data points for all countries for these seven indicators. Plans on filling these gaps 

will be developed once the benchmarking process has been completed and will be a key action 

point of the global education coordination architecture. 

How have these benchmark indicators been selected? 1 

It is a challenge to identify indicators that are relevant for all countries and have sufficient 

data to allow trends to be estimated and projections of feasible progress to be made. The 

Technical Cooperation Group endorsed the proposal for seven benchmark indicators that met 

these two criteria at its sixth meeting in August 2019 and adopted the methodology at its 

seventh meeting in October 2020. The Technical Cooperation Group is the globally 

representative body responsible for fostering the development of the SDG 4 monitoring 

framework. 

Why do we need regional benchmarks in addition to national benchmarks? 

The benchmark setting process aims to empower regional organizations to strengthen their 

peer dialogue process in education. The objective of benchmarks does not stop at setting levels 

and monitoring whether these levels have been met. Rather, this is only the entry point for the 

discussion why some countries are and why some countries are not meeting benchmarks – and 

therefore trigger policy dialogue. However, countries do not easily engage in dialogue at global 

level given the vast differences between their contexts. 

The regional benchmark in our region is set at a very low level. Why is that? 

The principle of the regional benchmark is to be sensitive to the countries furthest behind from 

achieving the target. In homogeneous regions, a regional benchmark will motivate more 

countries to achieve it. In heterogenous regions, a regional benchmark will be relevant only for 

 
 
1 In 2022, the ‘Gender gap in upper secondary completion rate’ was added as the 7th benchmark 
indicator to reflect on equity. In 2023, school Internet connectivity was added as the 8th benchmark 
indicator to monitor digital transformation, one of the global initiatives of the Transforming Education 
Summit.   

http://tcg.uis.unesco.org/
http://tcg.uis.unesco.org/
https://tcg.uis.unesco.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2022/04/Metadata_Gender-Gap-Completion-Rate.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/transforming-education-summit
https://www.un.org/en/transforming-education-summit
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a few countries. However, it will foster a sense of collaboration and shared responsibility among 

members. 

It appears that very different concepts of ‘region’ have been used. Why? 

It is correct that the regional groupings used in benchmark dashboards are unbalanced. They 

are provided for (i) SDG regions (ii) UN economic and social commissions (iii) selected regional 

organizations and (iv) World Bank country income groups. Most of these are for reference. They 

are more likely to be a basis for discussion in regional organizations that are willing to embrace 

them and debate them with their members. 

Can regional organizations add region-specific indicators? 

One of the key objectives of the benchmark setting process is to help align global, regional and 

national education agendas to improve coherence. The global education monitoring framework 

is, indeed, a framework. It helps draw attention to issues that matter in education. But it cannot 

fulfil the needs of all regions or countries. Several regional organizations have their education 

agendas and, increasingly, many develop their monitoring frameworks. Any regional 

organization is encouraged to use the opportunity of this global process to add other relevant 

indicators from its monitoring framework, if it has one and if sufficient data are available. 

However, it is advisable to add no more than 2-3 indicators. 

What is the role of regional organizations in setting regional benchmarks? 

Any regional or sub-regional organization can take the lead (and is indeed encouraged) to 

coordinate the benchmark-setting process for their member states and treat is as part of its 

own regional education strategy and monitoring framework. This is the approach that has been 

used by the European Union, which followed a benchmarking setting process in education for 

the period to 2020. 

The benchmarks suggest that the world will not meet SDG 4 target levels. 
Are benchmarks lowering the level of ambition? 

It is true that once all countries have set their benchmarks, aggregating them will not amount 

to the level of ambition expected in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. However, 

this by no means dilutes the agenda. On the contrary, the benchmark setting process is 

intended to strengthen country commitment to the agenda and the links between national, 

regional and global education agendas. 
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