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During the past few decades, mathematics educators have reflected an awareness of the trends of international activities in their discipline. For some, these trends are seen as great opportunities, while others regard them with great caution. In this short paper, I will identify some of the issues and possible implications of globalisation for the discipline and argue for remaining vigilant about the effects of our actions while increasing our international responsibilities of one towards the other. 

In this context, I will use the term "globalisation" to refer to the shrinking world and the increasing awareness of issues and practices that affect the whole globe. Gglobalisation is not used here, as often it is in public media and political discourse, to refer to neoliberal economics of free markets, privatisation, and transnational merger trends in the late modernity; for the term also includes sharing of social and cultural policy and practices, international collaboration and human movement across national boundaries. It is different to homogenisation for, as we are becoming more aware of, and having more esteem for, our similarities, we are also becoming more aware of, and having more esteem for, our differences. Nor it is inevitable and out of control, for the nation state remains of considerable power to direct and control the patterns of globalisation. Similarly, globalisation is not a utopia for it can result in imperialism and exclusion, can lead into increased gaps between the rich and the poor, ecological degradation, not to mention global terrorism. Nor is it a dreadful evil to be opposed by any means, for it can lead to collaboration at grass roots level to oppose injustice and promote human rights. In short, I do not understand globalisation as either good or evil by itself. This is not to say, however, that it is value-free and beyond ethical considerations. On the contrary, its processes and outcomes should be carefully scrutinised as to the benefits and losses that might arise from them. This aim can only be achieved through deliberate and targeted research, reflection, and debate. Further, I argue that such actions need to be done in collaboration among stakeholders from around the world.  

Globalisation Factors and Issues in Mathematics Education

Arguably, mathematics education is the most globalised discipline in education. This situation is partly due to its perceived importance for economic and technological development and to the (wrongly) perceived objectivity of the discipline that transcends national and cultural boundaries. This globalised status is reflected by the increasing number of international publications, conferences, research and professional development activities, and most importantly, the convergence of curricula around the world. In this context I will address two factors of globalisation in the discipline, the role of international organisations and regimes of international testing, and consider their implications for a global curriculum in the discipline.  

Role of International Organisations

To illustrate the possible and diverse effects of international organisations on the global status of mathematics education, I will discuss the role of ICME and the World Bank. The role of international organisations such as the World Bank in assisting less industrialised countries in the implementation of policies of universal primary education and later for the elimination of illiteracy is undoubtedly a great achievement. The Bank started its educational programs in the early 1960s. In the early 1990s it supported about 90 education programs in 59 countries to the total of US$8 billion with half from bank loans and half from participating local governments. However, often this assistance comes with strings attached. For example, the Bank has been the major promoter of ideas of connecting education to economic growth and the model of human development as a priority of economic development. Likewise the Bank has been the major promoter of an emphasis on primary education at the expense of secondary and higher education. Structural reforms in the recipient countries based on decentralisation, "user pays" schemes, credit system, and support to private education have often become conditions of its loans. The Bank has often been criticised for its insistence on the universal adoption of these policies irrespective of the local context. 

Undoubtedly the ICME conferences are the largest gatherings of mathematics educators around the world. For many educators from developing countries, they are the primary, and, in some instances, the sole contact that they have with the international scene in mathematics education. Such contact might have led to further collaboration between educators outside the boundaries of the organisation itself. In this role ICME has played a crucial role in grass root globalisation. However, in spite of attempts to facilitate the participation by educators from developing countries, ICMI’s activities remain dominated by educators and issues from Anglo-European countries. For many educators from developing countries, which are mainly from the Southern Hemisphere, the cost of travel, not to mention the language barriers, prohibits participation. Although there are no easy solutions to these difficult problems, the issue of representation, access and voice should always be high on the agenda of international organisation such as ICMI.

Role of International Comparisons

Perhaps there are only a few issues in mathematics education that attract more public debate from the media, politicians, and even parents, than international comparisons such as TIMMS and PISA. Several such studies have identified huge gaps in achievement between students from different countries with gaps in achievement estimated to be 3 years of schooling. Undoubtedly, these differences reflect, among other things, the different resources available to different education systems around the world; however they do raise serious social justice issues. 

This type of study has generated a considerable amount of controversy within the mathematics education literature. Advocates of international comparisons have argued that such studies offer a better understanding of one's own educational system, identifying its strengths and weaknesses, in their attempts to identify approaches to reform mathematics education. For some educators these studies provide unique opportunities for a massive amount of investigation of factors that may be hard to control in a single country, such as class size, single-gender classes, and out-of-class tutoring. 

On the other side of the debate, critics of international comparisons have raised questions about the benefit of these studies to provide useful findings towards the improvement of education systems in any country. These studies have limited pedagogical benefit, since a pedagogy that might work in one country may not work in another context. Concerns were raised on whether the outcomes of these studies are perceived as biased towards the host country; that is, of those who do the data collection, the analysis and the funding. They claim that the mathematical tasks do not represent the curricula taught in many schools, teachers’ questionnaires do not represent the whole range of teaching practices, and the results do not offer valid comparisons between the various countries’ curricula with their divergent cultural and social contexts. 

Global Curriculum or Global collaborations

The factors of global activities discussed above necessarily raise the question of a global curriculum. Not surprisingly, in several international publications, mathematics educators have expressed some concern about globalisation of the curriculum as it is often understood in Western experience. Rightly so, I hasten to add. The experience of the National Curriculum in the United Kingdom has raised ample concerns about the lack of sensitivity of standardisation attempts to differences due to cultural and social background of students and their effect on demoralisation and de-professionalisation of teachers.  

On the other hand, certain educators from less industrialised countries have warned against overemphasis on culturally-oriented curricula for less industrialised countries that act against their ability to progress and compete in an increasingly globalised world. These voices warned against an over-reliance on ethnomathematics-like curricula that are seen as prohibitive for the development of the mathematical knowledge that is needed for technological and scientific developments and prohibit the participation of students in overseas studies and employment.  From this perspective, due to the lack of resources in many countries to develop their own curricula and traditions of research, a global curriculum is often seen as the best hope that less industrialised countries might have for improving mathematics education locally. 

Perhaps these disparate views are not completely incongruent in that most mathematics educators share a commitment for the development of mathematics education for empowerment of all students everywhere and to increasing the participation of all mathematics educators in international dialogue and debates. Seen from this perspective, the debate is not different to that about national curricula. The concern is not about whether a standardised or an ethnomathematical curriculum is the solution to inequality, but about the resources and expertise that are necessary to increase the participation of students and academics both at local and global levels. This can be achieved through genuine and critical collaboration between academics internationally. Such collaboration aims to contextualise the curricula (and research findings) to local contexts without falling into a void where mutual learning is not possible. From this perspective contextualisation and decontextualisation are two interactive and complementary rather than contradictory endeavours.
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