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for over fifteen years, across a range of roles globally. Most

recently, I’ve had the privilege of leading edt, one of the
UK’s oldest education and skills organisations. Given our global
footprint with operations in the UK, Sub Saharan Africa, GCC and
Southeast Asia, changes in the geopolitical landscape have a direct
impact on our operational delivery as well as our partnerships. The
geopolitical context in which we now operate is both complex and
rapidly evolving, and 2026 will demand a decisive response from
the education sector.

The past year has seen dramatic shifts in the global
development landscape. Major funding partners have significantly
reduced their international aid budgets and redirected this into
areas including defence and other economic priorities. This has
forced a fundamental reassessment of how education reform is
supported in low-income countries. The sector must now pivot
from dependency on large-scale development funding to models
that are locally driven, commercially viable, and impact focused.

Historically, development-funded education reform has been
framed as both altruistic and economically strategic - supporting
development while cultivating future trading partners. But short-
termism has undermined many initiatives. Projects have too
often been delivered rapidly, without sufficient attention to local
context, capacity, or sustainability. The result: limited long-term
impact and continued reliance on external support.

In 2026, the education sector must respond by embracing
a new paradigm, one that prioritises local ownership, long-term
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partnerships, and systemic capacity building. This means moving
away from “build-operate-exit” models and toward “build-operate-
transfer” approaches that embed expertise within national systems.

There are successful precedents. The Tusome programme
in Kenya, funded by USAID and delivered in partnership with
the Kenyan Ministry of Education, demonstrated how national-
scale reform can be achieved through existing government
infrastructure. Edt’s own contributions to its precursor, PRIMR,
helped test whether low-cost interventions could be sustained by
government officers within their existing roles. The success of
Tusome was rooted in its alignment with national systems and
priorities, an approach that must become the norm.

At edt, we’ve responded by investing in country-led models. In
Zimbabwe, our TEACH programme is co-owned by the Ministry
of Primary and Secondary Education, with edt providing technical
support and facilitation. In Ethiopia, we concluded our TARGET
programme with a comprehensive sustainability strategy, ensuring
that gains were embedded and carried forward by local actors.

Critically, interventions must be contextualised. Copy-paste
solutions are no longer acceptable. As one African education
officer put it, “We don’t need another bank of girls’ toilets, so
it looks good in a foundation’s brochure.” Instead, we need
interventions that reflect local realities, infrastructure and
aspirations. The example of Sobral in Brazil, where two decades
of iterative reform transformed literacy outcomes, shows what’s
possible when governments and partners commit to long-term
change. In 2026, the education sector must replicate this kind of
commitment across geographies.

In 2026, education organisations must also deepen relationships
with philanthropic foundations and impact-driven investors,
aligning funding with national priorities and long-term outcomes.
This requires a geopolitical mindset, one that understands the
strategic value of education reform and seeks to maximise return on
investment through sustainable impact. Building partnerships with
the likes of the Gates Foundation and Roger Federer foundation
and global NFOs like UNICEF has allowed edt to redirect its route
to impact through these challenging times.

Dan Sandhu (London) is CEO of Education Development
Trust (edt), an international, not-for-profit organisation working
to improve education outcomes around the world. Previously chief
executive of Sparx Learning, which provides help with maths,
Dan grew the business from two schools to catering to nearly two
million learners in over half of the UK’ secondary schools and
establishing it in 25 countries.
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