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Introduction 

This article aims to offer an overview of the origins and development of global youth 

work, an approach which has emerged over almost two decades of work by a small 

number of organisations and individuals. It will explore the origins and principles of 

the work and offer a flavour of some of the debates which have taken place, the 

influence the approach has had and some pointers towards the next stages in its 

development as a distinct approach to non formal education with young people. 

 

Development Education 

Development education is a commonly used term for educational work with young 

people, children and adults around global inequalities and injustice. Its many 

definitions illustrate the sometimes ad hoc nature of its growth and the diversity of 

the concept itself. In 1975 the United Nations defined development education as; 

educational work that seeks: 

“To enable people to participate in the development of their own community, their 

nation and their world as a whole. Such participation implies a critical awareness of 

local, national and international situations based on an understanding of the social, 

economic and political processes . . .” 

It is “concerned with issues of human rights, dignity, self-reliance and social justice in 

both developed and developing countries. It is concerned with the causes of 

underdevelopment and the promotion of an understanding of what is involved in 

development, of how different countries go about undertaking development and of the 

reasons for and ways of achieving a new international economic and social order.”  

Both these definitions are subject to debate. However, both see development 

education as acquiring an understanding of ‘the causes of underdevelopment’, and its 

aim as taking action to create a ‘new international economic and social order’ or bring 

about ‘change’. 

In the UK, DEA sees development education as encompassing the following principles: 

� Enabling people to understand the links between their own lives and those of 

people throughout the world . 
� Increasing understanding of the economic, social, political and environmental 

forces that shape our lives. 

� Developing the skills, attitudes and values that enable people to work together to 
bring about change and take control of their own lives . 
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� Working towards achieving a more just and sustainable world in which power and 
resources are more equitably shared.1  

 

More recently DEA has refocused its work not on the advocacy of development 

education per se but rather ‘Global learning’ and a set of outcomes, which aim to 

foster: 

‘critical and creative thinking; self-awareness and open-mindedness towards 

difference; understanding of global issues and power relationships; and optimism and 

action for a better world.’2  

This is in a large part a reflection of the contested and nebulous nature of the term 

development education but it also signifies a move away from an emphasis on 

delivery (traditionally via the formal education setting) to a focus on outcomes which 

can equally be delivered via non or informal education. 

 

A step back 

The origins of development education lie in the efforts of aid agencies and other 

campaigning groups to educate, inform and build support for overseas aid and 

development work. This can be traced back to the charity based origins of the work in 

the 1960s, which has recently been questioned for is potentially ‘colonial approach’ 

However, arguably its development can been seen within the context of the times and 

there has been significant movement in the agendas of most development agencies 

(and government departments) from the idea of ‘aid’ to that of ‘development’, 

capacity building empowerment in the global South (developing countries). The whole 

area of development and aid is fraught with debate and contested terms regarding the 

roles of rich, industrially developed nations and their role in, and responsibility for, the 

development of less industrially developed ‘poorer’ nations.3  

Historically the efforts of aid agencies have focused on building the case for 

development through information and education campaigns aimed at potential and 

                                       
1 Development Education Association (2004) Development Education at the Heart of Learning- DEA 

Strategy 2004–2008) London: DEA 

2 DEA (2009) http://www.dea.org.uk/ 

3 Illich, I. (1968) To Hell With Good Intentions Service Learning Reader: Reflections and Perspectives on 

Service available at: http://www.nsee.org/  Accessed: 1st April 2009 
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actual adult donors and children within the formal schools system in the UK4.This 

initial approach to schools work largely focused on the development of curriculum 

resources for use by teachers which aimed to introduce the audience to the lives and 

challenges facing others, usually children, in developing countries. This approach 

sought to put a real face to the issues of poverty, famine and disease overseas to 

build a ‘connection’ between individuals and communities. A specific form of this has 

been the notion of ‘child sponsorship’ as advocated by organisations such as Action 

Aid and World Vision. 

In 1984 a famine in Ethiopia led to unprecedented level of public concern in the UK 

largely fuelled by the immediacy of the television images broadcast. The involvement 

of celebrities and musicians led to a range of high profile fundraising events across the 

UK and North America (Live Aid). This can be viewed as a watershed in terms of 

public awareness and perceptions of what can be achieved by motivated individuals 

and large scale fundraising. Again the images portrayed through these activities have 

been questioned in terms of their simplicity, apolitical and patronising view of the 

issues that led, in this case, to a famine.5 This led to dilemmas in some respect for 

those involved in development education, on one hand there was a significant 

increased public awareness of famine and poverty but this reflected a view that those 

in poverty were helpless and hopeless and in the need of charity that only those in the 

West could supply. Many in development education sought to use this awareness to 

educate and mobilise children to support aid efforts but also to encourage participants 

to looks at the causes of poverty. 

A number of Development Education Centres (DECs) throughout the UK were 

undertaking education work funded directly or indirectly by the aid agencies e.g. 

Christian Aid, Oxfam and Save the Children UK amongst others. This relationship 

between aid agencies with a fundraising agenda and those primarily concerned with 

educational outcomes has given rise to some tensions in regards to the desired 

outcomes for development education. This can be summarised by what has been 

described as ‘Education as development’ (education of the individual) or ‘education for 

development’ (building support for aid efforts).6 

                                       
4 Oxfam (2006) Education for Global Citizenship A Guide for SchoolsAvailable at: 

http://www.oxfam.org.uk/education/gc/ Accessed: 12/4/09 

5 Beattie, Lisa, David Miller, Emma Miller and Greg Philo (1999) 'The Media and Africa: images of disaster 

and rebellion', in Philo, Greg Message Received, London: Routledge,  

6 Downes, E. (1993) Placing development in development education. Conference paper. Department of 

Environmental Management, University of Central Lancashire. 
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In the late 80s and early 90s a very small number of Development Education Centres 

(DECs) began to tentatively explore the working with young people (13 – 19 

primarily) outside of the school environment in non-formal settings, sometimes 

independently but mostly via local authority youth services. Reading International 

Solidarity Centre, Oxford and Bath DECs specifically undertook work in the field in the 

early nineties. Bath DEC secured funding from the European Commission to pilot a 

three year youth work project exploring the media images of the developing world and 

young people. In a field of around 45 DECs in the UK only and a handful were 

engaged in informal education work with young people.  

This reflected, and still does, the limited funding available for this type of work. This 

was partly due to the formal education experience of most of the staff in the 

development education sector and the implicit belief that to reach a wide audience 

this needed to take place in the school setting where most children and young people 

will be found. Arguably, if the aim of development education was to raise awareness 

of global poverty and ‘build support for development aid’ then the most direct and 

economical route should be taken to meet these desired outcomes in a structured 

environment where they can be controlled and measured.  

The personal and social development of young people, a major concern of youth 

work,7 was to be developed in a way which led to a compassionate response to the 

agenda of the aid agencies, UN and government departments who have expertise to 

intervene to alleviate poverty in developing countries.  

Often the development education methods used in the classroom with children and 

young people have reflected an understanding of the value of experiential learning8. 

However this often took place within the formal context of the school with all the 

associated standards about pupil behaviour and limited scope for critical questioning 

of the status quo, authority and power at this local level. This questioning of 

structures of power remains a tension evident in the practice of Citizenship education 

today. Perhaps ironically, the principles and methodologies of ‘popular education’ as 

advocated by John Dewey, Carl Rogers, Paulo Freire9 and others are often viewed as 

                                       
7 Jeffs, T. & Spence, J. (2007) ‘Farewell to All That? The uncertain future of youth and community work 

education’ Youth & Policy Journal Nos. 97 and 98 autumn 2007 pp 135 – 166  

8 Kolb, D.A. (1984). Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and development. 

Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall. 

9 Dewey, J. (1933) How We Think. A restatement of the relation of reflective thinking to the educative 

process (Revised edn.), Boston: D. C. Heath.   

Rogers, C. R. (1961) On Becoming a Person. A therapist's view of psychotherapy, Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin . 
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appropriate to be applied to communities in the ‘developing world’, in the case of 

community development and education projects, but not in a domestic school setting 

with young people who were to be subject to a directive approach in line with a 

National Curriculum.  

It can be suggested that a youth work approach more closely resembles the 

empowering approach advocated by educationalists such as Freire than the 

development education that has taken place in school settings. And that perhaps the 

school setting is not the ideal environment for the aims and aspirations of 

development education to really flourish, perhaps this lies in the non and informal 

context, where voluntary participation can lead to a more equal relationship between 

the learner and educator. Indeed Mark Smith suggests youth workers should be 

concerned with: 

� ‘Focusing on young people 
� Emphasising voluntary participation and  relationships 

� Committing to association  

� Being friendly and informal, and acting with integrity’ and  

� ‘The education and, more broadly, the welfare of young people.’10 
 

The National Youth Agency (NYA) has defined the purpose of the work, undertaken by 

youth support workers and youth workers, as to “facilitate and support young people’s 

growth through dependence to interdependence, by encouraging their personal and 

social development and enabling them to have a voice, influence and place in their 

communities and society.” This definition goes further to suggest that “Youth Work 

offers both planned’ (non-formal) ‘and spontaneous’ (informal) ‘opportunities for 

people to learn through experience about self, others and society.  

Youth Work occurs when young people learn by interacting with their peers and 

others, share a range of new experiences which extend, challenge and excite the 

individual, and have opportunities for reflection, planning and action. Youth work 

helps young people learn about themselves, others and society, through informal 

educational activities which combine enjoyment, challenge and learning.” 11 

                                                                                                                               
Freire, P. (1972) Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Harmondsworth: Penguin. 

10 Jeffs, T & Smith, M. (2005)  Informal Education – conversation, democracy and learning, Nottingham: 

Education Heretics Press 

11 National Youth Agency (2006) The National Youth Agency’s Requirements for the Professional 

Validation of Higher Education Programmes (Book 1 of 3)  Leicester: NYA 
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It can be noted that even in 2005 the nationally recognised definition of youth work in 

England did not explicitly recognise the global nature of society or the need to learn 

about other societies and/or their connections to UK society. 

 

The emergence of global youth work 

During the early 1990s a network of national agencies and local voluntary 

organisations came together often in an ad hoc manner to share resources, practice 

ideas and network. This was facilitated through various channels including the 

National Association of Development Education Centres (NADEC) conferences, and 

importantly through the Joint Agencies Group (JAG) a networking group mostly made 

up of representatives of national voluntary youth organisations, aid agencies and DEC 

paid and unpaid staff. Key to this grouping was the Commonwealth Youth Exchange 

Council (CYEC) who continues to support international youth exchange work. This 

network worked closely with the National Council for Voluntary Youth Services 

(NCVYS) in 1995 to host a one day conference on ‘International Youth Work’, the 

report which resulted identified various examples of good practice not only in 

international exchanges but informal education in the UK on global themes.  

During the mid to late 1990s a number of significant events occurred which would 

shape the nature of informal/non-formal development education with young people in 

the sector. Firstly in 1993 the establishment of the Development Education 

Association (DEA). One of the first major pieces of research undertaken was to 

investigate the youth work sector involvement in development education and 

international youth work in its various forms this recorded current practice and 

debates in this field and led to a number of recommendations for various bodies12. 

(See World of Difference DEA (1995) Available online at: 

http://www.dea.org.uk/resources) 

It was evident that a number of UK youth work organisations had a long history of 

addressing global issues. What was known as ‘development education’ in youth work 

settings has largely been the domain of national voluntary youth organisations such 

as Girl Guiding UK, Methodist Association of Youth Clubs, Scout Association, Woodcraft 

Folk, and various international development agencies, particularly Action Aid, CAFOD, 

Christian Aid, Save the Children UK, Development Education Centres,  minority ethnic 

organisations and community groups. Black organisations and self-help groups, such 

                                       
12 Bourn, D. & Mcollum, A. (1995) A World of Difference – making global connections in youth work 

London: DEA 
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as Churches, Gurudwaras, Temples and Mosques also have experience of addressing 

global issues, both at times of crisis and on an ongoing basis.  

Key to DEA’s work was the consolidation of the expertise in this area and the creation 

of an advisory service for what was to become to know as global youth work. 

Following the publication of the World Of Difference Report a group of key individuals 

interested and experienced in this area were brought together to explore, negotiate 

and finalise a definition and set of key principles for what was to become known as 

global youth work.  

A number of members contributed to the development of a GYW Practice Training and 

Resource Manual. This reflected a convergence of various strands of youth work 

practice; namely anti-oppressive practice, (anti-racist and anti sexist work), 

international youth exchange work (largely in the local authority youth service), 

development education work being undertaken in DECs, international awareness and 

exchange work undertaken by national voluntary youth organisations e.g. Scouts, 

Guides, Woodcraft folk and the youth work undertaken by a limited number of 

development agencies in particular Christian Aid, Save the Children and Oxfam’s 

Youth Work Unit (which was disbanded not long after). It is at this point that the 

definition of global youth work was arrived at i.e.   

Good global youth work: 

� Starts from young people’s everyday experiences. 
� Engages them in critical analysis of local and global influences on their lives and 

communities. 

� Raises awareness of globalisation, the world’s history and rich diversity of 
peoples, particularly in relation to issues of justice and equity. 

� Encourages young people to explore the relationships and links between their 

personal lives and the local and global communities. 
� Seeks young people’s active participation to build alliances and create change, 

locally and globally.  

 

In short: 

Global youth work is informal education with young people. It encourages a critical 

understanding of the links between personal, local and global issues. It seeks their 

active participation in bringing about change towards greater equity and justice. 13 

                                       
13 DEA (2007) Global Youth Work training and practice manual. DEA 
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Developed alongside this were a set of ten principles of the work. Inherent in these 

principles is the recognition that the theory and practise should not focus on the 

‘development or underdevelopment of’ particular communities but rather the impact 

of globalisation on the lives of young people and communities. This emphasis on 

globalisation as the key term sought to replace terms such as ‘international work’ 

‘international dimension to youth work’ or ‘development education with young people’ 

placing global youth work firmly in the tradition of youth work, aligning it with the 

principles of informal education with the added emphasis on young people taking 

action and recognising an unequal process of globalisation.  

The Ten key principles of global youth work: 

1. Starts from young people’s experiences and encourages their personal, Social and 
political development. 

2. Works to informal education principles and offers opportunities that are 
educational, participative, empowering and designed to promote equality of 
opportunity.  

3. Is based on an agenda that has been negotiated with young people. 
4. Engages young people in critical analysis of local and global influences on their own 

lives and communities. 

5. Encourages an understanding of the world based on the historical process of 
globalisation. 

6. Recognises that the relationships between, and within, the North and South are 
characterised by inequalities caused by globalisation. 

7. Promotes the values of justice and equity in personal, local and global 
relationships.  

8. Encourages an understanding of, and appreciation for, diversity, locally and 
globally. 

9. Sees the people and organisations of both the north and South as equal partners 
for change in a shared and interdependent world.  

10.Encourages action that builds alliances to bring about change. 14 
 

The GYW Practice Training and Resource Manual highlighted five trends of that shape 

globalisation, the impact of which on the economic, social and cultural lives of all 

people need to be considered. These key trends include Global trade; technological 

developments; Political developments and Environmental impact. 15 

So global youth work is a form of development education. However, what makes 

global youth work distinct is that it starts from young people’s own perspectives and 

                                       
14 ibid 

15 ibid 
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experiences and develops a negotiated agenda for learning. Global youth work also 

focuses primarily on the impact of globalisation in the UK and overseas rather than 

education about the development and underdevelopment of countries. Although it 

shares many of the values and principles that underpin effective youth work, 

development education often has its own agenda from the outset, linked to specific 

campaigns or concerns and has historically taken place in more formal educational 

settings. 

 

Youth Work Principles and Theory 

According to Williamson youth work is often portrayed as follows: 

� ‘Its goals relate to the personal and social development of young people 

 

� It methods are embedded in personal relationships and experiential learning 

 

� Its values are based on voluntarism, working from the interests  of young 

people and winning their consent rather than coercing their compliance’16 
 

It has been suggested by Smith and Jeffs that education can be seen as taking one of 

three broad perspectives, namely: 

� ‘Education as transmission  
 

� Education as ‘drawing out’ learning that already exists 

 

� Education as ‘drawing out’ learning that comes from experience’.17 
 

It is this latter ‘experiential learning’ that underpins both youth work and development 

education. It is this approach that is primarily based on the assumption that:  

“We can act upon our experiences rather than simply having them. It is this 

process of drawing out meaning from experience, often through refection and 

                                       
16 Williamson, H. (2007) ‘Youth Work in a Changing Policy Environment’ in Harrison, R. et al eds. Leading 

Work With Young People London: Sage, p.38 

17 Jeffs, T & Smith, M. (2005)   
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discussion with others, which extends and deepens that experience, freeing us to 

learn from it“18  

Jeffs and Smith talk of a ‘spectrum of education’ moving from a more idealistic 

conversation based informal education (‘free association’ youth work) through a 

‘Negotiated Curriculum (‘Non-formal’ structured programmes of activity) towards the 

set Curriculum of formal Education (e.g. secondary school). Global youth work can be 

seen to be located between the ‘informal’ and ‘non formal’, the definition offered by 

DEA and others states the informal nature of the work. However the manner in which 

much of the work with young people is delivered by aid agencies/NGOs is centred on 

the non-formal often because of the lack of understanding of informal education 

processes and/or the need to link the work closely with campaigning targets and 

outcomes which can be measured and justified.  Elements of both these approaches 

can be seen in Oxfam’s development of the notion of ‘Global Citizenship’. Oxfam 

identifies a Global Citizen as someone who: 

� ‘is aware of the wider world and has a sense of their own role as a world citizen 

� respects and values diversity 
� has an understanding of how the world works 
� is outraged by social injustice 

� participates in the community at a range of levels, from the local to the global 
� is willing to act to make the world a more equitable and sustainable place 

� takes responsibility for their actions.’19 

 

Government developments 

In parallel to the developments in global youth work the creation of the Department 

for International Development (DFID), following the 1997 election, led to considerable 

increase in Government interest and funding for development education, almost 

exclusively focused on the schools and to a lesser extent adult education sector.  In 

1999 DEA secured a National Voluntary Youth Work Organisation (NVYO) grant from 

the Department for Education and Skills, not DFID, to develop the GYW advisory 

service, hold networking events, support the development of pilot projects and 

produce a publication of case studies.  

As part of the DFES funded work DEA commissioned and published a book of five 

cases studies as part of its’ Improving practice series’.20 The publication revealed the 

                                       
18 Crosby, M. ‘Working with people as an informal educator’ in Deer Richardson, L and Wolfe, M (2005) 

Principles and Practice  of informal education, London: Routledge Farmer  

19 Oxfam (2006) 
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nature, learning and good practice of some of the recent work that described itself as 

global youth work from DECs, some of whom worked in partnerships with local 

authority youth services, who had bid for and received small grants from DEA to 

undertake pilot work. It also revealed the scarcity of ‘global youth work’ in England 

and highlighted the need to support the practice and documentation of this area of 

work in a much more comprehensive and coherent way. 

Also in 2002 the DEA negotiated for the Department for International Development 

(DFID) to fund the publication of a briefing document for global youth work which 

would be endorsed by all national youth agencies in the UK. This Young People in a 

Global Society booklet was the first time that DFID had directly endorsed such an 

initiative aimed at the youth work sector. The publication highlighted links to 

government agendas, examples of practice, specific links Human Rights, and 

Education for Sustainable Development Education for the first time. It also made 14 

recommendations for policy makers, youth services and youth work training providers 

concerning the value of the incorporation of a global perspective in policy, practice 

and training.  

During this time the development of global youth work became open to criticism, 

namely that it’s principles and practice did not sufficiently recognise the needs and 

perspectives of Black young people and some communities in the UK or Southern 

perspectives. These gaps in global youth work led to a small working group being 

supported by DEA to develop thinking around what become know as Black 

Perspectives in Global Youth Work21 published and distributed by DEA. This included 

additional principles that should be considered when developing global youth work, 

models and approaches. The working group was tasked to develop ‘the concept and 

principles of Black perspectives in Global Youth Work’ and explore ‘concerns around 

the lack of apparent visibility of Black perspectives in existing definitions and practices 

of Global Youth Work’ and to produce a ‘report that could help guide the work and 

future direction of key national and local bodies’ This work was influenced by authors 

such as Fanon and Sivanandan amongst others.22 It advocated a set of principles to 

compliment those set earlier in the development of global youth work, some of which 

were challenges for society in general and others for youth worker/services and those 

engaged in global youth work.  

                                                                                                                               
20 White, P (2002) The Improving Practice Series. Global Youth Work. DEA 

21 Apokavi, K. Et Al (2002) Black Perspectives in Global Youth Work. DEA 

22 Fanon, F. (1967) Black Skins White Masks New York: Grove Press 

Sivanandan, A (1982) A different hunger: writings on Black resistance London: Pluto Press 
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The Black perspectives approach to global youth work called for a reassessment of 

both past and present relationships with the South, or ‘majority’ world. As people 

around the world are becoming increasingly dependent on each other, it urged a move 

“away from old-fashioned and deeply unequal power relationships towards new 

democratic partnerships. This applies as much to relationships between Black and 

white communities locally as to those in the South”.  

 

Global Youth Work Training 

In 2000, DEA developed an Introduction to Global Youth Work Training course based 

on the prototype GYW Practice Training and Resource Manual. The course gained level 

two and three accreditation via the National Open College Network. This was initially 

funded via the NVYO grant scheme but become self funding in subsequent years. The 

course ran annually over six years, reaching nearly 80 participants from a range of 

NGOS voluntary local authority youth services. Acting as a professional space for 

youth workers to develop their skills, knowledge and approaches to global youth work 

but also acting as an induction into the sector for some staff. This course was to later 

include specific units on Black perspectives and Education for Sustainable 

Development. This course was also then adapted and delivered in Northern Ireland by 

Centre for Global Education in Belfast and subsidised by a DIFD development 

awareness grant. 

 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 

In the late nineties and early 2000s the there was increased public concern about 

climate change, global warming specifically and the discourse of  sustainable 

development became more mainstream, particularly in wake of the Earth Summit in 

Rio in 2002. This led to increased activity from Government departments i.e. DEFRA 

and DFID, development NGOs and the development education sector in Education for 

Sustainable Development. Inherent within this emerging debate about values, 

principles and curriculum was the global dimension and the need to engage young 

people in all sectors of education with sustainable development (predominately 

environmental) issues. 

“Education for Sustainable Development enables people to develop the knowledge, 

values and skills to participate in decisions about the way we do things individually 
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and collectively, both locally and globally, that will improve the quality of life now 

without damaging the planet for the future.” 23 

It was also suggested that sustainable development is a process that can permeate 

our whole lives and that it was appropriate, therefore, that Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) should be delivered effectively within informal settings, by youth 

workers and others committed to the goals of sustainable development. 

 

Some further context 

The importance of environmental education has been recognised at a national level 

since the late 1960s and has evolved from its roots in rural studies to encompass an 

understanding of the global interdependence of social issues, economy and 

environment. In parallel, development education has often focused upon social 

justice, the eradication of poverty, equitable distribution of resources both locally and 

globally and understanding the links between our own lives and those of others, 

especially in the Global South. 

Following the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit, the term ‘Education for Sustainable 

Development’ (ESD) appeared for the first time. A new movement and a number of 

government and international initiatives emerged from the ‘Rio summit’ that 

recognised that political, social, environmental and economic issues are all integral to 

sustainable development globally.  A debate about terminology still continues today, 

but it is generally accepted that ESD forms a key element of both development 

education and environmental education. 

In 1999, ESD was formally endorsed by the revised English National Curriculum. The 

introduction of Citizenship education in 2002 led to greater opportunities for learning 

for sustainable development. However, the development of ESD in the informal arena 

has been less uniform. While there are many centres and individuals carrying out 

‘sustainable development’ work with children and young people, this work is often 

isolated and patchy and there is little evidence of a general inclusion of ESD in the 

youth work sector in England. 

In 1998, the British Government established the Sustainable Development Education 

Panel, which identified youth work as one of the sectors within which ESD should be 

delivered. In its final report, the panel summarised its recommendations for youth 

work, which included incorporating ESD into youth work training. The panel suggested 

                                       
23 DETR (2000) What sustainable development means for youth services and youth workers London: 

DETR 
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that youth services and youth workers need to engage with sustainable development 

issues because they directly affect young people of all communities now and will do so 

in the future. “Youth work can offer exciting opportunities for sustainable development 

education. The challenge is to make those opportunities accessible to all young people 

and enable young people to express their concerns and ideas about their everyday 

lives and environments in constructive and creative ways that are both participative 

and empowering.” 24 

 

In 2001, DEA and Council for Environmental Education (CEE) produced a briefing 

paper in response to the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) consultation 

process Transforming Youth Work. The paper outlines a range of recommendations 

aimed at the Youth and Connexions Services, the DfES and Youth and Community 

Work training agencies on how to reflect sustainable development in their organisation 

and policies and on the delivery of activities and services.  

The World Summit on Sustainable Development, held in Johannesburg in 2002, was 

the international community’s chance to review the progress since the Rio Summit 

towards the goals established in 1992 and plan for future action. It agreed a 

commitment to the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 

(2005–2015), whose organisation is led by UNESCO.25 

Building on this increased concern and the perceived need for educators to be 

equipped with the skills and curricula to address these themes DEA secured funding 

from the Department for Environmental Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) who were 

beginning to develop an interest in youth work as an approach to engaging and 

educating young people about environmental and sustainable development issues. 

In 2003 the then education secretary Charles Clarke launched an Action Plan for 

Sustainable Development (DFES 2003) which stated that DFES should ‘identify the 

contribution that can be made through youth work. We will explore with the Council of 

Environmental Education, the National Youth Agency and the Development Education 

                                       
24 Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2003) Understanding, Conviction and 

Commitment The Fifth Annual Report of the Sustainable Development Education Panel London: DEFRA 

25 UNESCO (2009) Education for Sustainable Development, United Nations Decade (2005-2014) Available 

at: http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.php-

URL_ID=27234&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html Accessed: 20/4/09 
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Association how youth work and training provided to youth workers can support young 

people’s understanding of Sustainable Development and assist them to participate’.26  

This gave further Government recognition to the contribution that should be made to 

ESD through youth work. This led to a range of activity across all sectors of education 

and the formation of working group of youth work environmental and development 

agencies. This group produced a distinct action plan to be carried out by DFES and 

key partners. Unfortunately this was downplayed in the wake on Ministerial Changes 

in subsequent years. 

These developments have aligned the Environmental and global youth work 

(development education) sectors more closely and led to some (ongoing) debate 

about where themes such as climate change, poverty, population and power can be 

can be located. E.g. is education for sustainable development the overriding 

imperative or global youth work and what are the pedagogical and practical 

implications of this, if any, in how the work can be communicated and carried out? 

 

Strategic developments 

In 2003 the NYA secured a major development awareness grant from DFID the first 

youth work agency to secure such a level of resources to develop a strategic approach 

to influencing the youth work sector in England. This involved a range of consultation 

events within the youth work sector and the development of a database of curriculum 

resources either branded as global youth work or related to global themes and issues. 

This was based on a previous published catalogue published jointly with DEA. This 

project culminated with the publication of Black Berries from Mexico the publication 

argued that ‘where youth work might have once approached global issues as a 

separate activity, there is a growing imperative for these issues to be placed at the 

heart of it, woven into the fabric of youth work. ‘and that is hoped to influence ‘senior 

managers in youth services and course leaders in training institutions’.27 

In line with development in England development education sister organisations in 

Northern Ireland (Centre for Global Education) and Wales (Cyfanfyd) also received 

significant Development Awareness Grants from the Department for International 

Development. Both initiatives secured resources to develop programmes to build the 

capacity, skills and knowledge of youth workers within those jurisdictions/nations via 

                                       
26 Department for Education and Skills, (2003) Sustainable development action plan for Education and 

Skills London: DFES 

27 National Youth Agency (2007) Blackberries from Mexico.  Leicester 
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training and curriculum resource development and promotion of global youth work to 

relevant policy makers.  

For example Cyfanfyd's global youth work project aims to: ‘ensure that global 

citizenship and sustainable development education form an integral part of youth work 

provision in Wales. Cyfanfyd works closely with partners such as the Council in Wales 

for Voluntary Youth Services (CWYVS) and Youth and Adult Learning Opportunities 

(YALO) to promote global youth work or ESDGC in youth work.’ 

 

Occupational Standards, Subject Benchmarks and Professional Validation 

requirements 

There has been an assumption made by DEA amongst others that a global dimension 

was not included in a coherent and consistent way in initial training for youth workers 

in HEIs and that influencing the curriculum of these programmes could be an effective 

approach to influence the sector strategically over the longer term. Leading to a more 

‘globally aware’ set of professionals emerging from programmes, in turn implementing 

informal education programmes with young people, potentially some of the most 

difficult to reach, with ‘global’ messages. 

These mechanisms have been seen a lever to influence the curriculum of initial youth 

work training to include a global dimension: 

� National Occupational Standards for Youth Work28– reference to these in 

learning outcomes & assessment is required for professional validation 
 

� NYA Professional Validation and Curriculum requirements29– essential for 

professional validation 
 

� Subject benchmark statement youth and community work30– essential for 
academic validation  

� Common Core of skills and knowledge31– reference to these is required for 

professional validation 
                                       
28 Life-Long Learning UK (LLUK) (2008) National Occupational Standards for Youth Work.London: Sector 

Skills Development Agency/LLUK 

29 National Youth Agency (2006) The National Youth Agency’s Requirements for the Professional 

Validation of Higher Education Programmes (Book 1 of 3)  Leicester: NYA 

30 Quality and Assurance Agency for Higher Education (2009) Subject benchmark youth and community 

work QAA 

31 DfES (2005) Common core of skills and knowledge for the children’s workforce. DfES 
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The integration of a global dimension within standards and requirements for youth 

work training has never been greater. It remains to be seen whether these elements 

of ‘top down’ influence can achieve a critical mass of interest and commitment 

reflected in curriculum and practice both in training for youth workers and the practice 

in the field. There is a case for a process of monitoring to be undertaken to ascertain 

if these mechanisms are the right ones to influence informal education and youth 

work practices in the current climate of integrated and commissioned children and 

young people’s services.  

There are concerns about this approach. There is the potential for reductionism, if the 

NOS for youth work provide a vehicle for importing a global dimension into the youth 

work training curriculum then this could most certainly result in a ‘competency’ based 

approach,32 possibly resulting in a focus on the development of skills and knowledge 

to the detriment of the development of values and attitudes and critical thinking, 

arguably integral to the core principles of global youth work.  Similarly increasing 

marketisation of Higher Education in the UK, including the pressure for ‘employer 

engagement’ via foundation degrees, employability and core skills within a modular 

structure, creates a focus on measurable and assessable outcomes i.e. ‘what is valued 

is what is measured’.33 In this context youth work and global citizenship ‘soft’ 

outcomes can be difficult to justify becoming devalued and sending clear message to 

youth workers in training about where their priorities should lie.  

There could also be a challenging precedent within making a global dimension a 

requirement, the standards will be managed by a sector skills agency; Life-long 

Learning UK, Children’s Workforce Development Council or the National Youth Agency, 

none of whom have demonstrated a strong understanding or consistent commitment 

to global youth work. These agencies will define and monitor the standards (albeit in 

‘consultation’). Perversely this could actually contribute to the diminished academic 

freedom, learner autonomy and lend itself to managerialism with the potential for 

reduced professional interpretation on the part of the youth work practitioner. 

But it must be remembered that this ‘standards approach’ has been part of a wider 

strategy, led by DEA and other key agencies, which includes the documentation and 

dissemination of good practice materials and case studies and the provision of 

                                       
32 Dominelli, L . (1996) ‘Deprofessionalising Social Work, Anti Professional Practice, Competences and 

Postmodernism’ British Journal of Social Work No 26, pp 153 - 175 

33 Jeffs, T. & Spence, J. (2007) ‘Farewell to All That? The uncertain future of youth and community work 

education’ Youth & Policy Journal Nos. 97 and 98 autumn 2007 pp 135 – 166  
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curriculum resources and background materials to enable an informed youth worker to 

carry out global youth work. Most recently this has been provided via the Big Lottery 

Funded Global Youth Action project34  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion the development of global youth work is a process and it has achieved 

some significant milestones, but is yet to enter the mainstream. It can still be seen as 

a curriculum area or campaigning issue which are certainly worthwhile pursuits for 

any interest group to push for. However the ambition of global youth work has been 

more subtle, more far reaching, more challenging and consequently more 

unobtainable. That is to encourage a change in the youth work sector and individual 

youth workers’ mindsets i.e. that there is a global dimension to every issue they seek 

to address and we are failing young people if we do not create learning opportunities 

which heighten awareness and create the space for agency in a creative and ethical 

manner. In the current target led climate of work with children and young people it is 

difficult to interest and support those workers who are working face to face. The next 

steps that the global youth work movement take are important as there is a need to 

operate at a number of different levels and within various arenas to advocate for the 

values and principles which make this approach unique. 

 

 

 

                                       
34 See http://www.globalyouthaction.org.uk/ 


