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Both Development Education (DE) and Environmental
Education (EE) grew out of the social and political
movements of the 1960s and 1970s (although both can trace
their roots much further back). By the 1990s there were a
considerable number of NGOs promoting one or the other.
Teachers looking to make learning more ‘real’ often chose
one or other according to their personal interests. By the mid
1990s with the advent of Education for Sustainability (EfS,
later to become ESD), the two ‘camps’ began to look at how
they could engage with this broader concept. When
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) was endorsed
by the revised National Curriculum of 1999, the two
traditions were seemingly brought together. However, it is
now recognised by many that ESD is more than just the sum
of the two parts, and that they need to complement and
enhance each other. Do they need to remain separate threads
or should they merge into ESD?

So what have been some of the distinctions between the
two agendas? According to the National Curriculum Council
(NCC 1990), EE aims to:

– provide opportunities to acquire the knowledge, values,
attitudes, commitment and skills needed to protect and
improve the environment

– encourage pupils to examine and interpret the
environment from a variety of perspectives – physical,
geographical, biological, sociological, economic,
political, technological, historical, aesthetic, ethical and
spiritual

– arouse pupils’ awareness and curiosity about the
environment and encourage active participation.

DE never had an agreed definition and DECs have often
developed their own. The Development Education Project,
Manchester’s definition has evolved over the years. It says
DE aims to encourage and develop educational approaches
which will:

– enable people to recognise in their own lives the links
between North and South, and to acknowledge how
much we can learn from one another

– increase understanding of the economic, social, cultural,
political, environmental and spiritual forces which shape
the relationship between North and South and which
affect us all

– enable people to achieve a more just and sustainable
world, in their schools and communities as well as more
widely, in which power and resources are more fairly
shared by all.

To generalise, EE was usually more involved in the local,
growing out of the tradition of Nature Studies, with which
many teachers found it easier to connect. DE was more
concerned with the global – but it was often the ‘otherness’
of the global that attracted. EE was generally more eco-
centric and DE more anthropocentric.

Debate on linking the two agendas was made prominent
initially by the work of the World Commission on
Environment and Development (Brundtland,1987) but
especially by the ‘Earth Summit’ held in Rio de Janeiro in
1992. Agenda 21, the action plan for sustainable
development for the 21st century, which emerged from the
summit, saw the role of education as key (UNCED 1992).
The concept of ‘education for sustainability’ or ‘education
for sustainable development’ now began to be debated and
tentatively applied. Being a new concept, it did not seem to
belong to any one camp.

My own engagement in the process is symptomatic of
these changes. I became interested in development issues
through living in and reading about Latin America and West
Africa in the1980s (my education and history degree from a
prestigious university had not touched on the issues). I came
across Birmingham DEC when Scott Sinclair turned up on
my doorstep with a group of teachers in the Gambia, West
Africa.  Disillusioned with aid work I wanted to do a history
and development studies postgraduate teacher training
course at the end of the 1980s, but after much
correspondence found that such a course did not exist (I
ended up at York where the Centre for Global Education had
some input onto the course). Later, as a teacher at a
comprehensive school in Oldham, Greater Manchester, I
tried to keep the development studies flag alive with the
advent of the National Curriculum but could only do so
effectively in A level General Studies.

I became interested in EE as Oldham Council set up a
participatory process for Local Agenda 21.  Then, thanks to
money from TVEI (Technical and Vocational Education
Initiative) the school funded Cross-Curricular Coordinators
from each of the major subject areas, and I represented the
Humanities. In 1995 we applied for WWF’s Curriculum
Management Award to embed ‘EE’ across the curriculum.
The first training weekend was a revelation, as
environmental education was placed in the context of
sustainable development, a concept which enabled me to
encompass all I wanted to achieve personally and
professionally. Our group of Cross-Curricular Co-ordinators
agreed that instead of one policy for each cross-curricular
theme, we would have a school Education for Sustainability
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(EfS) policy which covered them all and more. (The Local
Government Management Board – now the Local
Government Association – ‘Key features that make up a
sustainable society’ was particularly helpful – see
www.lga.gov.uk).

I subsequently worked with WWF’s ‘Reaching Out’
teacher training programme, which had a mission to develop
understanding that EfS was much broader than EE.  More
recently I have been working at a DEC which has also been
re-appraising its work in terms of linking ESD with DE and
global citizenship.

In my current project, ‘Learning for Sustainable Cities’, a
group of educators from cities across the world (Manchester,
Curitiba, Mumbai, Banjul, Brescia) have been trying to
encourage teachers and pupils to think about how they can
make their school, neighbourhood and city more sustainable
(www.dep.org.uk/cities). We have agreed that sustainable
development (SD) is a journey and the process of
engagement with young people has been crucial to the
methodology, to make it relevant and real. 

Initially much of the case study work was very EE in
tone, focusing, for example, on the school grounds, which
were seen to be an area of immediate importance over which
young people had some influence. However, as the schools
have explored the issues more deeply, other connections have
been made. Pupils in Curitiba began working on waste and
recycling in the school but later extended into the local
community. They found that tyre dumping was helping breed
mosquitoes which was increasing dengue fever, so they have
linked up with the Health Authority and are now involved in
health education as well as waste reduction programmes in
the school and local community. In Mumbai, school grounds
work has led on to pupil research in the city slums,
developing understanding of the social and economic factors
involved in making environmental improvements.

There is clearly a tension in the DE/EE debate about what
are the most pressing global issues. Those from an EE
background may emphasise ecological catastrophe, whilst
those from a DE background will emphasise poverty and
inequality. David Pepper (1984) quotes a civil rights worker
allegedly commenting on Nixon’s 1970 State of the Union
Address, which stated that the question for the 1970s was the
environment: ‘It is a sick society that can beat and murder
black people on the streets, butcher thousands in Vietnam,
spend millions on arms to destroy mankind, and then come
to the conclusion that pollution is America’s number one
problem’.

However, Geoff Cooper (1998) points out that there is no
such thing as ‘environmental’ problems as they are:
‘problems caused by people, by us. They are problems
produced by our demands for particular lifestyles, for
example the desire for new cars, cheap food and
entertainment and leisure. Calling them ‘environmental’
helps to remove the onus from the real causes. It helps us to
feel less responsible. Environmental issues are simply social,
economic or political problems in disguise.’ Research among

low income groups in the UK about how they perceive the
environment has endorsed the idea that people need help
with making the links and that we need a joined-up approach
to environmental, social and economic policies that
recognises the way they all affect each other. (Burningham
and Thrush, 2001)

ESD is making educators look more at the connections
between issues. However, sustainable development is a
contested concept and people will interpret it according to
their personal and political values. DE has a strong tradition
of questioning development, using tools such as the
Development Compass Rose (see www.tidec.org). Many use
the three circles model (Figure 1) showing the need for
balance between Environment, Equity and Economy, but
there is debate about whether, in practice, all the circles are
equal. Most governments seem to see the Economy as most
important, those from a DE background Equity and those
from EE the Environment. This can be seen in the more
radical ‘Ecological Limits’ model (Figure 2), in which the
defining limit is the ecology of the planet and the economy
has to support human needs within these limits.

Ecological awareness and our sense of connection to other
living things is crucial to SD (and this is where EE still has
an important role to play). It is also a challenge to educators
in increasingly urban environments globally. However, as the
UNESCO report (2002) notes: ESD cannot be concerned
only with disciplines that improve our understanding of
nature, despite their undoubted value. Success in the
struggle for sustainable development requires an approach to
education that strengthens our support of other values,
especially justice and fairness and the awareness that we
share a common destiny with others.

What the traditions of DE and EE share is a
dissatisfaction with the narrowness of conventional
education and a desire to focus more on the process of

Figure 1: ‘Ecological Limits’ model of Sustainable Developments
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education (participatory, experiential, etc.) and the sort of
values engaged with. All involved in DE, EE or ESD need to
heed the warning of Canadian educator, Bob Jickling (1992),
In a rapidly changing world we must enable students to
debate, evaluate, and judge for themselves the relative merit
of contesting positions.  Just because we feel that problems
are pressing, does not mean that we must push a particular
point of view. We must however continually debate the
context and type of futures for which we are learning
information, skills and values.

With the advent of the UN Decade on ESD (from 2005),
the DfES Action Plan on ESD, the HMI/OFSTED report on
the findings from schools engaged in ESD, regional SD/ESD
strategies and a growing number of ESD networks there is
much to be gained from NGOs from different traditions
uniting around the agenda. As Stephen Sterling says (2001):
Ultimately, the prospect of a more humanistic and ecological
form of education and learning depends on how far all
concerned reclaim and engage in the education and learning
debate wherever they live and work, and help put it into
practise for the common good.

Oxfam has been promoting ‘Global Citizenship’ (with 9
key features), DfID, DEA, DfES and QCA the ‘Global
Dimension’ (with 8 key features), and the DfES and the
Sustainable Development Education Panel ‘ESD’ (with 7

key features), many of which overlap. Educators in all
sectors need help with seeing how to engage meaningfully in
the agenda. There are signs that a number of NGOs from EE
and DE backgrounds are making more effort to work
together. The NGO community cannot complain about a lack
of joined up thinking and action in government if we do not
demonstrate it ourselves.

As UNESCO notes ESD is more than DE and EE
combined and both traditions need to work towards a new
vision of learning (though they may choose to retain some of
their distinctiveness): strategies for promoting ESD must not
relegate ecological concerns to one sphere and put
development concerns in another; nor must they see
decisions concerning economics or ecology as being science
based and value free. The aim of ESD is to put the pieces of
life back together again in order that we may see
development not as an economic puzzle or ecological
danger, but as a set of rational and moral choices guided by
a vision of the future to which we aspire. (UNESCO  2002)
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