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THEME ARTICLE

Introduction
The DEA was launched in 1993 at a time when development
education was barely on the radar of education policy-
makers. Despite this, there was plenty of evidence that many
teachers and educationalists were introducing development
education principles into their practice (Osler 1994, Arnold
1987, Hicks 2002) 

This article aims to address three questions that lie at the
heart of many of the current debates around the terminology
and relevance of development education. Why? What? and
How? In reviewing development education (DE) in 2001, the
DEA identified that for too long these basic questions had
not been asked. Whilst there has been increased interest in
and support for DE, this article suggests there is a need for
greater clarity about what distinguishes it from say ‘global
perspectives’ and ‘global citizenship.’ 

Definitions and terminology
There is a base-line definition of development education,
which was agreed by the membership of the DEA in the
early 1990s, but there has not been a major re-appraisal of
this definition. 

There are variations on this. DEP Manchester adds that ‘we
can learn from the South.’ Glade, a DEC in Somerset, and
TIDE in Birmingham include references to multicultural
society and connections between the global and the local. 

The term ‘development education’ is constantly
questioned as not being in popular educational usage.

Teachers either do not know of the term or misinterpret it as
just the development of people without any recognition of
the global dimension or connection. Within the pages of this
Journal, it has been argued that the definition has become
increasingly irrelevant with the impact of globalisation,
support for sustainable development and growth in interest in
citizenship. Most of the leading development agencies
engaged in development education practice base their
programmes around terms such as ‘global citizenship’ or
‘global education.’ Of the 45 accredited DECs in the UK,
more than half promote themselves as Global Education
Centres. 

But to what extent are these changes in terminology based
on a major review of the theoretical framework for their
work or is it just about using the most accessible language?
Terms like ‘global’ can be more easily understood and
related to education than ‘development’. The impact of
‘citizenship education’ and ‘education for sustainable
development’ have also played major roles in influencing
how development education groups perceive and market
themselves. 

‘Development education’ has also been defined as one of
a number of the adjectival educations, approaches to learning
which have a distinct root but contribute to a broader values
base. These have included environmental education, peace
education, human rights education, multicultural education.
(Richardson)

Global education is a popular term within sections of the
membership of the DEA and is also used in other countries,
but a weakness of the concept is that there are many
definitions of the term and this presents problems as to its
usage. Some NGOs argue that it is development education in
the era of globalisation, others that it is the global dimension
to the adjectival educations. The North-South Centre sees it
as encompassing all of the ‘adjectival educations’ within the
framework of justice and co-operation (Osler). In the USA, it
is reduced to, ‘efforts to bring about changes in the content,
in the methods, and in the social context of education in
order to better prepare students for citizenship in a global
age.’ (www.globaled.org)   

It is suggested here that whilst there is a need to be
continually reviewing appropriate terminology and concepts,
a fundamental weakness of development education is that it
has not been built on a solid educational theoretical
framework. As McCollum has written:

Towards a theory of development education

On the tenth anniversary of the DEA, Douglas Bourne calls for a debate to build a strong theoretical base for
development education and a clarification of terminology, core components and key concepts. He suggests
development education should combine development theory and a theory of learning to enable real social change.

• enabling people to understand the links between
their own lives and those of people throughout the
world;

• increasing understanding of the global economic,
social, political and environmental forces which
shape our lives;

• developing the skills, attitudes and values which
enable people to work together to bring about
change and to take control of their own lives;

• working to achieve a more just and sustainable
world in which power and resources are equitably
shared.

(Development Education Association definition of
development education)



‘Development education has evolved largely through the
efforts of individual practitioners who with minimal
guidance and few resources have through trial and error
gradually developed their own working practices.’ A strength
of development education has been its practice. In subjects
such as geography and more recently citizenship,
development education materials produced by NGOs are
recognised by curriculum bodies as examples of good
practice. (Grimwade, Holden and Clough, Claire)

Unlike environmental education, and to a lesser extent
global education, there is not a body of research and
academic thinking around development education. This is
not to deny that there have been pedagogical influences.
These include within the UK the writings of Osler,
Richardson, Pike and Selby, and Hicks. At a broader level,
the writings of Paulo Freire have been an inspiration and
influenced methodological approaches. In Germany, through
the work of Scheunpflug and her colleagues at the University
of Nurnberg and work of Klaus Seitz, the term ‘global
learning’ is being developed which does attempt to bring
some of these terms and trends together within a theoretical
framework. 

Importance of development education in the
twenty first century
Why is it now important to engage in a debate that looks at
‘what is development education’, its theoretical base and
contribution to learning?

Firstly because there is in the early years of the twenty
first century, an understandable crisis of identity. This crisis
is due in part to success and convergence of agendas, but
also to an increasing number of educationalists taking on
aspects of the principles of development education. Never
has there been a greater need for the principles behind
development education within all forms of learning. Recent
global events have demonstrated that we live in an
interdependent world. The divisions between the rich and
poor are greater than ever before. As opinion polls from
DFID over the last five years have demonstrated, there is
support and interest in learning about development issues.
The problem is lack of skills and knowledge to translate this
interest into engagement and understanding. (see www.dfid.
gov.uk)

Secondly there is confusion as to what development
education is. Is it:

– a body of educational practice rooted in the agendas of
development? 

– a way of seeing the world linked to education for social
change and the ideas of Paulo Freire?

– a movement of NGOs?

– a series of perspectives and themes which should be
reflected across all education?

Thirdly, without a clear framework as to what the relationship
of theory to practice is, the guiding principles will become
increasingly diluted and marginalised within education.

In order to move forward, it is suggested that development
education needs to move from being seen as ‘a movement of
NGOs’ or a series of aims linked to practice, to a theory of
learning. This does not mean ditching concepts like ‘global
citizenship’, ‘global youth work’, ‘global dimension’, ‘global
perspectives’. Their development is essential but as concepts
and forms of interpreting development education into
practice within particular educational frameworks and
cultural perspectives. 

The development agenda
The term ‘development’ has come under a considerable
amount of criticism from social theorists and educationalists
over the past decade. In response to the growth in influence
of post-modernism, several theorists questioned the value of
the concept. These included Wolfgang Sachs and Arturo
Escobar. It is suggested here, following the model of Parfitt,
that development needs to be seen essentially as a concept of
emancipation (Parfitt). Lalage Bown states that development
is a process of moving forward. From this she emphasises
the importance of development education because without an
emphasis on social change, equity and prosperity for all,
neither poor nor rich countries will be transformed into
societies which can be beneficial to all. (Bown)

From an African perspective Hope and Timmel, in their
influential series of volumes on Training for Transformation,
refer to ‘development and education (as being) first of all
about liberating people from all that holds them back from a
full human life. Ultimately development and education are
about transforming society.’ (Hope and Timmel)

The importance of the ‘development agenda’ has perhaps
been best summarised most recently by development
educationalists in Ireland:

‘…education for world democracy, for human rights and
for sustainable human development is no longer an
option. Education has a central role to play, especially if
we are to build a widespread understanding and
ownership of this (development) agenda…there is also an
imperative to develop and describe a ‘new story’ of the
human condition and of where we are going in the future.’
(DE: Ireland www.dci.gov.ie)

So ‘development’ is an important framework if it is seen as
‘human development in a global context.’ 

So what is development education in the
twenty first century?
Development education is rooted in two distinct but
interlinked theories: development theory and Freirean
liberation education. It is more than bringing the
‘development agenda’ to education. It has become so
entangled with the agendas of citizenship, global education
and cultural diversity because it poses questions and ways of
seeing the world that are directly relevant to other agendas
and perspectives. Development education is about the
development of people and societies and this makes it much
more difficult to define.
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So what is suggested here is the need for debates around
the following:

–  the roots of what development education is and a body
of theory which can be relevant to all forms of learning.

– the core components of development education and
appropriate terminology within different learning
environments.

– clarification of the key concepts and how they can be
owned and taken forward by educational practitioners.

It is suggested that perhaps the DEA definition of
development education should be retained but seen as the
root of how the agenda is implemented within education
rather than the approach or methodology.

There is a need to begin a debate as to what constitutes
development education as much more than ‘one of a series
of social and political educations’, but as a distinct approach
towards learning which directly relates to educational and
social change. One possible way of seeing development
education is as being rooted in development and education
for social change, putting human development at its heart. 

This relates to some of the
challenges and difficulties
development education
practitioners have had about the
interelationship of radical
educational theory, particularly
from Paulo Freire, and its
application to the school
classroom. As McCollum has stated, ‘development education
has been a movement which speaks only to itself, it has not
located itself within a broader critical pedagogical
discourse.’(1996)

How is it delivered?
If development education is also an approach to learning, it
needs to be focussed and located within a learning
framework. The focus should be education, the knowledge,
skills, values and learning outcomes. DE should offer a
range of perspectives and views from different social and
cultural groups around the world but in a form that is
debated within a critical framework. It needs to be perceived
as making connections between the local and the global
within a values base of equity, social justice and human
rights. It is about posing fundamental questions about the
role of an educator, which should be to create a learning
environment which enables the learner to critically assess in
their own way and on their terms the subject under
discussion. 

Development education will therefore be contributing to
learning within the school classroom, the youth club or the
university but in different ways, forms and approaches.
Hence within youth work, the theory and practice of
development education becomes most effectively articulated
within the concept of ‘global youth work.’ Within schools,
terms like ‘global perspectives’ and even ‘global citizenship’
could have relevance. 

Changes in approaches to learning
If development education has models of learning at its core
then they need to be models which are in themselves
participatory, transformative and recognising the ideological
constructions within which learning takes place.

Learning has generally been understood to be the process
through which individuals go in acquiring their knowledge,
skills, attitudes, values, beliefs, emotions, sense.’ (Jarvis )
However Jarvis goes on to suggest that ‘human learning
occurs when individuals are consciously aware of a situation
and respond, or try to respond, meaningfully to what they
experience and then seek to reproduce or transform it and
integrate the outcome into their own biographies.’ 

Learning also implies change. The Campaign for
Learning stated in 1998 that: ‘Learning is a process of active
engagement with experience. It is what people do to make
sense of the world. It may involve an increase in skills,
knowledge or understanding, a deepening of values or the
capacity to reflect’ (quoted in Dillon).

As Dillon suggests, learning is not about transmission of
knowledge and skills in a passive manner. Rather we build

(construct) knowledge through
social interaction. Beck (quoted in
Dillon) highlighted the need to
address the rapidly changing
society, the need for learning to
be not about  ‘facts’ and
‘knowledge’ but about seeking to
understand and be critically aware

of the things being studied. This he suggests is central to
learning within a global society.

Comparisons with environmental education 
In re-thinking what development education is and the need to
embed it within learning theory, it is valuable to reflect on
current debates in environmental education.

Reid and Nikel in reviewing the current state of
environmental educational research pose the following
questions:

– environmental education research informs attempts to
address the environmental predicaments communities
face

– priorities for environmental education researchers are
understanding and promoting key conservation and
environmental concepts, investigation and action skills,
community problem-solving and environmentally
responsible behaviour

– intervention in the learning process is legitimate during
the learning process as long as it does not contravene
the tenets of a pre-test post-test evaluation model for
empirical enquiry.(Reid and Nikel)

What this reflection notes is that most of the research has
been on students’ environmental ideas and perceptions and
on learning outcomes, less on educational experiences and
learning processes and it is the latter which is needed and is
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If development education is also
an approach to learning, it needs
to be focused and located within a

learning framework



most important. Similar comments have been made about
much of education for sustainable development. (Huckle
2003) 

Scott and Gough have posed an alternative model based
on their own research which challenges the notions and
assumptions that educating people about environmental
issues will automatically result in more enlightened or pro-
environment behaviour.

‘We ourselves argue that the challenge for learning in
relation to sustainable development is to confront learners
with competing accounts of human and environmental
reality wherever complexity and uncertainty mean that it
is possible for competing rationalities to yield competing
versions of the truth. This, we suggest, radically revises
our view of learning; from a process which acts on
individuals’ characteristics in order to change the world;
to one which challenges individuals’ views of the world as
a means of influencing their characteristics and hence
ways of thinking and living.’ (Scott and Gough)

Development education’s contribution to
education and learning
These debates are very relevant to development education
because one of the roots of DE is the desire by governments
and NGOs to secure greater support for development and
aid. Through learning about development issues, some have
argued, there will be somehow magically greater support for
aid programmes and the likelihood of increased public
giving. 

Development education needs to be a coming together of
development theory and theories of learning. It needs to
incorporate the debates about globalisation and social,
cultural and economic change. It needs to recognise that
learning is not neutral or value free and the impact of critical
social theory and post-modernism. It needs to move away
from being a list of noble intentions and even a series of
bodies of knowledge, skills and values to an approach
towards learning which recognises a range of perspectives
and critical reflection.

It must become a body of knowledge and learning rooted
in development and with a transformative approach to
education which has its own theoretical framework and
dynamic. This does not mean dumping the DEA’s definition.
Far from it, it means dissecting it, unpacking it and relating
it to how people learn so that in taking forward its
underlying principles through whatever appropriate package
of phrases or agendas, its base is not lost.

Conclusion
Charles Leadbetter, writing recently about the challenge of
globalisation suggests that there is a need to create a culture
in society that challenges pessimism about what is
happening in the world; a need, particularly in education, to
respond to the challenges of globalisation, to engage and
shape it for the benefit of all. Above all, he suggests that

globalisation necessitates innovation and imagination.
(Leadbetter 2002)

Development education in the era of globalisation needs
to respond in an equally imaginative and innovative way, It
needs not to re-trench or dilute itself and become absorbed
within a range of terms or views on education. Development
education needs to be a power house for ideas, creativity and
new thinking about how people in society can be better
equipped to create a world which is more just and equal, that
creates a better understanding of the causes of inequality in
the world and above all gives some skills and value base to
enable people to create their own voices and forms of
engagement to secure real social change.
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