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This article arises from my PhD research in which I have
been exploring the origins of ideas about development
education (DE). We tend to think of DE as synonymous with
development education centres (DECS) but in terms of
ideas, some of the roots of DE go back much further. The
language may change from ‘international understanding’ to
development education, to the current ‘global perspectives’
or ‘education for sustainable development’ but the ideas have
surprising endurance. The number of DECs expanded in the
1970s and 80s when the ‘welfare critique’ of development
was gathering momentum and aid agencies were voicing
criticisms of government development policy. In 1992 out of
48 agencies describing themselves as working in DE, eleven
were started up between 1970 and 80 and a further twenty-
four between 1981 and 90, (Yarwood and Surian 1992). But
earlier foundations which started up pre-war and in the1950s
also contributed key ideas and strategies which DE
advocates and practitioners are still using. In particular I
have found evidence of such ideas being put forward at
conferences run by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) and the
International Federation of Workers Educational Association
(IFWEA) in the early 1950s. This article describes two early
conferences where key strategies were flagged up and notes
their possible significance in terms of current policy making.
By delving into the past we uncover both the skeletons that
impede and the treasures that enhance our policy making
endeavours today.

La Breviere Seminar, 1952
The La Breviere Seminar on Workers’ Education was held in
France over six weeks in 1952 (Cole and Philip, 1953). In
modern terms it had a narrow perspective, having trades
union and adult education representatives from only 26
countries, fourteen of them European. UNESCO had two
reasons for being concerned about workers’ education. It
was felt important to counterbalance the lure of ‘mass
amusements’ which could feed on the increase in leisure
time as well as to ensure that adult education was used to
contribute to better international understanding. Workers’
education was widely defined to include ‘all forms of
objective non-vocational education that are designed mainly
to suit working class students’. This definition included
white collar workers, small farmers, housewives and
mothers.

Curricular guidelines for ‘workers’ education’ were
proposed to include knowledge of: 

• workers’ movements in other countries 

• international agencies 

• political, social and economic conditions throughout the
world.

The seminar recommended that educational bodies should
‘set out to develop better understanding of social, economic
and political issues and problems so that the workers may be
equipped to play a more intelligent part in their discussion
and action in social, economic and political affairs’. (ibid)

This strongly foreshadows the view of the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development that DE is
about ‘changing people’s attitudes so that they have the
capacity to assess and address their sustainable development
concerns’ (UNCED, 1992, 36.3). The La Breviere report
goes on to detail how this form of education requires more
than knowledge. It must also be enmeshed in the principles
of peace, human dignity and democracy. The goal is the
construction of a world free of prejudice, 

prepared to devote its energies to the tasks of raising the
standards of living on the poorer countries... and of
persuading all peoples to regard the earth as their
common heritage to be developed for the use of all
mankind (Cole and Philip, 1952, p.27).

I find this an amazing parallel with the Agenda 21 statement
that education: 

...is also critical for achieving environmental and ethical
awareness, values and attitudes, skills and behaviour
consistent with sustainable development and for effective
public participation in decision-making. (UNCED, 1992,
36.3)

True, environmental awareness does not feature in the La
Breviere document – but ‘the earth as their common
heritage’, doesn’t that ring familiar bells? Nor was economic
growth, which features so largely in the Agenda 21 concerns,
a major issue in the fifties reports. Nonetheless the delegates
had clearly been discussing issues which any contemporary
development educator would recognise and were expressing
views which their modern counterparts would endorse. 

IFWEA/UNESCO conference, 1953
The La Breviere Seminar had been looking at adult
education in general but the following year a further
meeting, jointly sponsored by UNESCO and the IFWEA,
met specifically to review what was entitled ‘Workers
Education for International Understanding’. The report of
this conference (Briggs, 1954) contains a description of the
then current providers of workers education – voluntary
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organisations, trades unions, co-operative societies and
political parties. Courses were categorised in four areas –
studies of working class life, economics and citizenship,
liberal ‘whole man’ courses and training tailored to the
needs of TU officials. It is interesting to note the apparent
absence of skills training for employment. Perhaps this was
linked to a downplaying of economic growth as at La
Breviere or it could be because government was not seen as
a provider of adult education. There was some ambivalence
about state provision. The La Breviere report had
recommended that the state should be asked to fund and
validate provision but not to censor content or take over the
provider role (Cole and Philip,1953).

The tone of the IFWEA/UNESCO conference report is
not optimistic about international studies saying that interest
fluctuates and it is rarely first preference. Interest in
‘underdeveloped territories’ seems to stem, in the UK at
least, from a colonial past, the sympathetic recognition of
others following a similar developmental path and
encountering familiar problems, and a response to increased
activity by workers in those countries. The proposed
response to this situation will be instantly familiar to global
educators fifty years on. The recommendation is not to
promote direct courses but to modify the content of other
subjects to incorporate international issues. History,
sociology, psychology and modern languages are cited as
prime candidates and geography ‘would head the list if
geography as a subject could be transformed into something
more than an exercise to name and describe the surface of
the globe’ (Briggs 1954, p. 10). This last is, of course, ironic
in view of the role human geography departments play in
promoting global education today. The recommendation to
integrate ‘international studies’ into other topics illustrates
how very appropriate it was to launch Global perspectives in
Adult Learning (Newell Jones, 2003) at the IFWEA
Conference in May this year. John Blewitt, writing the
introduction to this latest addition to the Improving Practice
series, is surely echoing Asa Briggs when he comments that:
‘The case studies may foreshadow future developments that
will see global perspectives integrated and articulated into
post compulsory education’. (ibid)

Commentary
What has changed 50 years on? Most of our contemporary
ideas about DE are described in these two conferences.
Broad outlines of curriculum content are sketched out, with
the exception of environmental concern which did not reach
the policy agenda until the late 1960s/ early 70s. The idea
that values and attitudes are part of the educational process
was flagged up. Strategies for delivery, the role of providers
and government were described and perhaps most
importantly of all, the uncertain climate of interest was
acknowledged. 

But of course, two strands were missing – environmental
concern and economic growth. To what extent has the
introduction of these elements in the last ten years through

Rio and Johannesburg helped promote or hinder the
acceptance of DE at a policy level? My research is
concerned not so much with the practice of DE but with the
strategies employed to get it implemented as policy. Will DE
conform to the pattern suggested by policy analysts – or will
it show the theory to be lacking? 

Later in my research I will be testing out the ideas of one
policy theorist in particular. Paul Sabatier argues that
coalitions to implement a particular policy form in the wake
of social and political turbulence (1993). These coalitions
are held to together not by exchange of resources but by
having beliefs and values in common, and in particular
having consensus about that group whose welfare is of prime
concern. I will use Sabatier’s ideas to identify the coalitions
operating to implement a policy of either development or
global education for adults, as described in Chapter 36 of
Agenda 21. This means first being clear about the network.
Though we frequently refer to the DEA itself as a network,
in the policy context it is simply a node in a much wider net.
A political policy network or coalition includes government,
in both elected and bureaucratic forms, academia and media
and, in this particular instance, the UN and especially
UNESCO. This is why I have been exploring the early
manifestations of DE ideas in the UN context to see what
values and beliefs underpin the rationale for including DE in
the Education for Sustainable Development package. Fifty
years on we may agree with the implementation strategies
proposed at La Breviere and the IFWEA conferences – but
are we still agreed on the group whose welfare is of most
concern? 
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