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Partners or providers?
I would like to suggest a distinction between two basic
models of the provision/creation of education generally, and
of development education specifically. 

One model is based on a market relationship; education is
a product or service to be ‘delivered’, which ‘consumers’
purchase from ‘producers’. In this model the producers are
‘experts’, possessed of key knowledge, skills and
understandings that they are willing to provide to consumers
(often for a price). Knowledge, skills and understandings are
scarce commodities with a market
value. Consumers are faced with a
choice of products and providers, and
‘purchase’ from those that seem to
offer the best value for money. 

The second model involves a more
complex ‘partnership’ relationship, in
which various partners bring to a
learning situation a diverse range of knowledge, skills and
understandings which they contribute to a discussion, from
which new knowledge, skills and understandings emerge.
Learning is not a product for sale, but a shared journey of
discovery. Education is thus not delivered but created.

‘Just Business’, a project of Norfolk Education and
Action for Development (NEAD), has at its heart a
questioning and challenging approach to the ethics of the
market system, and works with teachers and students of
Economics and Business Studies who seek specifically to
understand how market systems work. It is therefore an
appropriate case study vehicle from which to explore these
two models – particularly as it exists somewhat
uncomfortably between them.

Visions versus pragmatism
I suspect that if most of the people involved in development
education (DE) were asked to describe their ideal vision of
DE it would look something like the second model, which
has at least some connection to the work of Freire –
frequently cited as a role model by development educators. If
we look closely at what most of us actually do for a
significant amount of our time, however, it looks remarkably
like the first model. 

Development Education Centres (DECs) (and others)
provide teaching resources for sale. They provide visiting

speakers / teachers / facilitators (for a fee) to deliver and run
talks / lectures / workshops. These activities bring much
needed income into DE and are certainly one way of
disseminating our messages. However, as McCollum (1996)
has suggested, if that is all we do, then we are destined to
remain at the margins of mainstream education. At their
most limited DECs may consist of no more than small
alternative bookstores. 

If we are to move from the margins into the mainstream
(if that is our aim) then it has to be not as mere service

providers, but as partners with others
involved in education, specifically
and generally, at many levels. As
partners we do not just provide what
we ‘know’, but also learn from others.
This is particularly important; there is
a tendency amongst some in DE to
enter discussions with other

educationalists, and indeed with young people in schools,
bringing with them a ‘deficit’ model of the other – ‘we’ have
knowledge that ‘they’ must acquire. We need to recognise
that we have no unique or special knowledge/skills claim,
and that what others bring to the partnership discussion has
at least equal validity to our own contribution. Most
importantly, partnership is not about persuading others to
accept our realities, but a process in which we share in the
creation of new realities.

Is partnership working in DE truly possible? 
Many DE initiatives have sought to prioritise partnership
working, with greater or lesser amounts of success. The
notion of partnership was central to the design and
implementation of the ‘Just Business’ project (‘JB’). The
lessons of that project are many, and some reference to them
has been made in earlier editions of this journal and
elsewhere. (Cameron and Fairbrass 2002, Fairbrass 2003)

‘JB’ is a multi-dimensional project; and to be sure it has
been in part a producer selling to consumers. But I would
argue that the project has been at its best when it has
engaged with partners, involved itself in developing a shared
agenda with those partners, and been prepared to learn from
others rather than perceiving itself as a holder of some
special ‘truth’ to be purveyed. However that is not to say that
those partnership relationships have been unproblematic.

‘Just Business and Company’? Or ‘Just Business and
Partners’? Issues in partnership working in
development education

Is learning a shared journey or a product for sale? Stephen Fairbrass argues that while good practice in DE
essentially involves a mutual learning process between partners, the nature of current forms of grant funding can
drive practitioners towards a ‘market’ system of service provision. TH
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... partnership is not about
persuading others to accept

our realities, but a process in
which we share in the creation

of new realities.



There have been a variety of practical difficulties, as well as
some of a more philosophical nature – a perhaps inevitable
consequence of working with organisations and people
outside the culture of DE.

Partnership working has pervaded every level of the
project, including the research that went on before the
project was drafted, and indeed the drafting itself. Although I
wrote the original project proposal to DFID, in the sense that
I sat at a keyboard and typed the words, many others,
including teachers and school students, were involved in the
process that enabled me to reach the stage where I felt I had
the right words to say. So even before the project began there
was both partnership with those I spoke to, and learning –
certainly by me and I believe also on the part of others. I
have frequently heard development educators complaining
about the ‘time consuming chore’ of fundraising preventing
them from getting on with ‘the job’. When projects and
associated funding applications are designed in partnership
the very process of writing them is in itself educational for
all parties. Indeed the partnership is ‘the job’. 

Once DFID funding had been secured, the first major task
was the formation of a Steering Group to guide the project.
The first people invited to join this group were those who
had contributed to the project’s drafting and they began to
suggest groups or individuals that they felt should be invited
to join us. Partnership was the key word in recruiting further
members of the group. It was not a group simply identified
and recruited by NEAD. 

This had important ramifications. The directions the
project took were not always those envisaged by NEAD.
Following the very first meeting of the Steering Group I was
obliged to contact DFID to tell them that the Steering Group
wanted to make significant changes to the project that DFID
had agreed to fund. Fortunately at that stage DFID were still
in their experimental phase; rather less clear about the
precise direction that they wanted to influence DE to take,
and accepted the changes.

There came a time when the aims of the project, as
defined by the partners involved in it, did not fit entirely
comfortably with the aims of NEAD, as defined by the staff
and trustees in their annual strategy meetings. In particular,
whilst the strategy meetings increasingly stressed NEAD’s
focus on a ‘local’ agenda, ‘JB’ was increasingly becoming a
UK wide project, directly running or contributing to events
in Scotland, Northern Ireland, Wales and all over England. 

This raises questions about the ownership of projects.
NEAD had applied for funding to DFID, was in direct
control of the funds, and employed project staff. But the
Steering Group, whilst it had NEAD representation, was not
‘of’ NEAD. It involved teachers, teacher trainers, LEA
advisers and representatives of commercial organisations –
inter alia – most of whom were previously unknown to
NEAD. Like most DECs, I suspect, NEAD has a network of
relatively ‘tame’ teachers that it has worked with over a long
period of time and who are in tune with and sympathetic to
its aims. ‘JB’ set out deliberately to work with a whole new

constituency, teachers and students of Economics and
Business Studies, who had never heard of NEAD or
development education. The results were unpredictable and
not always comfortable for NEAD. Nonetheless NEAD
trustees gave the project management licence to continue the
experiment.

A successful partnership
The first major working partnership that emerged, beyond
initial setting up and strategic planning, was with the
University of London Institute of Education. David Lines,
then Head of Economics and Business Education at the
Institute, had joined the Steering Group, and had been to
observe a Conference for sixth form students organised by
NEAD with significant inputs from ‘JB’. Very quickly he
invited ‘JB’ to come to London to work with himself and his
colleagues in devising and running a ‘Global Perspectives’
day for 40 plus PGCE students. 

Over the past four years the work with the Institute has
continued and evolved, so that the partnership is no longer
just with the Institute’s staff, but genuinely with the PGCE
students, with whom ‘JB’ and the Institute plan and
implement an annual conference for year 10 school pupils.
Indeed the partnerships are maintained beyond the Institute,
with many of the PGCE students maintaining their links with
the project as they become Newly Qualified Teachers and
developing work within their new schools involving the
project’s materials, methodology and support. 

This has undoubtedly been the most successful
partnership ‘JB’ has engaged in. It has been a genuine
developmental and learning experience for all involved. All
parties have contributed to the learning process; all have
contributed time and resources; none has been mere
purchaser or provider of services from or to the others.

Since beginning work with the Institute ‘JB’ has gone on
to work with many other initial teacher education institutions
around the country. But the nature of the work is different
albeit that the end result, on the surface at least, is not
dissimilar. ‘JB’ has ‘sold’ the ‘product’ of a ‘Global
Awareness Day’ to these institutions. Whilst the arrangement
with the Institute of Education has been one of partnership
and learning, it has been a more commercial arrangement
with the others. ‘JB’ has taken the lessons it has learned
from that partnership and marketed them. Few of these other
institutions have really been involved in developing
something new and specific to their local needs – they have
simply bought the package developed with the Institute.
Whilst much good work has been done, whilst hundreds of
trainee teachers have had an exposure to the notions of
development education, global issues, global citizenship and
so on, deep inside I have questions about whether the
experience is as genuinely ‘educational’ as the original. The
provider/purchaser relationship has emerged here to replace
the partnership. Does this matter? Should each engagement
with a new institution generate a new and unique educational
experience; or is it sufficient to say to these institutions,
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‘Look, we have a tried and tested product that works here –
we can provide it for you as well’? I think this question
pertains to a lot of what is going on in DE at the moment –
particularly with ‘Enabling Effective Support’.

There is a side issue. Given that ‘JB’ seeks to promote the
ethical dimension in business practice, perhaps we ought to
be considering our own ethical position in now effectively
selling to others a product which we jointly designed with
our partners at the Institute – and for which they are gaining
no financial return (although of course neither are they
involved in the delivery process to the other institutions).

And a ‘failure’
A rather less successful experience of attempting to work in
partnership was with Anglia Campus (AC). AC was a
commercial provider of online education materials for
schools which paid an annual
subscription to purchase AC’s
services. One of those consulted
during the drafting of the ‘JB’
project was Steve Lepper, then an
Adviser for Business Studies and
IT for Norfolk LEA, who later
became Educational Services
Manager at AC. He had a keen
personal interest in the global and ethical agenda that ‘JB’
was pursuing and joined the Steering Group and in due
course we began to explore the possibility of working with
AC. Some good ideas were generated. ‘JB’ paid a sister
company of AC to design a website and AC agreed to host
the site free of charge. Plans were developed to produce
web-based materials with ‘JB’ providing the
economics/business/global/ethical expertise and AC the
technological know-how. The fruits of the labours would be
shared – AC would initially offer them for sale
commercially, but in due course the rights would revert to
‘JB’ to be provided free on its website. It all went horribly
wrong when AC was taken over by a bigger and more
commercially ‘hard-nosed’ consortium (themselves
subsequently swallowed up by a yet bigger group). Indeed
‘JB’ had to fight to secure ownership of the website domain
name, registration and payment for which had been provided
by AC as a gesture of support to the project initially, but
which had now become a valuable asset in the eyes of the
‘bean counters’. Whilst we regard this experience as a
failure, I suppose even here we have been involved in
learning – about commercial realities. 

The bottom line
If we are to be equal partners we must be capable of
bringing our knowledge, skills and understandings to

discussions with others – but how can we afford to do this?
Most of the groups that we might potentially wish to engage
with in the production and development of knowledge have a
fairly secure source of funding. Schools and LEAs receive
money from local and national tax revenues. Commercial
organisations have the profits of their commercial activities
to potentially re-invest. DECs often come to negotiations
with the begging bowl extended. We want to be paid for our
input into the partnership by the other partners – which
immediately renders us no longer equal partners, but once
again service providers. It is grant funding – whether from
DFID, EU, National Lottery, or charitable trusts – that
enables us to sit at the table as equals and engage in the
discussions. 

The problem here is that grant funding is by its very
nature insecure; it exists for short periods of time after which

we are told we must look for
more ‘sustainable’ ways of
continuing our work. Which puts
us back into the situation of
trying to charge fees for our
inputs (and by implication
suggests to our partners that we
believe our contribution to the

process of learning is somehow more important/valuable and
hence must be paid for by them) – and negates the
partnership process, rendering us once more service
providers in the commercial sense. 

We live in a world where the market is the predominant
organisational form and, in the UK (as in many other
societies), we are governed by those who believe that the
market is the most efficient and effective determinant of
what will be provided. The nature of the economic structure
of society militates against the kind of partnerships we might
ideally wish to engage in. 
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DECs often come to negotiations
with the begging bowl extended ...
which immediately renders us no
longer equal partners, but once

again service providers.


