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There is nothing new in Development Education Centres
facing an uncertain future. It was ever so since they started
in the 1970s. What is new is that the context is changing so
drastically that many existing characteristics of DECs’ work
with schools and teachers are being challenged. The
following article aims to raise issues for discussion. It is
based on work with DECs operating in the schools sector in
England, but some of the points made will also be valid
elsewhere in the UK and in other sectors of DEC work.

Challenges
In looking to the future there are four main challenges with
which DECs have to come to grips. Firstly, despite some
relatively rosy pictures on the recent funding front, the
underlying trend of DEC economics may not be all that good
(Davis, 2003). Over the past few years the total sums
available for development
education from within the Non-
Governmental Development
Organisation (NGDO) sector
appear to have remained the same.
However, changes in NGDO grant
funding are likely to result in a
greater focus on a narrower range of criteria, sometimes
accompanied by the need to give more attention to the
NGDO ‘brand’‚ and to NGDO, rather than educational,
objectives. In terms of creating overall impact this may not
be a bad thing, but it does reduce DECs’ potential freedom
to act. What used to be a core source of DEC funding is
therefore rather unstable. 

To counteract such a possible narrowing of focus, DECs
seem to be good at diversifying the range of their funding
sources. However, many of the new sources are extremely
‘hit and miss’. So far it has not been possible to detect any
particular trends in why certain applications are successful
with particular ‘new’ sources, and why others fail to win
support. 

DFID’s steady and increased support for development
education of course offsets some of these financial worries.
Welcome and encouraging though this support is, it has
made DECs more dependent on one source, with all the
potential problems that that entails (eg. the narrowing of a
DEC’s focus to DFID priorities and the possibility of
governmental policy changes, such as those which caused
the collapse of the Development Education Fund in 1979).

A second challenging area for DECs working with
schools is the continuing problem of the education system.

Schools’ financial worries, teachers’ lack of out-of-school
contact time with colleagues, and a reduction in experience
amongst teachers all cause difficulties in developing and
maintaining long term relations between DECs and schools.

The third challenge is one that is particularly pertinent for
those DECs which rely significantly on using resource
dissemination (including sales). Increasing familiarity of
teachers with the use of internet based information will
mean that over the coming decade there will be less reliance
on the local and physical availability of published resources.
The challenge of this technological change is unlikely to be
met successfully by each DEC setting up its own website.

The fourth, and most important challenge for DECs is
the development of the Enabling Effective Support (EES)
initiative. If successful it will change DECs’ characteristics
forever. If a failure, or only partly successful, it is likely to

set development education back for
some time to come. 
In my opinion, these four
challenges combined mean that
most DECs as we know and have
grown to love them are on the way
out. Much of their work and in

many cases their way of working will have to change
drastically – in itself, not a bad thing.

The intention of the Enabling Effective Support
initiative
What will increasingly rule DECs’ work is the relationship
of that work to the intention of EES. A recent DFID
publication summarises the purpose of EES as follows:
‘Enabling Effective Support will succeed when it manages to
unlock the creative potential from within the education
sector so that the agenda ... will be set by educationalists
themselves.’ (Enabling Effective Support, DFID, January
2003]

For many DECs practical acceptance of such an intention
will be nothing short of revolutionary. If you are used to
setting ‘the’ development education agenda in your locality
(because you are perceived to be, or perceive yourself to be
‘the expert’ on international issues or on development
education), or if your focus is on ‘providing’ development
education through in-service training or resources, then EES’
measurement of success will certainly change the outlook on
the way you work.

That change in outlook may not be purely due to your
agreement with the EES intention. You may well feel that it

Enabling effective DECs?

A key purpose of the Enabling Effective Support initiative is for the future development education agenda to be set
from within the education sector. Harm-Jan Fricke suggests that this, combined with other challenges, will require
revolutionary changes in the practice of many Development Education Centres.
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is forced upon you, because you have to meet funding
criteria to survive as an organisation. Alternative sources of
funding may not be readily available, since a number
NGDOs are now also starting to ask for clarity regarding the
relationship of DEC work with the intentions and strategies
of EES. DECs’ relationships with EES will, for the
foreseeable future, drive their work. That poses significant
challenges for many DECs. 

Regional responses to EES: pitfalls for DECs
These challenges are reflected in the way in which different
regions have responded to the initiative. Looking through the
eight English responses (and having seen the Scottish and
Welsh responses too) they can be classified along two
different continuums. One continuum runs from a focus on
structures on one side, to a focus on process on the other
side. 

For example, one region told me (after their strategy and
first year plans had been completed) that they were not in a
position to tell me what the issues were which they wished
to deal with ‘until the regional coordinators have been
appointed’. Although a number of (fairly broad) content
issues are mentioned in their strategic plan, the emphasis is
very much on building the regional structures first –
apparently outside the education system. Getting to grips
with the intent of EES appears to be left until a later, as yet
unknown, date.

Nearer the other end of the scale, another region focuses
on ‘responding to challenges of making global dimensions
an integral aspect of educational practice in schools’. This, it
is proposed, will be done by means of a series of identified
programmes of work: regional initiatives that focus on
content and process of work with and within the education
system. In this strategy the shape of the structures that will
be the result of this work are largely left until a later date.

The second continuum has ‘DE providers’ on one side
and ‘DE enablers’ on the other side. The ‘providers’ tend to
foresee an expansion of locally or regionally available
resources, training and information. The ‘enablers’ see a
reduced emphasis for DECs on provision (of resources and
training) and an increased emphasis on facilitating the
engagement and creativity of teachers. 

It could be argued that the two different continuums
reflect two different approaches to international
development, in which one approach suggests that problems
of poverty are largely related to lack of information, skills,
and attitudes, and the other advocates that lack of access to
social, economic, political power underpins the occurrence
of poverty. In the first approach provision of ‘information’ to
change behaviour is dominant: training (in the sense of
teaching a person to perform a particular job or skill) and
persuasion (to change attitudes) are at the heart of the
techniques used. This approach is not all that different from
the focus on ‘provision’ and on the right structures to deliver
that provision mentioned above. In the second approach the
techniques used revolve around participation in new,

alternative, local and, increasingly, international actions that
empower the participants in finding and enacting solutions.
This approach is not so different from development
education as a process that enables.

Of course, this short and selective summary of regional
approaches does not do justice to the work and thought that
has gone into each of the strategies. Nevertheless, my
argument would be that making structural responses the
starting point, or focusing work on the provision of DE is
not going to help meet the long-term purpose of DE:
‘[engaging] educationalists and the education system’ so that
‘development education [becomes] integral to the curriculum
and the core educational practice in schools’ DFID, 2001)

The following sketch illustrates the reason for this point:

As a (very) small player DECs, or even the whole
development education sector, will not be able to influence
the massive education system by focussing on the
development of structures. As outsiders we will not be able
to ‘provide’ anywhere near sufficient resources, training, and
other supplies to make an impact or to meet the needs of the
education system and the educators and policy makers who
inhabit it. 

Using EES as a means of developing new structures that
at some future point can be incorporated into the education
system would likely be the death of development education
at any future policy change (ref. the demise of multicultural
education). Using EES structures primarily as a means of
provision in relation to a particular concern is, on past
performance, also unlikely to lead to lasting impact (ref. the
demise of World Studies). This does not mean that we don’t
need structures and provisions. It just means that we should
focus our attention on those quarters where we can make a
lasting difference: working with teachers to develop their
capacity as change agents within the education system. 

Meeting the challenge
There is a need to think again for those DECs (and regions)
who currently focus their response to EES on developing
structures (and the jobs that go with them) or on increasing
the provision of resources, training and other DE supplies.

NGO development education sector 
(of which DECs are a part)

The education system



Such a re-think may well mean that a DEC changes beyond
all recognition, from ‘provider’ to ‘enabler’, and from an
orientation on structures for engagement to an orientation on
processes of engagement. Such a re-focusing of aspects of
DEC work relates well to a re-focusing on the good
development practice roots of DE. 

Ann McCollum (1999), in an evaluation of work by one
particular DEC, drew attention to a variety of researches that
deal with engagement of the ‘education system’ in issues of
change. Her conclusions in relation to the role of DECs were
focused on a series of key notions for partnerships.

From a DEC perspective:

• Good development education practice parallels good
development practice: ‘... people have to be creative
about what the solutions are for themselves in their
setting, rather than us [DEC worker] being experts
telling them what to do ...’

• Seek to ‘implicate’ the education system: ‘... the only
influence you have is that of involving people in these
processes and ideas ... and people taking ideas for
themselves.’

• Centre your work on working in partnership: ‘Many
staff have less expertise... but ... [teachers] have
experience, knowledge, skills which they can share ...’

From a teacher’s perspective:

• The work done shows a respect for and valuing of
teachers’ input and recognises their professionalism.

• Teachers feel joint ownership over the work done (‘it’s
not just a DEC project’)

• Working processes are challenging, constructive and
stimulating. They bring together practitioners from a
range of backgrounds and educational disciplines.

• The process is of equal importance to the product: it
provides an opportunity for people to engage in the
deeper issues and ‘to look at education in the wider
sense’.

Focusing on such issues builds on the greatest asset and
potential that DECs possess: offering teachers opportunities
for reflective, creative and innovative work – opportunities
that are, and are likely to remain, absent within a ‘top-down’,
directive and guideline driven education system. In practical
workshops with teachers (different from training sessions), it
is the one thing that is fed back over and over again: the
value that teachers place on having an opportunity to use
their imagination outside the confines of education system
driven objectives – whilst still being able to deliver on those
objectives. Such a re-focusing of DEC practices would, I
believe, be of benefit to the promotion of development
education, by sustaining and growing DE within the
education system, and it would be of benefit to DECs
themselves.

Going back in time may not be a bad idea as a starting
point for such a re-focus: to development education as an

approach rooted in good development practice, i.e. as an
educational process for personal, local and international
change. Paulo Freire’s work, Hope and Timmel’s adaptation
of that in Training for Transformation, and Birmingham
teachers’ application of it in the process leading to Priorities
for Development (Braun 1981) are all worth visiting again –
with teachers. 

Of course, the specific issues of concern now, and the
perspectives on those concerns, are different to those of 20
or 30 years ago. However, the basic approach of facilitating a
process of teacher engagement with those issues is still as
valid now as it was then. It would not be a bad project if a
DEC made it possible for teachers and others to work
together in adapting, say, a Participatory Rural Appraisal
approach (see, for example, Chambers 1997) for use in the
classroom, or in facilitating a process that develops a new
‘Priorities for Development’.

DECs are in an excellent position to bring education
system, NGO, teacher, academic and other perspectives
together in a joint effort that meets young people’s
entitlement to quality education fit for a globalised society.
In this way DECs could be centres of excellence supporting
the development of capacity within the education system by: 

• legitimizing the work done; 
• creating a climate that is receptive to change; 
• supporting the development of strategies; 
• and enabling change from within.

To go down this route does not automatically lead to success.
Apart from anything else, working with teacher groups,
encouraging, cajoling, challenging and synthesising
experiences is not an easy job. But, as various projects from
across the world testify, it can be done.
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