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This article explores the issues which have been facing
Oxfam’s Development Education Programme over the past
few years. Should we define all our work as Education for
Global Citizenship rather than Development Education and
if so, what do we mean by that? Where do we fit with
others’ explorations and work in this area, now that Global
Citizenship has become such a popular term? How do we
work with others? How do we develop our ideas so they are
of practical use to teachers and of benefit to young people?
Are global citizenship education concepts internationally and
universally appropriate? This article draws particularly on
the work of Nigel Dower, but also on reading and discussion
with many other colleagues, always learning together in this
field. 

Oxfam Global Citizenship initiative 

Oxfam’s second over-arching promise is a commitment to
participate in, support and promote the emerging
movement for global citizenship ... We want to empower
our supporters and donors to express their solidarity as
global citizens. (Oxfam 2000)

Global Citizenship is an
expression of the foundations of
the policy and practice of many
international development NGOs,
which act both from the concepts
of responsibility rich nations and
people have towards the world’s
poor and of solidarity with the poor and marginalised.
Oxfam’s mission is ‘to find lasting solutions to poverty and
suffering.’ To achieve this the world-wide family of Oxfams,
Oxfam International, describes its activities as ‘promoting
active global citizenship’. Oxfam believes that only within
international arenas can international inequalities and
injustices be tackled. In building a global campaigning force
it seeks to mobilise global citizens both in the South and in
the North to challenge governance at national and
international levels. Such a force is underpinned by the skills
to get your voice heard.

Oxfam’s Development Education Programme published
its Curriculum for Global Citizenship in 1997. This
identified the context within which the concept of global
citizenship is a key objective for development education and
for action for social justice. It outlined key characteristics of
the global citizen and the knowledge, skills and values that
curricula should focus on to develop the necessary

understandings and competencies. Retrospectively, perhaps
its most significant value lay in its attempt to delineate the
subject matter as well as the skills that education for
international social justice must focus on. This ‘map’
influenced UK curricula documents such as DfEE’s
Developing a global dimension in the school curriculum
(2000), which also ‘mapped’ areas of content. Its other
strength lay in its developmental framework for continuity in
the teaching and learning of its key concepts over each key
stage of the English Curriculum. Since then all of our
Programme work and partnership projects with other NGOs
and DECs, have focused on exploring ways of developing
Global Citizenship practice within schools. This year, in
developing a new strategy for our Development Education
Programme, we have been revisiting the original document
and planning ways forward.

Concepts of citizenship
Arguably ‘Education for Global Citizenship’ as a term has
caught on in a way that ‘Development Education’ never has.
There has certainly been a rapid growth in its use and

popularity. A Yahoo search offered
673,000 references. It has entered
the terminology of curricula in
England, Scotland and Wales and
has entered the language of our
politicians: Stephen Twigg,
Education Minister (England),

Sally Davidson, Education Minister (Wales) and Sally
Keeble, Overseas Development Minister, all used the term
and endorsed the centrality of it as a core educational
concept and entitlement for pupils, at the launches of the Get
Global Materials (Action Aid et al, 2003). See any edition of
Primary Geographer from 2001 onwards and you will find it
in almost every article. But what do these different
institutions and people mean when they say they are
educating for global citizenship? As Nigel Dower comments
(2002) ‘... with expansion and diversity come new
intellectual problems of maintaining coherence and focus’. 

The idea of Global Citizenship has both a
religious/ethical dimension, which asserts common
humanity, and a political/cultural dimension, asserting roles,
entitlements and duties within society. It has its basis both in
cosmopolitan or global ethics and in the political concerns of
creating or strengthening global institutions, based on the
premise that we all have global obligations, whether we
recognise them or not. The idea of ‘cosmo-polites’ was a
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tenet of the ancient Greek Stoic philosophy: human beings
as citizens of the universe, based on a concept of citizen as
‘moral agent’: someone with responsibilities as well as
membership. Referring back to this origin, Christien Van den
Anker of the Birmingham Centre for Global Ethics interprets
Global Citizenship as ‘the duties people and institutions have
across boundaries, globalisation or not, based on a
cosmopolitan theory of social justice.’(Van Den Anker
2000). This definition of Global Citizenship is an expression
of the foundations of the policy and practice of many
international development NGOs. 

Nigel Dower (2002) sees the two components of Global
Citizenship as raising different questions. The ethical
component poses questions as to what values and norms a
global citizen possesses, about which there is no agreement.
The citizenship element inevitably raises the question of the
sense in which citizenship is meant. In what form can
citizenship be said to exist beyond the nation state? Dower
has asked Oxfam DE staff
whether the phrase in Oxfam
terms relates only to those
self-consciously engaging in
action for a better world and
those equipped with
particular knowledge skills
and values – if so is this elitist? How does it relate to global
citizenship having a basis in universally shared humanity?
Maybe the key concept in educational and in Oxfam’s terms
is ‘active’. If global citizenship is in part about political
rights, it is about claiming, asserting and fighting for those
rights, whoever and wherever you are.

Challenges to Oxfam and the DE community
Dower (ibid) warns that the term Global Citizenship could
become meaningless because it is supposed to cover so
much. My own concern, in a UK context, is that it can
become little more than a convenient catch-all buzzword, full
of noble sentiment to demonstrate or validate the study of
‘things global.’ The challenging question that faces anyone
who signs up to the idea of educating for global citizenship
is, ‘what kind of teaching and learning will really develop
the capacities required to tackle the enormously complex
issues we are talking about?’ What process will empower
students to tackle the problems facing them and to find
solutions? It is certainly not true that young people’s apathy
is the problem. We only have to remember the well-
organised student demonstrations against the Iraq war in
March. But while some schools saw this as a gesture of
global responsibility to be harnessed and developed, many
did not.

The big divide in educational settings, it seems to me, is in
how the meaning of global is perceived. There are those, who
see ‘the global’ as meaning, ‘not here, not local’: the study of
other places, (often ‘less developed’) and distant peoples. In
this context, global citizenship is about empathy and
responsibility, but it is not the most immediately relevant

concern. But there are also educators who understand global
as ‘here, now, us,’ directly affected as we are by global
structures and processes. Those educators would place it as a
most intimate concern for all of us as we struggle to
articulate our closest loyalties, memberships, rights and
identities in relation to the multiple identities of others. We
are in what is becoming de facto, a ‘post national world’,
although many would refute this and loyalties to national
cultural groupings and to homelands present or faraway
remain intense. So economically, culturally and politically,
the greatest challenge is how to reframe our ideas of the
necessary shape of children’s conceptual development, of
geographies and sciences of time and space. These are re-
shaped by a range of globalisation processes including
communications technology and migration. The child of
Albanian or Bangladeshi descent in London has two intensely
local places, languages, behaviours, which they already relate
to before they are of school age: their world is not one based

on the concentric circles
model, which assumes a
working outwards from one
family, one place, one
language. They are linked to
distant homelands and
international communities of

faith. Equally for educators there is the whole question of the
ethical and political context in which we set children’s
cognitive and conceptual development in schooling, the
issues within which matters of citizenship, participation and
political literacy itself are framed. 

Beck speaks of the ethic of solidarity both through a
recognition that all others everywhere are real human beings
and through the solidarity of internationalism itself: 

What are we fighting for when we fight against global
terrorism? My answer is that we should fight for the right
to be cosmopolitan, which is fundamentally based on the
recognition of the otherness of others ... cosmopolitan
states emphasise the necessity for solidarity with
foreigners both inside and outside national borders ...
[they] struggle not only against terror but against the
causes of terror ... by seeking the solution to global
problems ... which cannot be solved by individual nations
on their own. (Beck 2001) 

Arguably we are not only in a phase of post-nationalism, but
in some sense, post-development. Development discourses of
the past have often been hegemonic in nature, predicated on
‘what is good for others’. In this sense development
education has carried some of the profile and limitations of
this enterprise: Northern, white, liberal, evangelical, even
though its roots in the empowerment education practice of
Paulo Freire (1970) should belie this. Hopefully the idea of
global citizenship offers a clearer universal terminology, a
holistic model which starts from us all and does not make
distinctions between ‘developing’ and ‘developed’ countries. 

... citizenship normally means a member
of a state, describing a relationship with

specific legal rights, entitlements,
responsibilities and accountabilities.
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In this section I have hinted at some of the many
complexities involved in claiming the viability of global
citizenship as a concept. It has no legal meaning as a term
since citizenship normally means a member of a state,
describing a relationship with specific legal rights,
entitlements, responsibilities and accountabilities. Not only
is the institutional character of global citizenship not
recognised but its appeal to global community can be
accused of undermining national loyalties. It can also be
argued that it is a peculiarly European conception, not
appropriate to a multi-cultural world community, or for
countries in the South. 

Is Education for Global Citizenship relevant for
all?
Do we internationally all face the same major issues and
questions, or is global citizenship education something only
applicable to the North? At Oxfam we strongly feel it is
universally relevant, based on our experiences of small-scale
introductory pilot work with partners in three African
countries and other dialogue, eg. with the international
students on the Education for Sustainability Masters course
at London South Bank University.

In the persuasive DfID report Education, Conflict and
International Development, Smith and Vaux (2003) argue,
the ‘highly educated’ are just as capable of turning to
violence as the ‘uneducated’, and this emphasises the need
to look more closely at the type of education that is on offer
and the values and attitudes it is promoting. ‘Bums on seats’
do not automatically make a difference to social values and
participation. Only education for social justice and solidarity
can enable a movement of global citizens to be built, so there
are challenges not only for global solidarity and action
everywhere, but for the means to create it: education
everywhere. 

Global citizenship in the UK: the way forward
Earlier this year, the Oxfam DE team looked back at six
years of Global Citizenship work and at our original
document and recognised the many opportunities there are
now to build, share and communicate approaches to global
citizenship in the classroom – and how much we have to
learn. That learning has to happen in conjunction with
partners and practitioners. We need to enter a learning mode
for all projects and clearly distinguish it from what
proselytising we undertake in favour of global citizenship
education itself. If we merely rejoice that assumptions about
global interdependence and responsibility are being taken on
in the schools sector, we risk leaving it at a level of good
intentions. We are badly in need of a body of evidence which
shows the way in which approaches to education for global
citizenship can enhance participation and achievement.

Asking the questions, recording what happens and sharing
the results will support us on our journey.

The pressing need is to find ways to move on from the
articulation of a concept and a belief into dynamic processes
of teaching and learning which can provide practical steps
for teachers to use, and frameworks which can support
teachers and pupils in taking on controversial issues with
confidence. It is from this perspective that the Oxfam DE
Programme is exploring work with P4C, the Philosophy for
Children movement (www.sapere.net) to find out whether
and how this methodology can support global citizenship
learning effectively. Within the P4C framework even young
children can begin to build their own tools for exploring
ethical and political problems.

Conclusion
Global Citizenship is not ‘an Oxfam thing’. It never was!
But it is at the heart of all our current practice, and all our
work is referenced by it rather than by the term,
Development Education. As long as global education is not
seen as essential learning for everyone there is a conversion
job to be done to reach new audiences, but at the heart of
this work must lie a focus on developing young people who
can ask the questions and debate the issues of what it means
to be a global citizen.

References
Action Aid, CAFOD, Christian Aid, Oxfam, SCFUK (2003) Get Global
handbook and video. (available agency catalogues)
Beck U (2001) ‘The fight for a cosmopolitan future’, New Statesman
5/11/01 pp33 and 34 and ‘Globalisation and cosmoploitan citizenship:
educational responses’ in Osler A and Vincent K (eds) Citizenship and
the challenge of Global Education, Trentham Books: Stoke on Trent 
DfEE, DFID, QCA, DEA, Central Bureau (2000) Developing a global
dimension in the school curriculum
Dower N (2002) ‘Global Citizenship :yes or no?’ in Dower N, and
Williams J (eds) (2001), Global Citizenship: a Critical Introduction,
Routledge: Edinburgh
Freire P. (1970) The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Penguin
Oxfam (1997) A Curriculum for Global Citizenship
Oxfam (2000) Oxfam International strategy summary Towards Global
Equity: Strategic Plan 2001 to 2004.
Smith A, and Vaux T (March 2003) Education, Conflict and
International Development, DfID: London
Van den Anker C (2000) ‘The role of Globalisation in Arguments for
Cosmopolitanism’ in Acta Politica Vol.35 No.1 

Further Reading
Dower N (2000), ‘The Idea of Global Citizenship – A Sympathetic
Assessment’ in Global Society Vol.14 No. 4 
Gray J (2003) Al Qaeda and What it Means to be Modern, Faber and
Faber
Parker W C, Ninomiya A, and Cogan J (1999), ‘Educating World
Citizens: Towards Multi-national Curriculum Development’ in American
Research Journal vol 36 no.2, pp 117-145.

Angela Grunsell is head of Oxfam’s Development
Education Programme.


