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This issue of the Development Education Journal is dealing
with ‘skills and competencies’. It is the second part of a
trilogy: ‘Rethinking subject knowledge’ was the previous issue
and the next will be dedicated to questions of values.

In education in recent years there has been increasing
discussion about competencies. In former times the aims and
targets of learning were fixed by curricula or textbooks. In the
NGO context, it was the correct information that counted in
development education. It was important to inform students
about the living situation in countries in the South or about the
World Trade Organisation. And having information was seen
as ‘having learned’ – the crucial point was the right
information. 

These days the perspective has enlarged. The last volume
showed the importance for learning of organizing knowledge.
Learning is no longer assessed by the input but by the
outcome. This outcome however is underestimated if it is only
in regard to knowledge. Global education requires not only
knowledge but also the willingness to act and a value based
perspective. So focussing just on knowledge would not be
appropriate for complex learning concepts such as those in
development education. Therefore it is important to discuss
the skills and competencies that we intend to be outcomes of
development education.

Competencies can be understood “as a relationship
between knowledge and skills. They enable us to cope with

different situations” (Klieme 2004, p.13) or as “the ability to
successfully meet complex demands in a particular context”
(Rychen 2003, p. 2). The Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) in 2003 identified “key
competencies for personal, social and economic well-being”.
They define three categories of competencies: interacting in
socially heterogeneous groups; acting autonomously; and
using tools interactively. Each of these competencies “implies
the mobilisation of knowledge, cognitive and practical skills,
and social and behavioural components including attitudes,
emotions, and values and motivations” (Rychen 2003, p. 2). 

You will find broad international participation in this issue.
It can be taken as a sign that the globalisation of educational
discourse is ongoing. It refers in the German case to a
nationwide programme on education for sustainability, run for
more than five years by the federal state authorities, with a
strong focus on competencies. This programme was criticized
by NGOs, which feared that by concentrating on the
competencies people dealing with sustainability should have,
the justice and solidarity perspective on the third world could
be lost. This was the beginning of an intensive debate ) about
the effectiveness of educational programs, reinforced by the
impact of bad national results in PISA (the programme of
international student assessment by the OECD). So global
learning came once more under pressure. The situation seems
to be similar in other European countries.
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For development education, global education or education
for sustainability, this international discussion is an important
challenge to strengthen the ideas, to raise the quality and to
implement it in the educational field.

This debate is a challenge in educational politics: 
In educational systems the influence of testing and evaluation
is increasing. It is important for the implementation of global
education in the educational system that these competences
could be integrated into national and international student
assessments. At the moment we are in the situation that only
competencies being tested seem to be important. There are
two possible strategies: One could be to implement
competencies in global education in these assessments. The
other is to strengthen the concept of global learning and the
confidence that there are complex and dynamic learning
challenges, which cannot just be confined to pencil and paper
testing. Probably both strategies together will contribute to
strengthening the impact and the concept of development
education.

This debate is a challenge in conceptual perspective: 
The conceptual discussion about global education is still not
very strong. There is no consensus about the competencies
global education is or should be contributing to. The article
from Liam Wegimont asks for a more adequate educational
foundation beyond the debate about competencies. We should
not forget to discuss the conceptual framework in global
education based in learning. On the one hand these concepts
of competencies help to strengthen the needs of the learners
being educated to handle our one world with care. On the
other hand there is the reminder from many NGOs for
solidarity with people living in other contexts. How to
reconcile the perspective of the learner and advocacy for
people in the south? There is a need for more conceptual work
in this field. Jürgen Rost gives one possible approach by
suggesting a framework of skills and competencies in global
education. He outlines the importance of thinking in networks
and systems and of learning to value by remembering future
generations or people living under limited conditions, for
example in the South. He gives some ideas how these aspects
could be integrated in national assessments. Wolfgang Sander
shows from the perspective of political learning some skills
and competencies that should be provided by global learning.
It is important that global education deals adequately with
controversy in politics.

Thinking in skills and competencies is a challenge for
practice as well. NGOs are often more concerned with how to
make publicity for development cooperation than with
offering their volunteers opportunities to develop their skills
and competencies. Alun Morgan outlines in his contribution
the situatedness of nodes of knowledge which he calls
‘contexts within contexts’. This demands that learning
recognises the partial value of a perspective and tries to
integrate the different sides in a balanced way. This learning
challenge involves learning from others through dialogue,
empathetic understanding and negotiation. Barbara Asbrand
shows in her contribution that working in the fair trade

movement can be an effective way to learn. The variety of
dimensions in which to act and the simultaneity of
concreteness and abstractness in terms of content and form of
learning offer various possible ways of learning for different
learners. There are far more competencies than just
knowledge about trade that people can obtain. The article
shows how good practice experiences and theoretical
reflections may lead to a conceptual framework of
competencies in global learning.

Jackie Balmer deals with competencies in global youth
work. She outlines the importance of competency in the way
the OECD would describe as ‘acting autonomously’ in the
way that ‘individuals manage their lives in meaningful and
responsible ways by exercising control over their living and
working conditions’. She stresses the importance of young
people having the opportunity to choose their own role in a
global society. 

Sometimes working in campaigns runs the risk of losing
the perspective of learning. Helmuth Hartmeyer explores the
relationship between the Millennium Development Goals and
global education. He shows the possibilities and the dangers
of campaigns. They may bring pressure on education,
especially if education does not only want to inform but also
to promote complex competencies.

In the long term, these ideas of skills and competencies
have to lead into aspects of a theory of global education,
which is a current debate in this journal. In this issue John
Huckle replies to Douglas Bourn’s theme article in Vol. 10.1,
urging greater political realism and closer links with critical
theories of development and education. May be we find some
ideas which bring us ‘Further towards a theory of
development education’, referring to the debate on skills and
competencies, in one of the next issues of this journal?
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This issue reflects a new collaboration between the
DEA, the DE Journal and ZEP (Zeitschrift fur
internationale Bildungsforschung und
Entwicklungspadagogik), which is the journal of
global education for German speaking countries.
We anticipate this partnership will facilitate
greater sharing of ideas and perspectives on
development education and global learning in a
broader context.


