
Plan’s aspiration for development education
Plan is an international, child centred, non-governmental
development organisation, working in 60 countries in both the
developing and so-called developed world. Since 2003 Plan
has been working to revitalise, mainstream and scale-up its
work in development education (DE) and to ensure it is an
integral component of Plan’s child centred community
development approach. 

The relationships between children living in poverty and
those on who they depend to reach their full potential are
often inequitable and exploitative. These include
relationships between genders, within the family and
community, and with local and nation al elites. They also
include global relationships between governments,
international organisations and the private sector.

Development education linked to grassroots experiences
of child centred community development will promote
engagement ... and commitment to work together to
address children’s needs and rights and influence the
policies of institutions at all levels in the interests of
children. (Plan’s Strategic Direction 4/Building
Relationships)

Since its foundation in 1937, by a British journalist during the
Spanish Civil War, Plan has worked through child
sponsorship, which enables communication with over a
million people around the world, and through them, many
others, in support of Plan’s Mission ‘to achieve lasting
improvements in the quality of life of deprived children in
developing countries through a process that unites people
across cultures and adds meaning and value to their lives by ...
building relationships to increase understanding and unity
among people of different cultures and countries ... (and)
promoting the rights and interests of the world’s children.’
(Plan’s Mission Statement).

DE is not a new initiative for Plan, whose offices in
Australia, Canada, Japan, the Netherlands, the USA and the
UK have been running programs aimed largely at schools in
the north for many years. Much of this work has focused on
locality studies within geography or on themes of comparative
culture and religion. More recently, the move in some
European countries and Japan towards ‘citizenship’ studies in
schools has created the opportunity for Plan to work with
school children on wider development issues, including those
associated with children’s rights.

Plan is now seeking to locate DE squarely within its core
child centred community development (CCCD) program
approach as a means of mobilising the whole range of

stakeholders – children, communities, sponsors, other
supporters, partner organisations, institutions etc – in defence
of the needs and rights of children. Within CCCD,
development education is something that applies to the less
developed countries which are the focus of Plan’s work, as
much as in northern countries where Plan has previously
focussed most of its DE activities.

Child centred community development and DE
Plan defines child centred community development as: ‘A
rights-based approach in which children, families and
communities are active and leading participants in their own
development. It enhances their capacity and opportunity to
work together with others to address structural causes and
consequences of child poverty at all levels’. CCCD addresses
children’s concerns at different levels; it is firmly rooted in the
child’s community but effecting change at this level alone does
not create sustainable improvement for as many children as
possible. Consequently Plan has a role to play in raising these
concerns from community to district, national and
international levels and seeks to empower people to mobilise
and influence policy change at all these levels. DE is seen to
be of major importance in the building of relationships and
constituencies across program and donor countries and in
furthering civil society participation. Because of its global
reach and grassroots contact with children and families around
the world, Plan is in a position and has the legitimacy to create
global constituencies around issues that negatively affect
children as we witness the impact from the family to the
international level. 

Plan also intends to use DE as a way of conveying the
experience of child centred community development, and
through the close participation of children in DE activities and
by linking children around the world, provide them with a
platform for their voices to be heard by decision makers.
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Work in progress on development education at Plan

Mark Leighton explains why Plan considers development education to be essential to its work to address the
needs and rights of children internationally. He describes what is being done to take this forward and the
challenges encountered so far.



Making the transition
‘Plan will invest further in development education programs in
both donor and program countries ... Plan will monitor the
impact and cost-effectiveness of these activities’ (Global
Strategic Plan 2003 – 2006). Key actions which Plan has taken
since 2003 are:

• DE task force established to lead strategy, learning and
best practice and implementation/ evaluation across the
organisation. Members are drawn from different levels
and from different functions/skills across Plan (e.g.
development program implementers, child rights and
participation specialists, educationalists, DE practitioners,
communications staff, plus invitees external to Plan). The
task force is looking to involve children and young people
in its planning and decision making processes, e.g. by
linking with Plan’s existing work with Children’s
Advisory Boards, Children’s Parliaments and other youth
organisations.

• DE framework was built from an organisation-wide
consultation process and provides: key definitions, goals
and guiding principles for DE; explanation of how DE
relates to other aspects of Plan’s work (e.g. development
approach, sponsorship, advocacy, marketing); operational
tools for use by managers and staff to create or review DE
strategies and action plans; guidelines on how to measure
performance in DE.

• Lessons learnt and best practice will be documented and
shared on a dedicated intranet site currently under
construction. Plan will also benchmark other
organisations on a regular basis.

• Capacity building among staff will assist with quality
and scaling up. The DE task force is investigating links
with external professional and academic resources with a
view to proposing the establishment of a customised
internal training curriculum, leading to an externally
recognised DE qualification.

• Performance measurement: Plan’s Research, Evaluation
and Dissemination Unit are assisting the task force in
developing ways to monitor and evaluate work in DE.

Challenges and other issues along the way
Institutions change when people do. No amount of
theorising by development workers can change the fact
that our personal behaviour will make or break any
attempt to facilitate positive change in the world.
(Edwards, 1999, p.213)

The following issues are among those which emerged during a
Plan-wide consultation on DE that took place between
February and May 2003. They are listed here as discussion
topics which have been identified by the task force. There is
no organisational consensus on these issues at this time.

Child rights and participatory activities with children
and young people
One view of Plan’s earlier work in DE is that some of it can be
seen as extractive in nature – information taken from southern

communities for use by Plan offices for education work in the
north. If there really is a relationship between information and
power, then perhaps an approach to DE, linked with child
centred community development, raises questions associated
with who actually produces, owns and uses the information
generated by children and others at community level.

Different Plan offices are moving forward in different ways
with regard to how children and young people are involved in
DE actions. One office may be producing educational
materials for use with teachers and schoolchildren sympathetic
to Plan’s work. At the other end of the spectrum, in offices
already working with Children’s Advisory Boards and other
representative children’s groups the focus is much more on
process i.e. providing spaces for children around the world to
discuss issues amongst each other and then talking with them
about what they think is important and how to communicate it. 

The management of incentives
Two organisation-specific issues that some managers have
identified as a limiting factor to mainstreaming efforts are: (1)
a lack of non-financial performance indicators for the work of
Plan’s northern offices, (2) a lack of clarity on the extent to
which certain activities can be classed (and hence charged) as
DE, as opposed to say ‘marketing,’ or ‘public relations.’ Work
is underway to address both these concerns.

Funding and other resource issues 
The way Plan funds DE can qualitatively affect Plan’s DE
strategies and activities. The consensus within the task force is
that DE should not be seen as an ‘add-on’ activity and that
providing core funds for it will ensure sustainability and
global-reach across Plan. 

There is a range of views regarding the role of institutional
(government) and corporate grants in funding DE activities.
One view is that they are useful in piloting activities and
provide opportunities for research, learning and building
competencies. Others fear that over-reliance on grants for DE
might lead to ‘donor-led DE’ and focus on technology-driven
‘showcase’ projects which are difficult to replicate. 
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Coordinator of the Development Education Task Force.
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For more information on Plan, visit www.plan-international.org/
or write to: Communications Department, Plan International
Headquarter, Chobham House, Christchurch Way, Woking,
Surrey, UK, GU21 6JG
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