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Introduction
I believe that the foundational assumptions about education
inherent in the ‘skills, attitudes and concepts’ model require
critical reflection. The use of this model, while prevalent in
much English language writing and educational resource
production in development and global education is, I
suggest, counterproductive to the stated ends of development
and global education. Furthermore, I hold that this problem
is part of a larger question about how we conceive the
relationship between education and global social justice in
the fields of development and global education.

In this article, I would like to suggest that the trichotomy
‘attitudes, skills, and concepts’ is based on an exceedingly
limited educational model: furthermore that this model is
moving in a direction that is directly contradictory to, and
counterproductive for, the broad global political and social
change agenda to which critical development educators and
global educators attest their conviction. Speaking
metaphorically, if it is part of the job
of development and global educators
to be utopic, then yes indeed we must
hitch our wagons to a star. But not to
this star, as it is on the way to
becoming a big black hole, both
educationally and in terms of an
agenda of global change in favour of
greater justice for all.

Where the educational model came from, why
it might have proved so alluring and where it
might be going
Development educators and global educators draw their
educational philosophies from many sources, both
educational and otherwise. Paolo Freire, Augusto Boal,
Jurgen Habermas, Mary Field Belenky, bell hooks and
Arundhati Roy have all featured in one way or another, as
have the practice of finding liberating space in crowded
classroom curricula or the struggle to find physical space for
participatory methodologies in cold scout dens on wet
evenings. The diversity of practical and theoretical bases that
form, inform and transform development and global
education is something that we cherish. 

But it is exceedingly odd that this diversity of
philosophical and practical inspiration seems to be lost when

it comes to the predominance, or, to be blunt, the absolute
dominance of one educational model in writings about
development education as well as in educational resource
development. Only the work of the Development Education
and Human Rights Commission of Britain and Ireland
(Development Education Commission, 1999) challenges the
predominance of the trichotomy. However, it is essentially
coming from a similar educational model. While many of the
writings (and much of the experience) of development and
global education are based on very different and diverse
philosophical bases, when it comes to practice, ‘attitudes,
skills and concepts’ seem to be the only prism by which
development educators understand the ways in which people
learn, and the ways in which learning should be ordered in
an educational setting. 

Any field of endeavour in which one model is being
assumed to be the only applicable model, must give pause
for thought (see Barbour, 1974). Some critical questions

need to be asked. But as in many such
situations, alternatives are not
immediately self-evident, so we must
ask some questions of origins, of
genealogy, and ultimately of
philosophy. Where did this model
come from? Why has it gained
predominance in many fields? Is it

appropriate for development education or global education –
and if not, why do we fall for it? To answer these questions I
turn to the company of philosophers, and use another not
incomparable interdisciplinary field – religious education –
to make some comparisons. 

The Irish philosopher of education Joseph Dunne, starts
his work Back to the Rough Ground by asking very similar
questions from the perspective of an educational philosopher
and teacher trainer. The beginning of his quest is worth
quoting in detail. He tells us: 

In the late 1970s, with my colleagues in the college of
education where I worked, I was formally introduced to a
model of teaching that promised, we were told,
spectacular improvements in the quality of our students
teaching if only they...would use it as a blueprint in
planning and conducting lessons. This model was called
the behavioural objectives model. ...The objectives model
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seemed to be the royal road to efficiency in teaching, to
provide a proper basis on which teachers could be made
accountable for their performance and more
fundamentally, to open up the possibility of rescuing
teaching from the woolly-mindedness and muddle and of
constituting it as a truly rational practice. (Dunne, 1993)

In the early 1980s as a trainee teacher of religious education
I was also introduced to this model, not as the only model of
educational theory and practice, but as one among many
from which religious educators might choose. Nevertheless,
advocates of the application of this model to religious
education promoted it with the same fervour, as something
of a saviour from ineffectiveness. 

So where did this model come from? Dunne further
informs us that: 

The foremost exponents of the behavioural objectives
model were North American, though their ideas had been
widely exported, ... the seminal work of this movement
was Ralph Tyler’s Basic Principles of Curriculum and
Instruction (1949). Another volume that was eventually to
become very influential ...was The Taxonomy of
Educational Objectives: The Cognitive Domain edited by
Benjamin Bloom (1956). A companion volume to this,
The Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: the Affective
Domain, edited by D. Krathwol was published in 1964,
and from about that time onward what had been a
relatively insignificant emphasis within the educational
establishment began to harden into a coherent movement
with a reforming – not to say crusading – purpose. (Ibid.)

This model – and the trichotomisation of learning into
discrete objectives in the conceptual, affective and
behavioural domains – had useful ends: to make teaching
more rational, to turn it from intuition to science, to make it
more amenable to observable and improvable practice. In the
process, the advocates of this form of educational
understanding argued that it matters not what perspective,
values base or philosophy from which one teaches – as long
as one is committed to the pursuit of effectiveness.
According to advocates, this way of understanding teaching
and learning is neutral in relation to philosophy. But of
course it’s not neutral. Nothing is. 

What the model promises is effectiveness, rational
outcomes, observable results. Which makes it clear why, in
the late 1970s and early 1980s, this model was of great
interest to religious educators, particularly those frustrated
with the lack of clarity and fruitfulness engendered by the
‘what will we discuss today’ model of religious education
that prevailed in some circles at the time. Given the choice
between ‘serendipity’ and open discussion on the one hand,
and clear behavioural objectives on the other, it is
understandable that many involved in religious education
preferred clarity. I certainly did. However, this model was
balanced with others, such as liberation or social
reconstruction models of religious education.

Similarly, in development and global education in the
1980s and 1990s, it is clear that the need to be effective,
coupled with the need to show effectiveness, has been of
growing concern. And rightly so. It is also true that models
of evaluation prevalent in development co-operation are
based on exactly the same theories of knowledge and
philosophy as the behavioural objectives model of education.
Development co-operation is the source of much
development education funding, and therefore often has a
determining effect on both theory and the space for theory,
and on practice, through evaluation models which are
generally borrowed and inappropriate. (On the need for more
and better evaluation, see O’Loughlin and Wegimont, 2004)

It is not surprising then that many development and
global educators, and much of the writing and educational
resource production in the field, is based on this behavioural
objectives model. It is clear, it is precise, and it allows us to
get a handle on a huge, amorphous and ever changing body
of content. However, I believe that we are mistaken in
embracing such a model, for two main reasons:

• This model is not neutral in regard to philosophy,
nor to politics, nor to the philosophy and politics of
learning.

Far from it. It is based on a mechanistic view of the being (a
questionable ontology); a reductionist or atomistic view of
the person as divisible into constituent parts (a questionable
philosophical anthropology); and an impoverished view of
how we know and how learning accrues and takes place (a
questionable epistemology and pedagogy). From all sorts of
perspectives in regard to the foundations – or philosophical
underpinnings – of an adequate theory of education for
global and development education, this model falls short.
Again, I turn to Dunne to summarise:

The model enjoins teachers to specify their goals as
discrete, observable behaviours. Atomistic objectives may
seem worthwhile, however, only if they aggregate over
time into qualities of mind and character, such as the
ability for independent thought and reflection, a habit of
truthfulness, a sense of justice, a care for clarity and
expressiveness in writing and speech. So far from giving
one any reason to suppose that this aggregation will
occur, however, the behavioural objectives model cannot
offer grounds for supposing that that qualities such as
these – which I took to be the really significant
achievements of education – even exist. (Ibid.)

Indeed it has for some time been argued that this model
of education, and the philosophical tradition on which it is
based, are the last flailing gasps of a dying paradigm – the
same dying paradigm that that has given rise to, promoted,
and perpetuated, unequal development (see Hodas, 1993).  

• From a global and development education
perspective, the use of this model is part of a bigger
question – the question of interdisciplinary balance.
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How do we get the balance right, both theoretically and
practically, between education and the other parent – be it
development, human rights, etc – of the inter-disciplinary
fields in which we work, and the practices we engage in? It
is my contention that the use of an inappropriate educational
model is part of a broader failure in this regard. Education
has, from a theoretical perspective (reflecting and limiting
practice), become the bearer of development, of human
rights, etc. It is oftentimes seen, not just in terms of
strategies, but also in terms of theoretical base, as the
‘carrier’ of the message. 

This may seem a little harsh and polemical. There are
many whose practice and theory is battling to put education
at the heart of the matter, to ensure that there is true
partnership between education and the other disciplines from
which we work, to put learning first. And here organisations
such as the DEA – along with colleagues in many other
European countries, including some in some Central and
Eastern European countries where education is the only
starting point of this work – have clear, consistent and long-
held positions about the priority of learning. 

At the same time, I urge you to examine what passes for
history in our field. Pick up any article you can find on the
history of development or other types of global education –
human rights education, for example. If you can’t find a
history – as they are few – pick up an educational resource
that outlines the history. Here’s an interesting thing (and I
hope to stand corrected on this). Any summary of the history
of development education or global education that I have
seen starts more or less with the 1960s or 1970s (with the
exception of Illich (1984) who goes back to 1949). The
history of development education is limited to the history of
‘Development’. The same problem occurs in histories of
human rights education. As one leading theorist of human
rights education, clearly situating it within international legal
discourse puts it: ‘Human Rights Education is an
international obligation with a half-century history’
(Andreopoulos and Claude, 1997). While others in human
rights education might challenge the limiting of the history
of the field to the birth of the international legal instruments,
nevertheless, it is from the field of human rights that the
origins and history are derived. 

My question is: what about the history of education for
change? What about the millennia of discussions about the
tension between education as passing on traditions vs.
education as bringing to birth new worlds? What about the
history of the practice of education for liberation, local and
global – and reflection on that practice – that is measured
not in decades, but in centuries.   

It is clear from this imbalance in relation to our chosen
histories – and what I might describe as our refusal to
embrace deeper histories – that there is a deeper
interdisciplinary imbalance. To put it simply, education
comes second, if at all. Education might get a look in, but
the other discipline tends to prevail. In this analysis of the
histories we choose – as in other possible analyses – our

theory and our practice are limited by the fact that our inter-
disciplinarity is imbalanced. While we engage in a field that
is interdisciplinary, that has, so to speak two parents; on the
one side, education, and on the other development, and/or
human rights, and/or critical globalisation theory, and/or
cultural studies etc. it seems that education is the divorced
parent who has gone from the house, without much in the
way of visiting rights. 

A greater balance is required, with education – both in
practice, and in theory – being placed more clearly at the
centre. 

In conclusion 
In many development and global education circles, perhaps
for reasons of funding, the battle for recognition for the
priority of learning and education continue to be fought.
Along with tackling this at the level of strategy and policy,
we must also tackle this issue at the level of theory. Unless
we do so, incongruities will remain, and the struggle that
many of us continue to fight will have to be re-fought time
and again. 

I believe we can start by attempting to discover an
alternative to the attitudes/concepts/skills trichotomy and the
model of education on which it is based. I myself wager that
an educational model based on a more holistic understanding
of the person, that puts a philosophy of critical global
imagination and an understanding of global transformation
at the heart of the endeavour, might provide one antidote. 

But for development and global education to flourish, we
need not one antidote, but many; and not one educational
model, but a plethora of families of models from which to
draw our own, adaptable models; not an agreed definition
but different schools of thought. 
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