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The Centre for the Study of Global Ethics is the first of its
kind in the UK and was established in 2001 as a department
and postgraduate teaching and research centre at the
University of Birmingham. The Centre conducts research
into ethical issues in a global context and has an approach
which is multidisciplinary, normative in content and
combines theory and practice. In addition to its research, the
Centre provides an MSc in Global Ethics, training for NGO
practitioners and teachers in Eastern Europe and several
countries of the former Soviet Union and civic ethics
projects for people in rural Tanzania. 

Teaching global ethics
The MSc in Global Ethics recently recruited its third cohort.
The programme consists of one (year long) core module on
Global Ethics, which introduces philosophical theories
relevant to global issues and the debates around the scope of
justice, and four optional modules, with the possibility of
taking modules outside the Department. The Centre
currently teaches modules in Global Bioethics, Human
Rights (I and II) and Development Ethics. Students may also
undertake a placement within a relevant organisation or
develop their own paper to be presented in the departmental
research seminar. These two modules are unique in offering
the student the space to decide on a specific topic of interest
as well as in allowing students to opt for research training or
practical experience according to their career plans. The
Centre offers the human rights modules also as a Summer
school, which enables part-time students to speed up their
completion of the programme and is open to members of the
public.

The methodology of the Centre is based on teaching a
framework of analysis, enabling students to reflect on values
and develop critical positions on the role of values in policy-
making, rather than prescribing one specific system of
global ethics. It aims to draw students into a constructive
dialogue on value-based arguments, facilitating committed
discussion in which tutors and students work together to
explore issues, question mainstream thinking and analyse
alternative approaches to topics. The academic discussion is
informed by reflection on practice, either experienced by
students in their previous work or activist environments, or
introduced by guest lecturers with practical expertise. Issues
are reflected on while using a framework of critical analysis
and arguments are made in the context of awareness of more
abstract debates as well as the skills of argumentation. 

Values in higher education
Teaching values in higher education is a notably under-
researched topic and is often overlooked in debates on
teaching (global) citizenship and development education.
The aura of objectivity and neutrality of academic research
can often obscure the fact that higher education is
intrinsically value-laden and carries its own set of norms and
assumptions, not least in the very questions which academics
attempt to answer. Such underlying values need to be
uncovered and made explicit. At the same time, values of
critical reflection and research for change need to be actively
taught to students during their university careers. 

Teaching students global ethics, therefore, necessarily
involves reflection on teaching values within the wider
context of higher education. In this respect the Centre’s
teaching methodology is innovative: emphasis is placed on
the importance of listening and learning from each other.
Students come to the course with very different values,
reflecting inter alia their varying nationalities, personalities,
careers and educational history, and often leave the course
with broadened horizons, an enhanced awareness of the
validity of other viewpoints and a strong set of analytical
tools to investigate and evaluate approaches to global issues. 

The Centre for the Study of Global Ethics is often praised
for having achieved a remarkable amount in the short time
since it was founded. It has demonstrated an innovative
method of value education which is relevant not only to
academia but also to the NGO sector and to all those who
educate for global citizenship. A number of key challenges
are faced in this work, yet thoughtful handling of these
allows for ways to turn them into successes. By addressing
issues explicitly, their discussion becomes part of the
learning process of staff and students.

Challenges in teaching global ethics
A new field – Global ethics is a relatively new field of study
and to some extent the Centre defines its work as it evolves.
This means that we need to be explicit on our definition of
the field and continuously reflect on our approach to it.
However, we are creating networks of people with related
concerns about the global arena, with an emphasis on
sharing information, learning from each other and defining
the global ethics agenda together. In the context of teaching,
these networks often provide helpful contacts. For example,
the local NGOs who are our partners in research projects
also become hosts of placements. We also find guest
lecturers through these contacts.

Global value education: the Centre for the Study of
Global Ethics

Christien van den Anker and Anna Luise Laycock outline the approach of the UK Centre for the Study of
Global Ethics to value education and discuss the challenges in teaching its Masters programme in Global Ethics.
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Multidisciplinary nature – Global ethics draws on elements
of a wide range of disciplines and fields of study. Law,
politics, international relations, sociology, anthropology,
psychology, global political economy, development studies,
human geography and philosophy are among those we have
identified with our students. As tutors we face a challenge in
developing a shared vocabulary and frameworks of
questioning which can draw on concepts from all these fields
of enquiry, while providing a systematic approach for
students new to the subject.

Praxis – A unique aspect of the Centre is its focus on both
academic analysis and action for global justice. It aims to
combine reflection and action to achieve praxis: committed
learning and reflective action. We view it as an ongoing task
to make the Centre’s academic work relevant to a changing
world, to ensure that its work is both academically rigorous
and engaged with the key global issues of the moment.
Increasingly, NGOs and activists are finding the work of the
Centre and the space for reflection that it provides very
useful in analysing and exploring their own work and the
values that it is built upon. Yet the Centre also attracts those
who seek to follow a strongly academic career and the MSc
effectively prepares students for PhD programmes. It is this
combination of theory and practice that makes the work of
the Centre a unique ground for global value education. The
innovative placement module has proved to be a huge
success, with students undertaking placements both in the
UK and abroad, at local organisations or with international
NGOs like Oxfam and UNICEF. Students have successfully
applied their knowledge of global ethics to their practical
placement experience and in doing so assisted the
organisation they worked for. The academic supervisors have
themselves learnt from the placement reports’ emphasis on
the role of the organisation in creating change. The
placements have also created opportunities for other students
and new contacts for the Centre’s network of practitioners. 

Student backgrounds – The Centre aims to recruit both
post-experience students and those progressing directly from
other academic courses. The teaching methodology can pose
a challenge to both categories of student: for post-experience
students, a ‘culture-shock’ in returning to education; for
continuing students, a very different style of teaching and
learning to undergraduate degrees, which generally do not
involve intensive interaction. Student feedback has led to
some changes in the organisation of the programme, but
overall it has been very positive about the framework taught,
as well as the methodology of the teaching. The inclusion of
students with different aims and backgrounds has allowed
for stimulating exchanges and wider perspectives.

Individual approach – With students undertaking the MSc
course for a variety of reasons, Centre staff need to be
sensitive to each individual’s needs in order to prepare them
for a range of careers following graduation. Tutors
encourage students to follow their own routes through the
course and the Centre has designed maximum flexibility in

its provision of part-time or full-time programmes and
individual choice of options. Students from this diversity of
backgrounds all show a clear development in their critical
skills and their confidence in analysing complex global
issues. This is evident in seminar discussions, written work
and their work with NGOs and campaign groups.

Multiculturalism and personal skills – Students recruited
to the programme originate from a range of cultures and this
can lead to disagreements on key values. Global ethics tutors
aim to guide discussions so that conflicts of views can lead
to positive dialogue in a context of mutual respect. Similarly,
students often have varying levels of interpersonal skills and
this requires flexibility in delivering a teaching methodology
which relies heavily on group interaction. However, the
Centre is delighted to have succeeded in recruiting students
from a range of countries, including Spain, Canada, Nigeria
and Zambia. The diversity of students has encouraged
positive intercultural dialogue between students and a sense
of global connection. One student, working as a police
officer in Zambia, undertook a placement with the local
police force in the West Midlands to study differences in
human rights training within the forces. His work led to
intense seminar discussion of human rights abuses within the
police force and attitudes to torture in the UK and Zambia.
The effectiveness of the learning from that discussion for
both tutor and students reinforced the commitment to value
education through interactive teaching.
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Student-centred teaching at CSGE




