
THEME ARTICLE

6 • The Development Education Journal Volume 12 Number 1 2005

TH
EM

E
A

R
TI

CL
E

This articles focuses on the non-government organisation
dimension of a complex society and the ways it has sought to
influence official provisions for development and global
learning. This is obviously a pretty broad sweep and my
analyses may be taken as particular ways of giving
interpretation to decisions made during the previous century.
However, the ‘post-it’ approach may cause some sparks of
interest, and perhaps even controversy, in present and future-
minded readers. The writer believes that there is always a
value in attempting to learn from what went before.

With the publication of the ‘Crick Report’ on Education
for Citizenship and the teaching of democracy in schools,
perhaps at last there is a school subject that makes learning
about development more feasible. But then citizenship is not
just a subject and has been promoted by UK education
movements since at least the founding of the Association for
Education in Citizenship in 1934. Oxfam has certainly led the
civil society response with its publication of A Curriculum
for Global Citizenship (1997) before the Crick Report was
issued. Indeed, the global dimension of citizenship learning
available in the subsequent official Programme of Study for
secondary schools in England could be described as weak in
terminology and insight, despite the weight of development
education initiatives that had been taking place. Phrases like
‘learn about the world as a global community’ may hardly
encourage teachers to take up the learning cause and look for
the resources that are available. This is why it is important
that the civil society movements and origins touched on in
this short article continue to create impact for better learning
about processes of development, especially in the so-called
developing world and, more particularly, in the light of UN
provisions for learning about human and children’s rights. By
this I mean the importance of ‘giving a voice to the voiceless’
and the development education movement in the UK (and
elsewhere) learning to learn from and with the world’s
children, who had little voice in development education
during the past century that I am writing about. 

Where had terms like ‘development education’ – or even
the parent word ‘development’ – come from to receive such
strong endorsement in a report commissioned by the
Overseas Development Administration (ODA)? The tracks
can be found back to the start of the United Nations and its
Development Programme and Development Decades (and
even earlier, of course, in varied uses of the word). The ODA
was preceded by ‘colonial development’ initiatives of
successive British governments which, with the independence
of most of the former British Empire during the 1960s,
became the ‘overseas development programme’. The ODA
achieved Cabinet status and, with the re-instatement of Judith
Hart by Prime Minister Jim Callaghan in 1977, funding for
education initiatives about development started. The 1970s
saw the start of Development Education Centres around the
UK and the beginnings of a national association to represent
them. At the same time, the Department for Education and
Science (DES) was launching into ‘Great Debates’ about the
usefulness of education that could be said to mark the end of
the era of teacher control of the curriculum and the start of
the concept of a centrally determined national curriculum for
all state schools. In other words, as the ODA was taking on
responsibility for new learning in the area of development,
the DES was moving away from more locally decided civil
society educational ideas. The subsequent history can be read
in the pages of the Development Education Journal, of how
official funding for development education was stopped and
how the rise of the new right has meant challenges like Roger
Scruton’s 1985 attack on World Studies as Education or
indoctrination? 

Post-its from the past: tracing back some route ways
for development education

Don Harrison shares a personal collection of historical moments, attempting to trace back some of the route ways
that have led to today’s engagement of elements of the development education movement with civil society in
England.

1998 post-it
By the end of Key Stage 2, pupils should: know about the
world as a global community and understand the political,
economic and social disparities that exist; also understand
the meaning of terms such as overseas aid, development,
sustainable development, international trade, charity,
human rights. QCA, 1998, 50.

1978 post-it
This report has been made to me by my Advisory
Committee on Development Education. It recommends that
the Ministry of Overseas Development should finance an
expanding programme of development education. The
Government fully accept its conclusions. HMSO, 1978, iii

1949 post-it
If other countries, more economically self-contained and
without the wide-flung and historic connections of Britain,
have nevertheless come to the conclusion that isolation no
longer makes any sense, how much less are we in this
country ever likely to be able to shut our eyes to the outside
world. Whichever way we look at it, we are led inevitably
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So, in a pamphlet called Citizens growing up, the Minister
of Education in the post Second World War Labour
Government gave his endorsement to the global dimension in
education, influenced by the Association for Education in
Citizenship. Such an official state commitment has therefore
been in place for at least fifty-five years and has found
various forms of wording since, up to the current New
Labour conception of an international policy for ‘world class
education’. In considering historical aspects of development
education’s engagement with civil society it will always be
necessary to look at the official past as well as the public
past. Civil society, as exemplified in this field by the creation
of non-government organisations and pressure groups, sought
to have influence on government. This can be seen from the
second half of the century in the setting up of education
departments within the development NGOs – notably Oxfam
and Christian Aid. Staff working for these departments also
sought to network to create more impact and so in the 1960s
the Voluntary Committee for Overseas Aid and Development
(VCOAD) was initiated as an umbrella body to co-ordinate
information about learning resources and to monitor
examination provision. There was increasing interest in the
developing world during this phase as seen, for example, by
new syllabuses in history and geography, in Schools Council
projects and in the resource guide produced by VCOAD: The
Development Puzzle (Fyson 1969). There seems to be little
evidence of impact on successive Ministries of Education
however, with the exception of a subsequent Labour
administration issuing Circular 9/76 to all schools to take
note of the UNESCO Recommendations on Education for
International Understanding. The cover note from the
Ministry (or Department for Education and Science as it was
now being called) does seem to be saying that this is already
being done and there are no additional resources to be put to
it, so the government recommendation in all likelihood had
little effect. I was teaching in England at the time and it
certainly never reached me!

Just as a second devastating world war was about to start,
the Council for Education in World Citizenship was formed

from the League of Nations Union. There was some debate
about the name for the new group, but ‘world citizenship’
was finally decided on. For sixty-five years, CEWC has been
providing teachers and pupils with a different perspective on
the world from that offered by the British aid agencies. This
could be characterised as emphasising the ‘education’ more
than the ‘development’ in development education, because of
close ties with government education ministries. Also, the
League of Nations origins of CEWC have meant a more
‘global’ political and economic perspective than the ‘third
world’ orientation of the aid agencies. From the relief route
comes the post-war creation of Oxfam and Christian Aid, and
later ActionAid, highlighting the ‘development’ dimension.
From the CEWC route come educational projects like the
Standing Conference on Education for International
Understanding, the World Studies projects and the Jordanhill
Project for International Understanding, highlighting the
‘understanding’ or ‘study’ dimension. Of course this is a
simplification of the complex inter-weavings of non-
government civil actions in this country, but depicting the
trends in this way may help to explain ways that our past has
led to our present and may give some guidance for our future.

In this way what could be called the first British non-
government development organisation was created, although
it would not have been seen as that at the time. Save the
Children, as the organisation now calls itself, was originally
set up to provide immediate relief to children suffering from
the effects of war. The Jebb sisters (Dorothy Buxton and
Eglantyne Jebb) set up a short-term appeal for funds from the
charitable British public. After eighty five years Save the
Children has grown, developed child welfare and child rights
programmes in every continent and created a development
education programme in the home country. This earliest post-
it memory from the past provides us with one model for
development education engaging with British civil society,
along a routeway moving from empathy with the world’s
poorest and most vulnerable people.

A summary conclusion (and a post-it for the
future)
The limitations of this approach should be clear from the
outset. I am dealing here with broad movements for change
and awareness in a changing world. Within the scope of this
article is the Britain where pupils waved flags on the streets
to celebrate Empire Day (Grosvenor, 1999, 235) through to
the not-so-United Kingdom of multitudinous global links and

to the conclusion that the kind of education which we were
considering in the previous sections, education about our
locality, education about our country, cannot stop there; it
must inevitably spread right out and, in some measure,
embrace the whole world. HMSO, 1949, 53

1939 post-it
Thus was the Education Committee of the LNU (League of
Nations Union) transformed into the autonomous Council
for Education in World Citizenship… There is little
evidence concerning the adoption of the name. Dr. Ewart
Smart, the first Treasurer, remembers the overriding
consideration that the name should be ‘politically neutral’:
the concern to disassociate itself from the League was so
powerful. Heater, 1984, 46-47

1919 post-it
Dorothy Buxton moved that a sub-committee be formed to
set up a special relief fund. By far the greatest sufferers
were the children, whom not even the most hardened anti-
German could consider responsible for the war… And so
the new voluntary organisation was called the Save the
Children Fund. It was launched on May 19th by a meeting
at the Albert Hall, which was filled to overflowing. 
Freeman, 1965, 20-21 
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connections. I am not dealing with the specific internal
workings of the development education ‘movement’ but
rather with how some of the larger players – government
departments and national NGOs – interacted with different
sections of society. Who were they in conversations with and
who were they trying to influence? The World Studies
projects of the 1970s and 1980s give good examples. These
inherited ideas from the new UNESCO organisation with its
emphasis on ‘Education for International Understanding’.
They grew with the support of The All Parliamentary Group
for World Government. Aspiring to international
understanding or to world
government are not the same
things. In other words there were
different approaches to the task of
raising levels of learning about
world development before the
term ‘development education’
came into fashion. To some extent
the same diversity of directions
can be detected today, between a conception of development
education practice as raising understanding of life in other
countries to one that aims to have an influence on unjust
global economic structures. The understanding of the strand
of development education – and its origins – largely
determines the who and the what of engagements with
different elements of civil society. 

What this study seems to be showing us is that UK civil
society has always been involved in a complex variety of
ways in charitable activity and pressure groups for social
improvement, but it is not so apparent that there has been
deep involvement with development education. From some
development NGO perspectives, for example, looking from
the past towards the present and future, development
education has been a somewhat rarefied activity, run from
head offices in London and only having small points of
contact with elements of civil society around the UK. It could
be said that NGOs may have preferred to network with other
similar NGOs than with civil society in any wider sense. Here
may lie one answer to the problem posed by this issue of the
Development Education Journal. Where development
education can be seen as being specialist or even socially
elitist, the movement may need to re-present what it is and
does in order to find valid ways of engaging with a broader
spectrum of the UK public. After all, every young person in

the country is entitled to quality learning about the world
because the UK Government has been signed up to the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child since 1991. This means
the Government has taken the responsibility to inform
everyone about children’s and young people’s rights (Article
42), including to exchange information ‘regardless of
frontiers’ (Article 13), to learn from responsible media
(Article 17) and about ‘civilisations different from his or her
own’ (Article 29). Admittedly there is nothing spelled out
here about learning about processes of development or
underdevelopment but there is the universally accepted UN

language of rights, tolerance and
justice as a basis for education. By
identifying the development
education movement within the
broad swathe of educators for
rights and universal values, there
may be more openings towards
parts of UK civil society that have
hardly been reached up till now.
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