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Introduction
The many facets of globalisation create ambiguities for
social relations and for schools. From a gender perspective,
the contradictory nature of this changing political, economic
and cultural environment is still too complex to be easily
grasped. However, the inclusion of the gender agenda in
global developments in this era has been highly significant.
The UN naming of the International Year of Women (1975)
and the Beijing Conference were especially important
because of the explicit inclusion and recognition of the
particularity of women’s lives and their needs. The
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), a broad set of
development aims evolving from conferences and summits
in the 1990s, and the ‘Education for All’ (EFA) campaign,
are the most recent examples of international efforts to
increase and improve girls’ education. Key aspects of the
EFA and MDGs aim to empower women and promote
gender equality in education, and specific indicators which
track changes have been identified by UNESCO’s
Millennium Campaign. 

Whilst the MDGs focus on reducing gender disparity
(particularly in primary schools), the EFA goals focus on
both gender parity and gender equality in different levels of
education. EFA and MDG reports have pointed to a variety
of challenges for gender parity and equality in education,
such as girls’ domestic responsibilities at home, socio-
cultural norms and traditions, costs of education and the lack
of gender awareness amongst teachers. However, some
concerns have been raised by those such as Barton (2005),
Painter (2005) and the UK’s Gender and Development
network who argue that the MDGs do not fully support key
issues for women such as gender-violence and that there are
further problems with the goals’ indicators, accountability
mechanisms and analytical approach. Underlying this
critique is the belief that a human rights framework for
action would be better for challenging injustice and
inequality ‘caused by features of the prevailing neo-liberal
model of development’ (Painter 2005:79). 

The latest two global EFA monitoring reports (UNESCO
2003; 2005) have focused upon gender and quality
respectively. The reports provide up-to-date and essential
global knowledge. Prof. Madeleine Arnot and I have recently
explored the curricular assumptions within the UNESCO
EFA monitoring reports (Marshall and Arnot 2006; 2007
forthcoming), and this has, in turn caused us to think about

the implications of EFA itself as a knowledge form in
schools.

Gender and global citizenship education 
Some significant resources and initiatives relating to global
gender equality and global gender issues more broadly have
originated in global citizenship education initiatives in the
UK – most notably through the work of NGOs. For example,
Save the Children has considered girl’s education and girls in
armed conflict in its resources (in particular, Young Lives,
Global Goals, 2005) and other organisations have addressed
gender as a subsidiary issue to poverty or the MDGs.
However, there are many different forms of knowledge
relating to global gender issues. Global gender issues are not
generally prioritised in global citizenship education
curricula. One reason might be because some important
issues (such as violence against women) are highly
emotional and controversial forms of knowledge. If gender
issues are discussed, this tends to happen within a neo-liberal
framework – reflecting the principles underlying global
citizenship education in general in the UK.
Global citizenship education provides a space and an
opportunity to address issues relating to global gender
equality but these spaces are not always taken advantage of
as the issues themselves do not seem to be being requested
by teachers or students. A recent two-year DFID funded
research project (Davies et. al. 2005) investigated what
teachers, learners, teacher trainers and LEAs said was
needed in the content and approaches within global
citizenship education. The qualitative study based in the
West Midlands of England, which drew upon data from six
primary and six secondary schools, three teacher training
institutions and 13 Local Education Authorities, explored
some interesting issues relating to identity, inequality and
difference, for example:

Students were interested in the wider world... A range of
potential curriculum issues sparked the interest of
students – poverty, drought, famine, disease and
environmental issues worried the students while wildlife,
ceremonies and sport aroused their curiosity. There was
a concern with human rights and a corresponding
expressed need for greater political knowledge and
understanding. The National Curriculum was criticised
for being insufficiently international in outlook. (Davies
et. al. 2005:39)

Education for All, gender and global citizenship
education: a relationship that reminds us about the
social construction of knowledge
Harriet Marshall raises a number of issues about the relationship between global citizenship education and
gender, and makes the case for placing global gender knowledge firmly in the school curriculum. 
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Although there was an apparent concern amongst all
participants about human rights related issues, the report
suggests that all of these issues seem to have been discussed
by interviewees without any reference to gender. Human
rights, culture, religion, poverty and war featured in the long
and detailed list of the issues secondary students would like
to learn in terms of global citizenship but there were no
entries for gender. Perhaps the lack of global gender issues
relates to the limitations of the National Curriculum and the
identified ‘lack of confidence to teach current controversial
issues’ amongst teachers, teacher trainees and LEA
personnel (ibid. 145) – it might also relate to a lack of
knowledge and prioritisation of gender issues in the public
domain and civil society.

One interesting global citizenship education-related
project which raised the profile of gender is the Global-ITE
(Initial Teacher Education) Project. This was a three-year
project aimed at enabling trainee
teachers in India, Kenya and
England to ‘link global and global
social issues to each other, and
relate them to the school
curriculum; and to promote a
global perspective on citizenship
education’ (Inbaraj et. al.
2004:83). With the issue of gender
equality as a key element in their
understanding of global
citizenship, the project researchers recognised the limitations
of current citizenship teaching in relation to the teaching of
more controversial topics (such as social justice as a problem
associated with class, gender, ethnicity, drug taking, violence
and so forth) and endorse a more ‘global’ citizenship
education. However they also stressed the importance of ‘not
assuming that individual women’s personal choices will be
consonant with Western feminism, or even international
feminism’ (2004: 84). 

The Global ITE project encouraged debate about the
nature and challenges of global citizenship education by
considering issues of power and control. For example, it
highlighted the contradictions between Kenya’s Social Ethics
Education which endorses the nuclear family and promotes a
form of marriage where the final authority rests with the
husband, and the educational experiences offered by the
Centres for Excellence Schools for Rescued Girls in Kenya
which provide education for girls rescued before female
genital mutilation and/or early marriage. A focus on gender
stereotyping in school textbooks was taken by the Indian
contingent who encouraged training teachers to design
exercises to sensitise children to their own stereotyped
attitudes and beliefs as well as those in the textbooks.
Interestingly, in the India case study it was discovered that
many trainee teachers felt that a focus on gender inequality
in the curriculum was outdated, believing that issues relating
to the media or the environment are more important (as
revealed in UNESCO 2005). In contrast, an important

approach to global citizenship education in Kenya lay in
drama and narrative, dealing with issues ‘ranging from the
rights of ownership of one’s body, to freedom from violation
and pain, to human reproductive choice, and to
independence of spirit’ (2004:88). The report suggested that
this method of global citizenship education was having a
growing impact: one way this pedagogy increases
understanding is through pity and ‘through terror’ so as not
to undermine the urgency and brutality of some of the
issues.

It seems different global citizenship education projects
can take different approaches to gender. For example the ITE
project generally encourages an issues-based dramatic
approach to global citizenship education which would help
teachers give more attention and depth to gender and
development themes. It identifies the need to ‘take risks’
within the curriculum, which might entail a more radical,

participatory and empowering
pedagogy than mainstream
practice and the re-prioritisation of
global knowledge; the write-up
concluded that gender is an issue
‘seen as more important than the
curriculum requirements of a
geography course that deals, for
example, with tourism in Kenya
for a few lessons’ (2004:90).
These messages are persuasive and

they invite further and urgent discussion about the purpose
of education in the 21st century – a discussion that might
begin by considering the problematic nature of the formal
assessment and target setting requirements of the National
Curriculum and the need to include issues such as global
poverty and gender.

Analysing knowledge and the curriculum
sociologically
Sociology of the curriculum has helped us see the school
curriculum as a political arrangement and social
construction, where what counts as knowledge is ‘selected’
and prioritised and where inevitably some knowledge is
excluded or marginalised. Sociologists of education have, in
general, accentuated the need to be concerned with the
everyday experiences of ordinary students, subjugated
knowledge forms and the ideological forces that affect
students’ perceptions of schools. 

There has been much focus on the political and
administrative aspects of schooling taking place outside the
school, but curriculum theorists such as Goodson (1997)
argue that we should look more inside the curriculum at ‘the
internal workings of the stabilizing and destabilizing forces’
and suggest that if we are concerned with social justice we
must constantly engage in a dialogue about the
reconstruction of knowledge. Goodson’s analyses of the
politics of the curriculum have been especially useful for
reminding us that curriculum has the potential to both
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Although there was an apparent
concern amongst all participants

about human rights related issues,
the report suggests that all of these
issues seem to have been discussed

by interviewees without any
reference to gender.



empower and disempower. Feminists have also specifically
pointed to the power and gender issues involved in the
negotiation of any school curriculum. Power is embedded in
the social frameworks of race,
class, gender and schooling and,
since the school curriculum
reflects the political culture of a
country, these frameworks are
reproduced through the
curriculum in schools. 

The significance of curriculum theory has also been
recognised by some capability-based theorists in the field of
gender, development and education. For example, Walker
(2006) has pointed to the importance of fostering voice and
aspiration through education in order to increase agency
amongst girls. She emphasises the need for schools to
provide girls with ‘access to subject knowledge which will
enable them to make future career choices, or simply enjoy
this knowledge as an intrinsic good’ (2006:175). By
problematising school knowledge and the curriculum in
relation to gender equity in education we can recognise
education as a core development capability but that the
curriculum and its delivery can also deny agency and limit
freedom of autonomy, aspiration and voice.

By being concerned with social construction of school
knowledge we might like to ask what forms of curriculum
knowledge are required in order to promote gender equality
on a global scale, and to what extent is global citizenship
curriculum knowledge an appropriate vehicle for the
promotion of gender equality in schools? Although these
questions might seem obvious, it is not clear that they are
being asked as yet, never mind being answered. We might
begin by reviewing some important feminist academic
insights into the curriculum; such as the fact that schools are
productive institutions creating both agency and
stratifications through their knowledge reproducing work
and that the formal and hidden curriculum (the overt and the
covert) are interlocked and equally important to any
understanding of gender construction.

Concluding comments
The global imaginary needs to take into account and deal
with the realities exposed by projects such as EFA and the
MDGs. Whilst the very nature of this knowledge can be
disempowering, global citizenship education can also be
empowering. By excluding or marginalising global
knowledge about gender inequality, education may in turn be
limiting the potential of girls to foster voice and aspiration to
increase their agency.

The EFA programme and corresponding monitoring
reports might need to be clearer about what forms of
curriculum knowledge are required in order to promote
gender equality on a global scale (see Marshall and Arnot,
2007). This might involve a more in-depth historical and
sociological unpacking of curricular norms, a recognition (if
not deconstruction) of male forms of knowledge, the
limitations of neo-liberal frameworks of development and

perhaps more sensitivity to the constantly changing relations
brought about by globalisation. Global citizenship education
initiatives in more industrialised countries, for example,

could incorporate international
data such as that provided by
EFA into their knowledge base as
they strive to reconceptualise
global realities and the processes
of globalisation more effectively,

accurately and fairly in schools. This recontextualisation
process may involve highlighting the contradictions and
dualisms of globalisation (such as the global versus the
local) for women in particular, and pointing out that school
knowledge is selected by some people, in some political
context and for some reason.
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... school knowledge is selected by
some people, in some political context

and for some reason.


