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Girlguiding UK highly values the girl-only space it offers to
girls and young women, giving them the opportunity to
explore the world around them and to develop, away from
some of the pressures and insecurities of modern life. These
benefits are inherent through out the activities offered by
Girlguiding UK and are particularly evident when delivering
global education in this setting. However, delivering any
programme of work in a single-gender setting can have its
challenges, as will be explored below.  

When reflecting on these challenges it is helpful to
consider some research already done on the relationship
between young people (of both sexes) and development
education.

Children and young people have an increased awareness
and concern about ‘development issues’ (such as poverty) in
years coinciding with mass attention devoted to these issues
by the media and civil society. Since 2000, the Department
for International Development (DFID) has carried out an
annual survey of school children aged 11-16 years in
England and Wales. The surveys have suggested that the
fluctuations in awareness indicate a causal relationship. This
increase in awareness is noted, for example, with The
Millennium Declaration in 2000 and with the Make Poverty
History campaign and the after-effects of the Tsunami in
2005. 

As found in previous surveys, the 2005 research
(www.dfid.gov.uk/pubs/files/school-survey05.pdf) revealed
that overall, there isn’t much difference between the sexes
when it comes to levels of knowledge about ‘developing’
countries: 89% of girls and 84% of boys say they know at
least something about ‘developing’ countries. However, girls
report higher levels of concern than boys about global
poverty with 33% of girls saying they felt very concerned
against 24% of boys. Reporting that they were aware of the
situation but had no strong feelings about it were some 16%
of girls and 26% boys. As with 2004’s findings, girls are
more positive than boys about the effect they can personally
have: 60% say they can contribute to addressing the
situation, compared to 56% of boys.

These statistics can go some way to painting a picture of
the perceived knowledge and concern young people have
about global issues. An important point should be made
about this survey. By narrowly focusing on statutory
education, DFID misses out on the opportunity to recognise
the valuable contributions made by the non-formal education
sector. Admittedly, the young people answering the survey

within their school setting might be benefiting from
development education within a non-formal setting and
might answer accordingly. However, when the survey asks
‘How do you find out what is happening in developing
countries?’ it entirely omits any mention of non-formal
education or voluntary youth activities as an option for the
young people to select.  

Girls will be girls? 
Let us, for a moment, accept the findings of the survey that
girls are more concerned about global development issues.
Why might this be? One suggestion hinges on the social
construction of our identities and might suggest that the
identities of girls and young women are still gendered along
more traditional lines of caring and concern. 

Operating within this scenario, a challenge exists – to
address the existing needs of girls and young women and not
reinforce more traditional stereotypes. In practice,
development education has always been a key part of the
programme Girlguiding UK offers to girls and young
women. Previously, ‘development education’ was termed
‘international education’ and more often than not manifested
itself in the donning of a sari and cooking of a curry to
‘experience’ another culture. Although a rather reductive
conclusion, this can be seen as a particularly gendered
approach to the delivery of international/development
education.

In attempting to move away from this more stereotypical
approach, Girlguiding UK refashioned the programme it
delivered and changed the language used to reflect this. The
programme of work, which is now called ‘global education’,
reinforces the interconnectedness of issues and lives across
the global North and South. Key to the delivery of any
development education programme is starting with the
experiences and needs of the individual. Identifying needs
and engaging girls and young women in fun programmes
that include cultural learning can lead into more in-depth
and tangible learning experiences. While some activities
include things like cooking or dressing up they are presented
in a more gender-neutral way with the emphasis on issues
and learning. 

In the development of a recent publication, Right now!,
part funded by the DfES NYVO grant scheme, an attempt
was made to include a range of issues related to child rights
in way that would engage girls and young women without
avoiding the more serious aspects. This was facilitated by
two core processes: engaging young women in the
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development of the resource, and providing extensive and
comprehensive skills training for trainers, volunteer leaders
and peer educators. The training programme empowered
leaders and peer educators to approach the more complex
areas of development education with groups of girls and
young women confidently and successfully. 

One example of an activity which is fun but also gets
girls thinking about some very complex issues is a ‘call my
bluff’ style game. Teams are given cards with words from
endangered languages and then play ‘call my bluff’ to
discover the real meanings of the words as well as facts from
the language. To take the activity further, groups are
encouraged to have a debate with one team arguing English
is the most important language in the world and encourages
common understanding and cooperation, and the other
arguing that each language is vitally important to preserve
our rich and diverse cultural heritage. The debate allows the
young women to explore some key current issues such as
racism, immigration, eco-tourism and cultural cooperation. 

Hannah Roberts, a peer educator from Surrey West has
recently run sessions on rights and responsibilities with
Guides (10-14) and Brownies (7-10). Hannah explains that
Right now! ‘aims to get young people to reflect upon social
issues, in a way that is fun and interesting’. 

The resource aims to empower young people to use their
increased awareness to take action on those issues
concerning them. Right now! provides groups with
information on how to write to their MPs, join in with
campaigns, carry out their own local campaign, and address
key issues within their own communities – from peer
education sessions on bullying, to encouraging shops to
stock Fairtrade products. 

Are we ‘getting it right’? This is a question that we have
to keep asking ourselves, the girls and young women we
engage with and our colleagues in the sector. It is also a
question without a quantifiable conclusion. ‘Getting it right’
is an ideal that inspires us and ensures we are never
complacent. By adapting to the changing needs of girls and
young women within a shifting global society, we can hope
to provide a quality programme and system of support that
proactively meets their needs. 

Connie Wessels is Project Coordinator, Programme
Development, Girlguiding UK 
connie.wessels@girlguiding.org.uk 

Right now! can be ordered through www.girlguiding.org.uk.  
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Introductory page of ‘Right Now!’ published by Girlguiding UK. ‘Fact file page’ from ‘Right Now!’ published by Girlguiding UK.




