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At a time when increasing complexity and interdependence
characterise the interactions between people and places it
would seem to be imperative that views of citizenship fully
acknowledge the global context. However, a global
perspective was largely omitted in the document arising from
the Government’s Advisory Group on Citizenship (QCA,
1998: commonly called the ‘Crick report’). This article
presents research findings which pre-date the Crick report
and show that for some primary school teachers, global
citizenship education is an integral part of their geography
teaching.

The research
The research findings come from a project which considered
the educational aims and classroom practice of two
contrasting groups of primary school teachers with respect to
one part of the geography National Curriculum at Key Stage
2: teaching about a locality in the South.

Group 1 comprised 12 members of the Voluntary Service
Overseas (VSO) Primary Teacher’s Network1 who had all
lived and worked in a developing country for at least two
years before returning to the UK, whereas Group 2 consisted
of 13 primary school teachers with no direct experience of
the developing world. The aim was to compare the aims and
practice reported by the teachers on the basis of differences
in their experience and knowledge of the places about which
they were teaching, using in-depth, semi-structured
interviews to gather qualitative data. 

A key finding was that teachers in Group 1 shared aims
to develop children’s global citizenship and this was linked
to practice centred upon the use of development education
methods, whereas those in Group 2 predominantly relied
upon didactic strategies to convey geographical knowledge.
This article discusses the theme of global citizenship in
relation to the broader aims and practice reported by the
teachers in the study.

Interpretations of global citizenship education
The teachers’ notion of global citizenship is discussed in
relation to three published definitions: first, citizenship
defined as a cross-curricular theme (NCC 1990), a definition
available to the teachers at the time of the research; second,
the definition of citizenship in the Crick report (QCA 1998)

and finally Oxfam’s definition in their Curriculum for
Global Citizenship (Oxfam 1997).

Citizenship as a cross-curricular theme
The Curriculum Guidance document on citizenship (NCC
1990) noted that citizenship objectives include an awareness
of the similarities and differences between people which can
lead to an acknowledgement of human diversity and
interdependence. A respect for different ways of life and
beliefs was also an attitude to be encouraged. The only
recognition of a global context to citizenship in the
document was with reference to ‘a pluralist society’, one of
the eight content components. This referred to possible areas
of study which included ‘the interdependence of individuals,
groups and communities ... the diversity of cultures in other
societies ... and global issues.’ (p.6) However, the teaching of
all the components was possible without considering a
global perspective; thus the reference to global issues was
peripheral.

Citizenship for the Millennium?
The QCA (1998) document on education for citizenship
defined effective citizenship education as ‘social and moral
responsibility, community involvement and political
literacy’. (p.11) Minimal recognition of the global context at
primary level was given with the exception of the statement
that, by the end of Key Stage 2, children should ‘know about
the world as a global community and ... understand the
meaning of terms such as poverty, famine, disease, charity,
aid and human rights.’ (p.48) The focus was upon large-
scale development problems.

The global citizen
Oxfam stated that a global citizen is someone who (among
other things):

• participates in and contributes to the community at a
range of levels from the local to the global

• is willing to act to make the world a more equitable and
sustainable place

• takes responsibility for their actions. (Oxfam 1997 p.2)

The notion of learning informing action is central to this
definition.

Citizenship was described by only some of the teachers
involved in the research, predominantly from Group 1, those
with direct experience in the developing world. Their
reported aims and practice focused on engaging with global
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In reporting on her research into classroom practice, Helen Walkington demonstrates that teachers with 
personal experience of the developing world are more likely to have the notion of global citizenship at the 
heart of their teaching about ‘a distant locality’.

1. Voluntary Service Overseas, (VSO) Primary Teachers’ Network is co-
ordinated by VSO’s development education unit with a remit for
supporting the teaching of development issues through weekend
workshops, a newsletter and sharing ‘tried and tested’ classroom
activities.
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issues through the study of the developing locality, upon the
process of education rather than the content and upon the use
of development education methodologies rather than didactic
strategies. I have summarised their interpretations in the
following definition using their own words as far as possible:

A pupil-centred active learning process, focused upon the
acquisition of concepts and skills which lead to greater
understanding of oneself and one’s place in the world.

The teachers’ interpretation focused upon the role of the
learner as an individual citizen but one engaging with their
global context. The link between local and global
dimensions brought together concepts such as self-esteem
and interdependence with critical and reflective skills, such
as being able to reflect on one’s own community and
critically evaluate information about the wider world.

The definitions of citizenship used by the teachers in
Group 1, in the context of their own aims and practice,

extended the notion of citizenship embedded within the two
official government definitions by taking a global rather than
local focus of study, by considering teaching/learning
strategies as of greater significance than content and by
giving importance to understanding one’s own values and
attitudes. Furthermore, the concepts teachers wanted
children to learn about were positive, focusing upon
participation, empowerment, identity etc. However, Oxfam’s
definition of global citizenship went beyond the practice that
most of the teachers reported. A commitment to engaging in
action projects was described by only a small proportion of
the teachers. These are presented and evaluated below after a
more general overview of the aims and practices of teachers
with regard to the topic of a locality in the South.

Teachers’ aims and classroom practice
The research highlighted a progression in teachers’ aims
ranging from conveying knowledge to teaching global
citizenship through geography for the topic in hand.

The aims raised mainly by teachers in Group 2 (with no
direct experience of the developing world) focused upon
fulfilling the National Curriculum and encouraging children
to see both similarities and differences between the locality
being studied and their home area (A and B in Figure 1).
Some aims were shared by teachers regardless of their
experience; these included increasing children’s global and
cultural awareness and giving pupils a positive image of the
locality (C and D). Those aims reported predominantly by
teachers in Group 1 centred upon the development of critical
thinking skills and global citizenship (E and F). These
results, summarised in Figure 1, show that, while all teachers
fulfilled geographical aims, some were able to combine
these with global citizenship education.

Figure 2: The impact of mode of experience of the developing world on teachers’ aims and practice

Codes exclusive to Codes shared by teachers Codes exclusive to those
teachers with no direct regardless of mode of with long-term direct
experience of the experience of the developing experience of the
developing world world developing world
(Group 2) (Groups 1 and 2) (Group 1)

Educational To know about the place To be culturally aware and To think critically. To
Aims and to compare to other hold a global perspective. To develop one’s own

places have positive images, values citizenship
and attitudes.

Classroom Objective description Images and values through Issues-based learning to
Practice through information discussion. Promote a develop critical thinking

gathering positive image, giving a through experiential
cultural focus. activities. Children are

actively involved in their
own learning

Figure 1: A progression in aims

F: TO DEVELOP ONE’S OWN CITIZENSHIP

E: TO CRITICALLY EVALUATE

D: TO VALUE

C: TO INCREASE AWARENESS

B: TO COMPARE

A: TO KNOW



Interestingly, the way in which the term ‘global citizenship’
was interpreted by the teachers who reported it as an aim
when teaching about a developing locality was the focus on
the process of learning (which related to active participatory
learning strategies characteristic of development education
methods such as simulation and collaborative group work) and
the skills of critical thinking, personal development and
reflecting on one’s own values and identity, rather than on
specific knowledge outcomes. The teachers who referred to
these aims clearly saw development education methods as an
integral part of global citizenship education practice. This
relationship is summarised in Figure 2.

The summary table shows how teachers lacking direct
experience of the developing world focused upon knowledge
and information-based aims and practice. With increasing
confidence this progressed into a values focus, based around
consideration of images of the locality in a cultural context.
Finally, teachers with experience of the developing world
used development education methods to provide experiences
for learners in order to develop critical thinking skills and a
sense of global citizenship.

Two themes in particular were frequently mentioned when
teachers elaborated on global citizenship; these related to the
learners’ self-esteem and their involvement with issues in the
developing locality and are exemplified below.

Children’s involvement
Many teachers wanted children to become involved with
issues in the locality at a personal level by engaging in active
learning such as role-play. Eric, from Group 1, reported that
studying a developing locality provided an opportunity to
give children a voice. He encouraged children from the
locality he visited in Peru to contribute to the production of a
teaching resource and used role-play with children in the UK
to create their own image of this locality. Kay, also from
Group 1, was able to transfer her knowledge of the concepts
of citizenship education, such as interdependence, to teach
about Castries in St. Lucia, a place she had never visited.
Kay facilitated a simulation where children took on different
roles based upon differing options for the development of a
banana plantation, e.g. tour companies, plantation workers,
the Castries development corporation, ecologists etc. She
described how this approach had fulfilled her objective to
engage children with the issues:

...they really got into role and they actually saw
themselves as those people. We tend to talk about places
far away with a [sense of] detachment but by taking on
the role themselves they actually saw how [other] people
might think. They came away very fired up saying, ‘We
always thought that people didn’t bother about things like
that, but when we were there we did.’ We got it on a very
personal level. Kay

This example highlights how teachers can overcome a sense
of detachment from distant places through active learning
approaches. The children felt that they were there in the
locality (‘when we were there’), when they were acting out

their roles, dealing with issues like land ownership, fair trade
and the problems and benefits of tourism. Kay noted how the
use of an experiential approach to learning had increased the
involvement of the children with the issue as they had seen it
from different viewpoints and been able to reflect upon
these. Furthermore they had recognised the interdependent
nature of the issues for themselves.

We watched a video later and they felt empathy then
because [the video talked] about the problems of the
banana trade and the tourist trade and how the problems
are linked... because they [the children] had thought up
those ideas themselves it seemed to them to be more
important. Kay

Interestingly, even though the video was shown some time
after the original simulation, the teacher reported that the
sense of involvement felt by the children remained.

Self-esteem
Those teachers who taught in multi-ethnic schools aimed
specifically to increase the self-esteem of the children who
were second language learners. For instance, Jane, working
as a bilingual support teacher, used Urdu, which she had
learned through her work with VSO, with Pakistani children.
Her prime objective was to raise the self-esteem of these
children through collaborative group work. Clare, who had
worked in India as a VSO teacher, aimed to give a positive
image of the Indian locality being studied to balance
children’s negative preconceptions and to increase the self-
esteem of children from Indian families in the classroom.

I’m trying to get across to them that this is not something
that is exotic and bizarre and frightening and not
something that you can dismiss as being inferior... you are
actually dealing with a fascinating viable culture that
could teach us a thing or two. Children have fun, games,
they go to parties and weddings and do lots of the things
that kids do here; they do them differently but that doesn’t
invalidate them in any sense... after I’ve done this I find
that usually the children’s attitude towards [the children
from Indian families] improves and they want to know
more about them and they are more impressed by the fact
that they speak another language... amongst their peers it
has raised their awareness tremendously. Clare

Several teachers in Group 1 described how their VSO
experience had made them more sensitive to ethnic minority
children in the classroom, resulting in practice aimed at
increasing their self-esteem and peer respect.

Action projects
Fountain (1994) argued that after exploring an issue or topic
a response would be formulated, for example, developing
empathy and a sense of involvement, and that an action
phase would follow axiomatically in a cycle of learning.
Action in this context was defined as learners exploring
practical actions which may address the issue in question.
This progression is mirrored in Oxfam’s Curriculum for
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Global Citizenship (1997). However, the research reported
here showed limited evidence of a ‘natural’ progression of
learning into action.

Only four examples of action projects were identified in
the interviews.

• Angela’s class had asked whether they could do
anything to help with the development projects that she
had described taking place in the locality studied and
the children had organised a sponsored race to raise
money towards a specific project.

• Harry had worked with his class to produce a play on
land rights set in the locality in Sierra Leone that toured
neighbouring primary schools.

• Walter’s class had carried out research among their
families about life in localities in Pakistan.

• Sam and a pupil who had also travelled to a locality in
Nepal produced an assembly together where they
presented artefacts, stories and feelings about the place.

A useful measure of the genuineness of children’s
participation in action projects was suggested by Hart (1992)
who proposed a ladder of participation with the first three
rungs (‘manipulation’, ‘decoration’ and ‘tokenism’) classed
as non-participatory in contrast to rungs 4 to 8 which
showed a gradual increase in children’s autonomy, learning
potential and educational value. These stages, related to the
four examples of action projects given above, were:

• Stage 4: Learners are ‘assigned but informed’ as
exemplified in Walter’s directed research.

• Stage 5: Learners are ‘consulted and informed’ as in the
case of Harry’s play.

• Stage 6: The action project is ‘adult initiated, [but]
decisions [are] shared with children’ as in Sam’s
assembly with her pupil.

• Stage 8: The action project is ‘child initiated, decisions
shared with adults’ as with the fund-raising event
designed by Angela’s class.

The action projects described reveal a range of levels of
participation. The fact that there were only four cases where
learning was transformed into action does raise questions
about the constraints on such practice.

Conclusion
The research revealed that for those teachers with direct
experience of the developing world, global citizenship
education was an integral part of their geography planning
and practice and global citizenship aims were achieved
through the use of development education methods. It has
also shown how the practice of these primary school teachers
extended beyond the remit of official definitions of
citizenship, with respect to the global context, but how
action projects, integral to Oxfam’s notion of the global
citizen, were largely missing. Without statutory support,
innovative practice which combines subject teaching with

considerations for citizenship in a global context, will
remain ad hoc, dependent upon the motivation and
commitment of individual teachers. For teachers without a
significant life experience related to global issues, or the
support provided by a group such as VSO’s Primary
Teachers’ Network, motivation to engage in global
citizenship education is unlikely to be present unless
statutory requirements make clear the importance of practice
which takes into account the global context.®
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derives from her doctoral thesis submitted 16.08.99
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and classroom practice of primary school teachers
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