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Being British, being Irish – two ‘states of mind’, two
histories, two (multiple) cultures, two sets of world views
which are, apparently, despite their many and intricate bonds
and commonalities, deeply at odds with each other. These
two world views are at the ‘heart of the matter’ in the current
peace process which encompasses both these islands despite
its characterisation as an ‘Irish question’. Exploring different
and differing world views has always been at the heart of
development education as explicitly applied to the
development debate. 

Excavating and dissecting these views and histories has
also formed the backdrop of a key strand of the work of the
Development Education Centre in Birmingham and 80:20
Educating and Acting for a Better World in Bray. It has
formed the conceptual, political and educational landscape
upon which a number of projects have been designed over
the past decade. The purpose of this article is to explore and
share some of the key challenges of two of these projects
and to highlight some of key lessons and ‘learnings’ that
have emerged. These two projects are Let’s Talk, which
seeks to involve young people in exploring the implications
of the peace process for both islands and internationally, and
the Development Education Commission.

Let’s Talk
The Let’s Talk project has been developed by 80:20
Educating and Acting for a Better World based in Ireland in
partnership with the Development Education Centre,
Birmingham, Development Education for Youth (DEFY)
based in Dublin, the World Education Project, Sligo, the
Speak Your Piece Project, University of Ulster, Coleraine
and Australians for Native Title and Reconciliation
(ANTaR). As the project has developed, links have also been
established with groups in Rwanda and the Middle East and
these will be developed further during the next phases of the
work. 

The core objectives of the project include:

• providing young people, principally from Ireland and
Britain (but also from Australia and, as the project
develops, Rwanda and the Middle East, specifically
Egypt and Israel) with a focused opportunity to directly
discuss issues of conflict, peace, justice, and
reconciliation. This is done within the context of the
peace process around Northern Ireland;

• establishing a core group of both young people and
adults to shape and deliver the project equally;

• convening a number of large-format workshops, to be
held on both islands, through which the issues can be
explored;

• discussing and debating issues of conflict, peace and
reconciliation in these islands against a backdrop of
other international perspectives and experiences. On the
basis of this approach, the project seeks to identify key
lessons and experiences with a view to sharing these
more widely;

• creatively documenting young people’s views of the
peace process and its future as well as their
recommendations for action at a variety of levels.

Despite being a recent project (established in 1996 and still
ongoing), Let’s Talk has had a long pedigree representing a
dialogue on ‘joint work’ amongst development educators
over the past 10 years1. This dialogue represented a
conscious attempt to pursue ‘comparative joint work’ in the
context of these two islands and to reflect on the consequent
‘mutual learning’ benefits. As development educators, we
were anxious to include the East-West dimension (of these
two islands) alongside the international dimension and not
instead of it. The outcomes of such an approach, we hoped,
would, on the one hand, deepen understanding of
international development, justice and peace issues and, on
the other, allow for a sharpness and a more critical edge in
analysing such issues locally in these islands. Our
assumption was that questions and analyses related to our
own areas become different as a result. 

To date, we have provided training in workshop and study
skills and have organised seminars and workshops on a wide
variety of issues including the background and context of the
Northern Ireland conflict, the Belfast Agreement, the
‘marching’ issue, methodologies in peace and reconciliation,
Traveller issues in Ireland, Aboriginal perspectives on
reconciliation, the multiracial future of Birmingham, the
Middle East peace process etc. The project has also
published joint resources on many of these issues2, organised
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study visits and staff exchanges and conducted and published
research (e.g. on young people’s attitudes to the Belfast
Agreement). 

Three study visits have been organised – two from
Australia (including Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal youth)
and one to Australia (including young people from both of
these islands). The purpose of these visits has been three-
fold: to provide opportunities for ‘face-to-face’ debate and
discussion; to organise visits and meetings with local
community and youth groups and to organise and deliver a
range of workshops on specific issues in both school and
non-school contexts. These workshops have focused on
issues such as Northern Ireland and Aboriginal Rights. All in
all, over 3,000 young people have been involved directly to
date in these various initiatives.

The Development Education Commission
The Commission was established in 1996 by DEC,
Birmingham and 80:20 against a similar backdrop to the
Let’s Talk project outlined above; this time our focus was on
the exploration of policy issues and challenges within
development education. Within the context of mutual
learning, the Commission included members from a variety
of backgrounds – political, legal, NGO, education etc. – as
well as from all of the major jurisdictions on both islands.
The project deliberately sought to promote comparative
learning not only across these two islands but also across a
variety of additional ‘divides’: human rights education and
development education, academia and activism, curriculum
development and classroom practice as well as between
those professionally involved in development and human
rights education and those not so. Ultimately, the project
sought to establish a forum and a participative process for
creative work in development and human rights education
comparatively.

The Commission has met in various different locations on
both islands, debated and discussed common and divergent
issues and challenges and has published a number of reports
and papers. The issues include the rationale for both human
rights and development education; the need for a ‘common
core curriculum’, adult education and lifelong learning, the
current state of both educations in these islands as well as
international perspectives. Central to the outcomes of the
Commission has been the design of an ‘Essential Learning
for Everyone’ (1999a) framework which offers a common
‘core values and dispositions’ agenda around which different
forms of social and political education can cluster. In this
context the Commission’s core agenda is to maximise impact
and opportunity within current debates on both islands about
the future direction and content of education for citizenship. 

Some of the lessons
Both of the projects described above have enabled the
project partners to identify (and, hopefully, learn) a number
of important lessons which cover a wide range of levels from
project design and planning to methodology and
understandings. In the outline of some of these lessons,

listed below, we have included, for the purposes of
illustration, some of the comments of participants. 

The value of joint youth and adult participation in the
design and delivery of projects. This does not happen as
much as it could and should. As in all projects, a ‘shared
agenda’ meaning assumes critical importance and needs to
be negotiated from the outset. This shared agenda relates to
the starting points of projects, their content and the
methodology as well as the language of the work.

Personal development and education, networking and
building contacts with like and unlike minded people, the
confidence it instils in young people. Reflection - a great
opportunity for old and young to reflect together and to
take home the experience and reflect on personal
opinions, prejudices and hang-ups.

The immense benefits of comparative or mutual learning:
the insights, experiences and perspectives of working across
communities in a deliberate, proactive manner, in our case,
across these islands. These insights include perspectives on
language, the importance of history, the place of politics,
educational practice and methodologies etc.

While development education and human rights education
have had considerable impact to date this impact has not
been maximised. Much of this is due to fragmentation and
lack of clarity at a number of levels from policy to
resourcing to building linkages and connections as well
as a resistance to making common cause.

The fact that we all have much to learn about and beyond
‘the peace agenda’ in Ireland and between Ireland and
Britain and internationally: about development, conflict,
human rights etc. but also about other issues such as
community participation, how to deal with Government, the
European dimension and so on. 

The critical need for training of young people in the
basic skills of communications, the language of political
education and the techniques and skills of workshop
organisation. This was the single most important request
from those involved in the Let’s Talk project.

We want to be involved in more projects like this but we
need more training to build up our confidence and skills –
we don’t get taught this stuff in our school although we
should.

The need to approach the issues that divide us directly
and to identify means and mechanisms for doing so on an
equal footing. This is particularly important in the context of
discussing and debating (and disagreeing) on peace issues on
these islands. Language is of paramount importance in this
context and provides very creative opportunities for learning
alongside each other.

The need to constantly root peace, development and
human rights issues in real daily life and in local
circumstances. For example, this implies a readiness to
challenge the notion that the peace process in Northern
Ireland is an issue for people living in that part of these
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islands only; it means exploring all its dimensions and
implications. 

Recognising and dealing with the apparent different
levels of political awareness and engagement between
regions and, for a variety of reasons, the tentativeness of
many people’s engagement. This can lead to excellent
opportunities to challenge each other’s assumptions about the
nature of politics and education.

The immense value of learning ‘face to face’ – learning
from each other directly. The learning opportunities provided
by new technologies such as the Internet, for example, are
invaluable, but they do not and cannot supersede that of
human contact and engagement.

I have valued highly the opportunity to share an agenda
with such a diverse group of people; from lawyers,
academics, teachers and development education and
human rights education practitioners; from rural and
urban, from the two islands, men, women of different ages
and different experiences. At various times, I have felt
frustrated, intolerant, inspired and challenged but at all
our meetings I have really learnt.

All of these lessons, we feel, have immense implications for
development education. 

The challenges
As with any project there is a variety of significant
challenges which have emerged and which need to inform
our planning and delivery of future work. Space precludes
listing all of those that have arisen from the two projects
described above; below we have listed five key challenges.

Recognising and building upon the high levels of
interest in and engagement with the issues. Throughout
these projects we have been encouraged by the high levels of
interest and engagement with development and peace issues
amongst key groups within the ‘public’. The challenge is to
build our projects on this interest and around those issues
with which young people or educationalists, for example, are
currently engaged. This requires project design and
management strategies and practices that are inclusive,
negotiated and creative. Ultimately, the challenge is to ensure
even greater public ownership of the agenda.

The need for greater integration of local and
international issues. International issues take on greater
significance and local issues greater sharpness and focus
when our approach consciously engages with both. The
challenge is for greater creativity in integrating the two
dimensions so that they become simply different dimensions
or scales within the same debate with effective mutual
learning as the core objective.

Learning comparatively means creatively using
disagreement not eliminating it. International (and local)
understanding is not ultimately about eliminating difference
but rather respecting and encouraging it and is about
learning ways of managing conflict. It is not about ignoring
or submerging identity or difference but is about finding
common ground upon which to build. The challenge is to

make this an explicit part of work in both human rights and
development education and to integrate it into the various
dimensions of such work.

Learning from each other does not imply the
uncritical adoption of other’s models and approaches.
Models of practice and approach do not transfer easily either
from North to South or from East to West (locally or
internationally). There are common lessons, challenges and
learnings but they have to be adapted to suit local conditions.
The local context of international or comparative learning is
fundamental.

The need to proactively include opportunities for
comparative learning into project design and delivery.
Learning together is not easily achieved despite its value. In
order to fully realise the added value of a ‘two-islands’
approach to development and peace education, we need to
proactively increase opportunities and projects in order to
make such learning real. The final report of the
Development Education Commission (1999b) offers some
suggestions in this regard (see page 30).

Conclusion
We have described what, on the surface, seem like two very
different projects. Yet they have much in common in terms
of the design of a process to engage people, the dynamic of
integrating understanding of local and international issues
and because they are in themselves a small contribution to
the ‘peace process’. Dialogue is at the heart of better
understandings and also vital to learning from each other
and to the creativity needed to think about future options.
The ‘Irish’ peace process has consequences for all parts of
these islands.

The peace process also has a vital part to play in the
various debates about citizenship that are taking place
throughout these islands. It contributes to questions about
our individual identities and highlights the need for new
thinking about our collective citizenship of ‘these islands’.
Engaging with the peace process from an international
perspective offers development education an opportunity to
demonstrate its value and creativity. Working from our own
local concerns, issues and opportunities outwards to a wider
world perspective and vice versa will, in turn, sharpen and
strengthen both ends of the spectrum. Working from a two-
islands perspective provides an excellent context in which to
do this.

� Colm Regan, 80:20 Educating and Acting for a
Better World, Bray, Co.Wicklow, Ireland
� Scott Sinclair, Development Education Centre,
Birmingham, England
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