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It seems that Development Education Centres (DECs) tend to
target ‘the community’ using the general parameters already
established in working with schools. This means that
community development education is often perceived as
parallel to, or an extension of, formal education, with
educators seeking community equivalents of the classroom in
which to deliver their message. The assumption is that the
community consists of people in groups waiting to be
facilitated, and the aim is to deliver a message through issue-
based teaching packs and workshops. In my experience, this
assumption is mistaken.

As a result, DECs often face great difficulties engaging
with new community audiences beyond those already
converted to the issues. In fact, members of the public are
quite unlikely to attend education events on a global theme,
illustrated by Cumbria DEC’s experience of offering an
evening course called ‘Cumbria in the World’. Despite being
offered at the request of the adult education college and
covering a good spread of methods and topics, the course
attracted no registrations at all. Of course there are exceptions,
such as the successful community conference, Food for
Thought, run in south Cumbria, but the existence of such
differences raises an interesting question: what makes one
community education programme more successful than
another?

CDEC’s experience of community projects has led to the
following conclusions: (1) Development education in the
community requires a fundamentally different approach than
that for school-based work. It takes time to build up trust with
a target audience and to engage people’s interest, and it is
necessary to let the groups themselves set the agenda. (2) If
development education is to engage people’s interest and to
get them to recognise their roles and responsibilities at the
global level, it first needs to engage them in addressing the
local.

The difficulty with ‘community’
Communities are amazingly diverse, and despite sharing the
common title ‘community’, the constituency of different
groups can be almost unrecognisable from one to another.
Furthermore, the make-up of communities in various
geographical locations can be quite different too. For example
the Northwest Millennium project, Time & Space (discussed
later in this article), undertaken by five partner DECs with
shared objectives, looks quite different in each part of the
region. It is tackling rural, farming, and food issues in
Cumbria, targeting the homeless and refugee groups in

Manchester and Lancaster, travellers in Chester, and the
experience of Blacks and Asians in Preston.1

Even specific community target groups can be difficult to
define and are sometimes hardly tangible in practice. For
example, the Lancaster (or Global Link) Time & Space project
is working with homeless groups. In practice this means the
worker has literally wandered the streets in search of her
‘group’. Similarly the Lancaster project has been working in a
refugee centre where the centre users don’t sit together in a
traditional meeting format, but rather they come and go as in a
drop-in centre. The project worker finds it almost impossible
to run a conventional development education activity with
either of these target groups, but these groups are nonetheless
central to Global Link’s Time & Space work.

Reaching beyond the converted
Delivering development education in the community requires
an approach based on the principles and methods of
community development.2 It must begin by engaging people’s
interests rather than launching straight into global issues. In
some cases people might already have a relevant interest: they
may have concerns about global poverty, environmental
sustainability, or the welfare of others. However, many people
are not directly concerned about problems beyond their own
locality or their own daily lives. If development education is to
reach beyond the converted and involve new audiences,
engaging people on the basis of their own interests and
concerns is vital.

CDEC has striven to reach an audience which is new to
development education. To do so, it has settled on the theme
of rural life, food and agriculture, and built on the process of
rural appraisal and participatory development initiated by the
County Council neighbourhood development programme. The
theme was chosen to reflect current concerns: there is a crisis
in the hill-farming sector, and many rural communities are
suffering from lack of services as well as breakdown in social
cohesion. The theme is a route to involve ordinary people
because it reflects issues currently raging in the community.

The community conference, Food For Thought, began
CDEC’s community programme in 1999. It was planned
according to the following guidelines: (a) Content: locally-
relevant discussion topics, alongside a global context, ensuring
a balance of environmental and community concerns. (b)
Publicity: wide publicity, so that people have the opportunity
to participate. This was based on Julie Downs’ (of Lancashire
GEC) theory that ‘new’ people need to see an event publicised
three times before they will attend. (c) Grabbing interest: a

Doing development education in the community: 
the experience of Cumbria DEC

What makes one community education programme more successful than another? And why do so many fail? Here
Eleanor Knowles argues that development education in the community requires a different approach to that used
in schools, and to engage communities’ interest the content must be appropriate to their concerns.



‘hook’ to grab people’s interest was devised, in this case the
participation of local food producers and their contribution
towards a local food lunch.

Getting people to attend was the first step. The second step
related to content and delivery. The participants needed to be
interested, they needed to feel involved, they needed to learn
something, they needed to see how they could implement their
learning, and they needed to relate their own ideas to the
wider picture. They also needed opportunities to express their
own views and ideas, requiring participatory sessions based on
peer-training and discussion.

Mobilising for action
The Time & Space project has moved the community
programme from information-giving to action. Time & Space
is a collaborative Northwest DEC initiative (Millennium
Festival funded), with workers in five DECs following a
similar action plan. It is based on a process of celebration,
working with socially isolated communities, to help people
reflect on the past, present, and future in the context of
planning for the Millennium. In particular, it is based on
communities producing artistic or creative artefacts,
publications, displays, and exhibitions which symbolise the
past, present, or future. This is a broad remit allowing many
people to take part, and allowing the participants themselves
to set their agenda. Some examples of outcomes are listed
here:

• The Befriending Scheme, working with disabled young
people in South Lakeland, produced a ‘Wishing Tree’ and
a group banner, based on its members’ wishes for the
future.

• The Windermere Food For Thought Group produced
artefacts publicising messages about fair trade, food miles,
and healthy eating. These included a pottery map of the
world to highlight the stupidity of lamb travelling to
Cumbria from New Zealand, a painted banner with images
of local produce and rural life, and some ‘unusual’
photographs showing natural patterns and the growth of
local produce.

• The Lowick and Blawith community produced a ‘Birthday
Tree’ with a place for all the residents as part of its work to
help strengthen ties between the young and the elderly.

• Farming Women produced a wool hanging to highlight
their plight in getting just a few pence per kilo for their
fleece. They are trying to find ways of generating
alternative income, while other farmers are simply burning
their fleece rather than driving it to the market.

• At the Whinfell Day Centre, a group of adults with
learning difficulties produced pottery tiles to complement
the aforementioned map of the world.

• Hawkshead Hill residents, a very small community, are
working on a chronicle of stories celebrating the past,
present, and future of their community. This is helping to
bring residents closer together and to celebrate their
community’s distinctiveness and traditions.

From local to global
Something very interesting is emerging. Cumbrian farmers are
struggling to get a fair price for their lamb or their wool, and
are desperately seeking to diversify their income. What this
means is that there is a real reason to identify with the plight
of Southern producers who have long suffered from unfair
market mechanisms. In other words, a link is being made
between local concerns and the global issue of fair trade. The
message has relevance both locally and globally: pay a bit
more for fairtrade coffee or Herdwick lamb, and help to
ensure the welfare of small farmers.

It is likely that many rural Cumbrian people have never
before internalised the important principle of fairtrade, and it
is just as likely that the CDEC community programme would
have failed had it promoted itself as concerned with the
welfare of Southern farmers and tried to launch an education
programme on fairtrade coffee. But because a different route
was chosen, a significant future opportunity is also emerging.
Participating groups, now well acquainted with CDEC, hope
to develop this initial work by linking with CDEC’s partner in
Burkina Faso. This link will provide an opportunity to
challenge stereotypes about life in sub-Saharan Africa, while
helping people recognise the similarities in their lives and
concerns and see that much can be learned from each other.
But had the idea of linking with Burkina Faso been offered
‘cold’, most of these groups, I want to argue, would not have
realised they were interested.

Communities in South Lakes are having to relearn the
relationship between community cohesion, environmental
wellbeing, and economic security, with many people
rediscovering the benefits of local economic systems and
community networks. The wider community of South Lakes
therefore has much potential for learning from links with
Burkina Faso where these relationships remain strong.

At CDEC, we have begun to involve communities in our
work by engaging with them on the basis of their own
interests – not our agendas. We have allowed enough time for
the relationship between these groups and ourselves to
develop, and as a result we now have an opportunity to engage
them in wider, far-reaching global agendas.
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1 The 2000 Millennium project, Time & Space: Reflecting in the Future, is
a partnership project between the Manchester, Preston, Lancaster, Chester,
and Cumbria DECs. It targets community audiences, particularly those
suffering social or economic exclusion, and helps them to use creative
expression to reflect their views, stories, hopes, and futures.
2 This is also reflected in the experience of Lancashire Global Education
Centre (LGEC) community programmes in Preston, and in some projects
described in Farnworth (1997).
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