
4 • The Development Education Journal Volume 7 Number 1 2000

About twenty years ago, the editor of a teachers’ journal sent
me an article for review. The article had been submitted by a
practising teacher and described a lesson which could be
categorised as development education. The aim of the lesson,
in which eighty children took part, was to help pupils
understand the relationship between food supply and
population pressure. One child with scissors began by
dividing a sheet of paper – representing food resources –
into four: at the beginning of the exercise, only four children
represented population. Over five rounds however, this
rapidly increased until all eighty were involved. But the
resource remained a single sheet of paper. The children (or
population) now received only a tiny scrap of paper instead
of a nicely cut quarter. In the article, the author reflected
about ways in which the scissors-holder and his friends
wielded power, the emergence of a ‘class structure’, and the
mounting tension in the group (‘by the end of the game the
children were badly stressed and some were near panic’).

The striking thing about this activity is that everything the
children ‘learned’ about the food supply/population
relationship was misleading or plain wrong: that food supply
(the sheet of paper) remains inexorably static; that
population will inexorably increase; and, that food supplies
are controlled and distributed from a single source. Yet the
contributor evidently deemed the lesson successful and
worth disseminating. I think this is because of the high levels
of motivation, participation, and vigorous interaction that the
activity generated. In other words, the exercise was rated
highly in terms of the quality of the learning process. What
was actually learned – the outcome – was, in a sense, of less
significance.

Disclaimers are necessary at this point. The episode is not
being presented as, in any way, typical of development
education, and my necessarily brief account may not have
described it adequately. However, I found it memorable and
have deployed it here as a way into the tension between
process and outcome – perpetually present in education as a
whole, and perhaps particularly acute in development
education.

Privileging process
A process model of education dominated in the 60s and 70s.
One episode from my teacher-education career must suffice
as illustration of this. A student on teaching practice had
organised her ten-year-olds to investigate, in groups, the
topic ‘Water’. One group was set to study ‘Rainfall’, and

their agenda included, ‘What causes rainfall?’ They were not
making much headway with this challenging assignment, but
were diligently transferring material from an elderly
encyclopaedia. I diffidently suggested that the student might
conceivably be better advised to explain the three means by
which rainfall is generated – difficult, but not impossible –
using diagrams, discussion, and so on. ‘But I want them to
discover for themselves’, was her reply. The approved
process (small groups working on resources) was taking
precedence over any concern for outcome (a page of copied
material largely unintelligible to the pupils).

Certain unexamined maxims contributed to the
prioritising of process. A concern for the child’s interests
tended to overlook the distinction between what one is
interested in (which could be football, soap operas, etc.) and
what it might be in one’s interest to know and understand
(mathematics, science, etc.). An unexceptionable belief that
enjoyment is a vital motivating catalyst for effective learning
was sometimes unthinkingly inverted; so, if enjoyment was
evident, then it could be assumed that effective learning must
be taking place.

The education industry’s preoccupation with the quality
of process, and its relative disdain for outcome, eventually
triggered a massive intervention by the wider society (by
way of the National Curriculum, the Office for Standards in
Education (OFSTED), etc.). The onset of this intervention
was signalled by Callaghan’s Ruskin College speech of 1976,
which articulated a collective lay disenchantment with the
rhetoric of education. Educationists were telling us that
children were being equipped with values, attitudes,
concepts, creativities, and awarenesses; but it was being
observed that too many couldn’t fill out a form or do a
simple calculation. History teachers, busy cultivating
imaginative empathy, were asked why their students couldn’t
place the Industrial Revolution and the Norman Conquest in
the right order. Geography teachers, fostering spatial
awareness, had to explain their students’ apparent difficulties
in locating Brazil and India on a world map. A public mood
of impatience with the cloudier aims and claims of education
– invariably unsusceptible to assessment and measurement –
developed, a sort of ‘come off it!’ stance emerged, right
across the political spectrum.

I think this sceptical atmosphere still prevails. It provides
a context in which development educators might be well
advised to ration the deployment of generalities
(‘recognising our basic human condition and commonality of
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experience’) and develop some sort of verifiable checklist of
the sorts of knowledge and understandings that a
‘development-educated’ person would have.

Subjects, adjectival educations, and 
parallel universes
An important element in the developing public critique of
education was, I think, a growing frustration regarding
curriculum legibility. Schools had evolved programmes
variously labelled humanities, social studies, community
studies, environmental studies, et al. These initiatives were
often facilitated, pre-1988, by the Certificate of Secondary
Education ‘Mode Three’ mechanism, which gave teachers
considerable autonomy in the design of syllabi and
assessment. Some were excellent, some were – to put it
charitably – highly idiosyncratic. Some endured, many were
short-lived, and all tended to be volatile in content. Sadly,
many were perceived as suitable only for less academic
pupils, those struggling with mainstream subjects. But all
were relatively opaque. People knew, or thought they knew,
what sorts of things their children were learning in history
(the past), geography (the world), and so on. So the familiar
curriculum map, defined in terms of subjects, was adopted
when the National Curriculum was formulated (with a rather
cosmetic and ineffectual sprinkling of cross-curricular
themes to appease the by now disconsolate would-be re-
mappers of the curriculum).

I sense that many people in development education regret
this. Though the DEA’s Principles and Practice paper (2000)
proposed that by the end of 2000, its principles should have
‘received the endorsement from five subject associations’,
there are virtually no references to school subjects in recent
issues of this journal. Yet these are the building blocks of the
mainstream curriculum, and teachers, especially at
secondary level, are necessarily preoccupied with subject-
based resources, syllabi, and examinations. Staff-room
discussions are about subject budgets, staffing, time
allocations, and accommodation. While teachers might
discuss relationships between subjects, development
education seems to prefer to explore relationships between
‘adjectival educations’: I counted fifteen of these in the last
issue, from anti-racist education to values education. It is
almost as though development education inhabits a different,
parallel, pedagogical universe.

Pros and cons of a process approach
I was a member of the geography working group which
produced the initial National Curriculum proposals for that
subject. Leaving to one side the flawed and hugely over-
complex structures prescribed (profile components,
attainment targets, etc.) and the fatal separation of content
prescription from assessment considerations, discussions
within the group soon homed in on our old friend, the
process/outcome dichotomy. The Geographical Association,
for instance, submitted a substantial document which
detailed a lengthy range of desirable educational attributes
which the subject could deliver. These included the

collection, categorisation, and analysis of data (quantitative
and qualitative), the development of graphicacy (proficiency
in using non-verbal, non-numerical modes of receiving and
conveying information, e.g. pictures, maps, diagrams),
problem-solving, investigative skills, exploration of issues,
clarification of values, development of empathy, oral
presentation abilities, observational skills, IT competence,
collaborative learning, and many more.

It was, of course, acknowledged that all of these attributes
were undeniably valuable and that enlightened forms of
geography teaching and learning would undoubtedly develop
these various capacities, cognitive and affective. However,
accepting all of this did not take us very far in formulating
the subject’s distinctive contribution as a component in the
National Curriculum. All these desirable processes –
investigative skills, collaborative learning, etc. – did not add
up to a rationale for geography, since pupils could
experience virtually all of them without necessarily studying
the subject at all. (Even graphicacy skills are not the
exclusive property of geography: mathematics and science
employ graphs and diagrams, and history uses maps and
analyses pictorial evidence.)

I recall that in an attempt to demonstrate the inadequacies
of a curriculum defined exclusively in terms of processes
and the acquisition of skills, I drafted a paper showing how
the study of anything (I took chrysanthemums as my
instance) could equip pupils with all these desirable
attributes. A disinclination to define content and outcomes
can be hazardous. Douglas Bourn points out in a recent issue
of this journal that the objective of learning for a global
society ‘could easily be reduced to IT skills, knowledge of
several languages, and good literacy and numeracy skills’
(Bourn 2000: 25).

A related problem concerns progression. Subject working
groups were supposed to clarify levels of attainment in a
chronological sequence as pupils progress through the
schools system. But a curriculum defined largely in process
terms is particularly difficult to fit into a Procrustean bed of
progression. Still, it is of course quite possible to devise
ways of assessing the outcome of a process-based
curriculum. Geography testing at GCSE level has done this
by an array of tasks which require candidates to exercise
their abilities to analyse provided data – figures, maps,
diagrams. This can undoubtedly ascertain whether they have
the equipment for studying the subject, whilst leaving to one
side whether they have actually done so. Hence the not
uncommon response of able pupils emerging from
geography GCSE examinations – ‘I could have done that
paper without spending two years studying the subject’.

In curriculum planning, a concentration on processes and
skills has immense attractions. It is relatively easy to achieve
consensus. Everyone can quickly agree that the quality of
classroom interaction is paramount, that the abilities
identified are vital. Better still, since almost any subject,
taught in an enlightened way, will deliver commendable
learning processes, we can side-step the tiresome wranglings
about subject time and resource allocations.
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Compare this to the daunting prospect of trying to
achieve consensus on content outcomes. From the limitless
realms of human experience, how do we define what pupils
should know and understand? Should this be prescribed at
all, and if so, by whom – the individual teacher, the school,
the examination board, the Department for Education –
maybe the individual student? Attaining any sort of
agreement on content is difficult enough within any subject-
teaching community, and becomes chimerical on a wider,
whole-curriculum scale.

Developing an outcomes approach
I have been trying to demonstrate that it can be problematic
to argue the case for development education heavily or
exclusively in process terms, since there are no skills, no
classroom interactions, and no learning resources that are
unarguably only to be found within development education
contexts. The business of trying to define what a young
person who has been ‘development educated’ would know
and understand, compared with one who has not, seems to
me to be unavoidable. Such an exercise would no doubt be
formidably difficult, and divisive, but is surely long overdue.

The formulation of an outcomes approach – which would
have to be transparently and legibly assessable, in the
contemporary context of accountability – can hardly be
accommodated in this article. But components of such an
approach might be, for instance, evidence of a fairly close
study of at least two contrasting areas in the poorer1 parts of
the world (perhaps one densely-populated and one thinly
populated, e.g. Bangladesh and Botswana); an understanding

of some of the ways of measuring human welfare (and some
of the attendant problems); a grasp of some key identifiable
mechanisms, such as the ways in which increased primary
production can lead to decreased income, why large families
can be a logical response to social circumstances, why
capital flows to low-cost locations, why debt interest
payments dwarf aid inflows, and so on. That there need be
nothing austere or encyclopaedic about such a content menu
has recently been strikingly demonstrated by the BBC/IBT
TV World 2000 School Series.

Readers who believe that young people should understand
these issues would, I hope, agree that we need to engage
closely with the actual curriculum (rather than a wished-for
one) and resist the admittedly strong temptation to conceive
development education’s mission as concerned with process
rather than content.
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1 This word is used in the Human Development Index (HDI) sense (i.e.
mortality, literacy, etc.), and carries no cultural or spiritual categorisation.
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