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As the Scottish government pursues its impetus towards
lifelong learning, social inclusion, and active citizenship, this
seminar proved a timely focus to compare its agenda, rolled
out through community learning, with development education
and popular education.  Amidst the rhetoric of ‘active
citizenship’, participants wrestled to explore whether the three
approaches might work together to engage local communities.

What resulted, in fact, were more questions than
answers; however we all shared a desire to continue the
dialogue. This article documents the discussion and its
outcomes, and, by posing these questions here, hopes to
open the debate to a larger audience.

Speakers representing each ‘approach’ spoke on the
particular history and context of their work, as well as how
they felt it motivates community action. Since the
discussion largely focused on the tensions between
community learning and popular education, the
presentations of Alex Downie, Director of Policy and
Research at Community Learning Scotland, and Mae Shaw,
Lecturer at Moray House Institute of Education, will be
predominantly drawn upon.

Where, then, does development education fit into this?
Ann Gammack, Development Educator at the One World
Centre, alerted us to the motivational and global solidarity
issues for community action. And although the debate
withdrew to a local focus, this discussion was very relevant
to development education – issues of social justice and
equality emerged, as well as the role of the state.
Participants came to agree that development and popular
education bear many similarities and occupy, in large part,
the same position in this debate. For example, they both
have rigorous definitions and involve a distinct approach to
learning, whereas community learning is largely an agenda
– the Government’s agenda. Development and popular
education are also both clearly political and aim to
challenge, rather than support, the status quo. Community
learning was identified as quite different from development
education and popular education, both in its purpose and
history, despite the fact that all three approaches aim to
engage community action. 

Educating the community: whose agenda?
The term community learning has now superseded

‘community education’ in Scotland. Alex Downie explained

that, historically, community education came into widespread

use with the 1975 Alexander Report and the reorganisation of

local government. However, by the end of the 1990s,

confusion had evolved between the use of this term to

describe a particular approach and the administrative view that

divided community education into adult education, youth

work, and community work.

A Ministerial Working Group was therefore established
to articulate a clear focus for community education. Their
work redefined community education as ‘community
learning’ with the goals of social inclusion, active
citizenship, and lifelong learning, and that it be delivered
through a variety of means including community centres,
further education colleges, and voluntary organisations.
The group’s vision for Scotland ‘is of a dynamic learning
society. A democratic and socially just society should
enable all of its citizens, in particular those who are
socially excluded, to develop their potential to the full and
to have the capacity, individually and collectively, to meet
the challenge of change. The learning society will provide
an active and informed citizenship’ (Osler 1998).

This policy has translated, in the immediate term, into
the production of ‘community learning strategies’ for each
Local Authority. The purpose of the strategies is to set out
in each community a vision for learning, to identify key
partners and their respective contributions to learning
needs, and to establish (with targets) an approach for
meeting these needs. This vision for community learning
aims, according to Downie, to engage with people from all
ages, and particularly those in the transition periods from
child to young person, from young person to adult, from
formal education to work, and from work to retirement.
Alienated individuals and groups are to be of primary
focus, and appropriate community learning methods are to
be employed to engage those who, for whatever reason, are
excluded.

Mainstream solutions
‘Social inclusion’, ‘active citizenship’, and ‘lifelong learning’

look to be buzzwords of our time. But what issues and

stumbling blocks lie beyond the polished rhetoric? Is

community involvement, for example, about integrating

people on the fringes into the mainstream, or is the

mainstream by definition discriminatory? And, will the

Joint approaches for community action? 

Community action – whose agenda is it? Does the Government’s current community learning initiative in Scotland
ally itself with a development education or a popular education approach? Or do top-down and bottom-up still
struggle to meet? Here Katrin Taylor takes up the debate of a seminar organised by the International
Development Education Association of Scotland (IDEAS) and Community Learning Scotland (CLS) in March 2000.

THE DEBATE MOVES ON



socially included ever be ready – or even asked, for that matter

– to pay the real price for a truly inclusive society?

Mae Shaw challenged the contradictions inherent in
community learning, where professional community
workers, employed by the state, are caught between the
demands of the state and the interests and aspirations of
people in the community with whom they work.
Community learning, she argued, is essentially the
Government’s agenda. Professional community workers are
employed to sustain the status quo by managing changes in
policy rather than making change. ‘What kind of society do
we want?’ is replaced with ‘how can we run things better?’,
thereby reducing felt issues to managerial concerns.

Politicising the everyday
Indeed, the objectives of the state in relation to professional
community work are increasingly economistic (i.e. related to
getting people into work and value for money); while the
claims of community work are social (i.e. about personal and
community development, participation, and empowerment). A
depoliticised – but, still, highly political – agenda for social

exclusion and active citizenship puts community workers in
the contradictory position of using socially focused claims to
deliver, on the whole, a narrowly economistic agenda. The
new wave of ‘Third Way’ politics has contributed to a
hegemonic process that has put economics beyond political
discourse. As public life becomes increasingly depoliticised,
the need for development and popular education is ever
greater.

Popular education, in contrast to community learning, is
about the politicisation of everyday life. It seeks to place
local issues in the broader political and policy context, and
to connect personal experience with political structures,
institutions, and processes. Indeed, in personalising the
political, people see that politics has something to do with
them.

Popular education, Shaw argued, constitutes a particular
commitment, a social and political purpose, that stands for
certain things, but also against certain things. It attempts,
wherever possible, to forge a direct connection between
education and social action. Its pedagogy is collective,

24 • The Development Education Journal Volume 7 Number 1 2000

TH
E

D
EB

A
TE

M
O

V
ES

O
N

GLOBAL DIMENSION
Linking local to the global

Education for change/empowerment
Felt to be a tagged on education?

Hard to get into the agenda of
community education
Much potential for DE

POPULAR EDUCATION
A position – rather than an approach

People’s own voice
Challenging the status quo

Own agenda
Pulling away from controlled view of learning

COMMUNITY LEARNING
Social control?
Adapting to the status quo
Prescribed
Adapting to changes
Outside influences
Consultation and incorporation?

relavence
of agenda?
potential
for global
perspective

shared
agenda –
whose
agenda?

enhances local and global
critical analysis

Common language?
‘community’
‘democracy’

‘active citizenship’
Different interests?

GROUP WORK FEEDBACK –
COMPARING COMMUNITY LEARNING,

DEVELOPMENT EDUCATION AND
POPULAR EDUCATION



focusing primarily on group (as distinct from individual)
learning and development. And, its curriculum comes out
of the concrete experience and material interests of people
in communities of resistance and struggle (Crowther et al.
1999).

Community learning, on the other hand, represents the
Government’s current agenda for community education and
community involvement. While it may share common
language with popular education and development
education, such as active citizenship, inclusion, and
sustainable communities, these terms are easily colonised
by the state and risk being interpreted in ways that can
actually dampen community engagement and action for
change.

Is cooperation possible?
In view of this critique of community learning, is there any
potential for cooperative working with popular education
practitioners? Substantive proposals from the seminar’s
participants were few. However, professional community
workers were encouraged to recognise their contradictory
position and not be pushed into delivering government policy,
but rather to work in and engage with the policy context. A
development education or popular education approach would
at times require subversion of the community learning agenda

in order to inspire local and global activists. Indeed, Shaw
challenged policy-makers to grasp the challenge of
recognising that democracy is about dissent as well as consent,
and that different, and sometimes competing, voices are the
lifeblood of democracy.

It was clear that there is potential for increased
cooperation between development education and popular
education work. The two approaches already share much in
common in that they both seek to challenge the status quo
through community action at a local and global level. Joint
working holds the promise of being able to more effectively
influence the Government’s agenda, through forging means
to inspire community action that has at its heart the
aspirations of the community.
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CITIZENSHIP AND DEMOCRACY IN SCHOOLS:  
diversity, identity, equality

edited by Audrey Osler

This book provides a framework for Citizenship Education within contexts of cultural diversity. Underpinning Citizenship Education has to be an
understanding and practice of human rights. The contributors show how human rights principles are used by schools to challenge structural
inequality, discrimination and exclusion and to support young people in developing confident identities in contexts of cultural diversity. Case studies
illustrate how students can realise their rights and responsibilities as citizens.

Leading researchers and expert teachers worked over two years in seminars funded by the ESRC and in debate with Bernard Crick, to produce this
authoritative and coherent work.

Part One: The Citizenship Agenda has chapters by Sarah Spencer, Eugeen Verhellen, Hugh Starkey and Audrey Osler.

Part Two: Race, Identity and Human Rights has contributions by Peter Figueroa, Robin Richardson, Michael Byram and Manuela Guilherme.

Part Three: Practising Democracy provides case studies by Maud Blair, Lynn Davies, Priscilla Anderson, Clive Harber, Mary John, Charlotte
Carter, Seán Carolan, Jeremy Cunningham and Ian Gittens.

Citizenship and Democracy in Schools is the core text for continuing professional development courses in Citizenship Education at MA and MEd level
and will also be required reading on initial teacher training. The book is essentially designed for the UK but international and comparative approaches
are provided by several contributors.

Dr Audrey Osler is Professor of Education at the University of Leicester and Director of the Centre for Citizenship Studies in Education.
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