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The relevance of social and cultural anthropology to
development education may not immediately be apparent.
However, some ideas in development education have their
roots in this century-and-a-half-old discipline. For example,
ideas of ‘participation’ can be traced back to what was the key
innovation in the so-called fieldwork revolution led by
Malinowski in the first half of the 20th century – namely
‘participant observation’. This was aimed at changing the way
anthropologists collected data in the field and presented their
findings in ethnographies.

‘From its inception, anthropology has struggled with the
problem of how to engage with and represent other cultures
whilst trying to understand and move away from its own
historical roots in Western rationality and the commitment
to ‘progress’’. Marcus and Fisher (1986) in Arce (2000) 

During its various intellectual phases, anthropology has
shifted in its conception of societies and cultures. In the days
of 19th century social evolutionism, notions of ‘primitive’
societies in need of ‘civilisation’ dominated the thinking of
western academia. The comparison of the workings and make-
up of society to the functions of organs of the human body by
anthropologists such as Radcliffe-Brown, characterised the
functionalist phase of anthropology. This gave way to phases
such as the structuralist phase, in which the Levi-Straussian
and Durkheimian notions of structure underlying society
dominated, and to post-modernism in the 1980s and 1990s, in
which ‘deconstruction’ was the fashion.

Such theories about the workings of societies and cultures
in Asia, Africa, Latin America and Oceania were derived from
ethnographic work, as well as ‘armchair’ analyses conducted
by various anthropologists. They were used to inform
activities from missionary work to colonial administration in
the past to international development more recently. 

We can look at anthropology both in terms of its content
and the methods it has employed to collect, analyse and
present information. For example, the comparative method
was, for a long time, unique to anthropology. Most recently,
what has grown in significance is the degree to which
anthropology can (or even should) explain change in societies
and cultures and the extent to which it encourages reflexivity
among anthropologists to consider their own position in
relation to the subject of study. 

It is these ideas of positionality, reflexivity, comparison and
participant observation that connect the fields of anthropology
and development education. They affect on the one hand the
way we think and seek to learn about the various dimensions
of societies and cultures that make up the globe, and on the

other how we understand, communicate, raise awareness and
educate ourselves and others about these dimensions.

Working with the MEDE pilot projects
I turn now to considering the MEDE research. The
organisations I worked with on the MEDE project all
interacted with young people on issues with which I was more
than familiar. In addition, there were other areas of the
development education work in which I was less experienced,
and so over the two years of the MEDE project work some
interesting challenges and insights came into view. 

Adopting the stance of ‘critical friend’ was therefore
crucial to the methodology of the MEDE research and allowed
for observation, conversation and participation to be combined
as appropriate. Brief details are provided below on each of the
pilot projects, followed by an analysis of some of my research
findings under three thematic headings. 

Passe Partout is a small, non-profit education organisation
based in Brighton, East Sussex. Since September 1999 it has
coordinated a programme entitled: Youth Culture and
Attitudes to Rights, Race and Responsibilities, funded under
Comenius Action 2 of the European Commission’s Socrates
programme. 

The project represents the refinement of a process that has
taken ‘twelve years [of] experimentation, modification and
exercise of development education’1. Working with young
people and their staff in twelve schools in four European
countries: Belgium, Denmark, France and the UK, Passe
Partout encourage participants to ‘investigate each others’
community as a way of understanding more about their own’.
My interaction began as the process was in full swing. 

The Guide Association is an international charity
organisation with a membership of over 450,000 girls and
women. Their project – ‘training of trainers in development
education’ – aims to introduce development education to
Guiders by familiarising them with Global Youth Work
practice in the UK, in order to shift the notion of
‘international’ and looking at ‘what others do’, and to begin to
talk about sharing global perspectives and developing
globally-conscious citizenship. My involvement began at the
start of the conceptualisation of the training programme.

Global Connections World Studies Resource Centre (West
Wales) is a small DEC in Pembrokeshire. It works within the
entire spectrum of the community, in both the informal and
formal sectors, fulfilling its commitment to promote ‘Global
Perspectives in Learning’. Global Connections has achieved a
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1 All italicised quotes refer to conversations with and/or written
documentation received from my contacts within the pilot projects
unless otherwise stated.
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great deal since its launch in 1997, spanning from the
preparation of teaching materials for local use through to
research work in Zanzibar on the impact of tourism and
supplying books and materials for a mobile schools’ library in
Jordan.

The broad aim of their project ‘Global Perspectives in
Learning’ is ‘to raise awareness of local issues of poverty,
inequality, human rights and the environment connected with
communities across the world’. My contact focussed on the
progress made on designing and implementing an internal
evaluation process for monitoring organisational performance.

Inroads Africa is a local organisation run by and for black
communities in Britain, to ‘help show the positive sides of the
African continent [and to] set up positive links between the
African and Caribbean communities in the UK’. An outcome
of this organisation was the newly-formed, voluntary Anansi
Development Education Centre whose goals are to raise the
awareness of black young people regarding contemporary
development issues faced by African and Caribbean countries
and to show how the development of the Caribbean, Africa
and Britain are interlinked. 

Anansi’s first initiative was a three-week summer school
for young people from the London boroughs of Hackney,
Haringey and Walthamstow, which aimed to empower
participants to build positive identities. The course outline
included sessions on black British and world history,
contemporary issues such as Third World debt and trips to
places of educational interest. The focus of my interaction was
in exploring criteria for evaluating the summer school.

Theme 1: Social Research as Dialogue
The most important recurring theme during this research
project is the notion of social research as a dialogue between
researcher and practitioner. The MEDE project is a prime
example not only of action research, but also of social
research, which necessarily implies live interaction with
people rather than things. My experience with the pilot
projects highlighted the importance of recognising different
degrees of participation from the practitioners with whom I
was working on the one hand, and my own ability to adopt
different postures on the other. 

Tip: Be prepared for differing degrees
of interaction

I relied mainly on email conversations in combination with
personal visits to the projects, meetings at my place of work,
telephone conversations and occasional communication
through the post. What has been interesting is that I derived
the most satisfactory interaction – from my perspective –
during the face-to-face meetings, after which notes could be
written up and reflected on. Indeed, my contacts at Passe
Partout and the Guide Association both commented on how
valuable they found our conversations.

‘It was interesting to meet with someone else interested in
evaluation… It was revealing to have to try to articulate in
research language what we were doing as an integral part
of the methodology we put in practice’

‘It made us think about the area of global youth work as a
whole rather than focus on one project in particular.’

What was most challenging was that although the ideal for
research work is to try to become an ‘inside-outsider’ (Burke
1989) by totally immersing oneself in the work of the
organisation, this was obviously not totally possible.
Therefore, the substance of the research was gleaned from
listening to the practitioners and facilitating their process of
reflection on past events and future plans.

Theme 2: Translating terms
The second key theme relates to the use of technical
terminology in particular and language in general. It may be
logical to assume that, since the language used in the MEDE
research was English, communication was simple. However,
this was not necessarily the case. Development education is as
complex a social phenomenon as any, and it was therefore
important throughout this project to ensure that a shared
understanding of terms such as evaluation, effectiveness and
development education existed between myself and the
practitioner with whom I was working.

Tip: Clarify terms because using the same
words doesn’t guarantee the same meaning

In anthropology, the question of classification and
categorisation is a key debate. I found a useful reference point
to be the advice of one of the ‘founding fathers’ of British
social anthropology to dispense with labels that prove
unhelpful (Evans-Pritchard 1937).

Defining development education….
For example, very early on in the work with the Guide
Association we substituted the term ‘Development Education’
for ‘Global Youth Work’ not only to reduce the amount of
confusion but also to demonstrate the link between the work
of the GA and other youth-centric organisations. Similarly,
within Global Connections the working phrases are ‘Global
Perspectives in Learning’ or ‘Development Awareness’ for
many reasons, including the fact that this organisation works
with the full spectrum of the community and not just the
formal education sector. For Passe Partout, the preferred term
is ‘Social Education’ as this fits in with educational agendas
across Europe.

The choice of terminology is as political an exercise as the
choice of performance indicators. So although each of the
pilot projects is a member of the DEA, their intellectual
understanding and practical articulation of development
education varies according to the section of the community
they work with, the internal visions and objectives of their
organisation and, of course, the requirements of funders. The
principles of development education do underpin all areas of
work, but it is the degree of emphasis that varies. The
definition of the vision, aims and objectives has obvious
implications on how effectiveness is thought of and measured.

Defining measuring effectiveness…
This brings us to the other dimension to the language issue,
which is associated with measuring effectiveness in general
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and evaluation in particular. Those of us who are involved in
the spectrum of development education work share the
sentiment that ‘educational benefits are very difficult to
measure’.2 The definitions of effectiveness and evaluation
form a wide spectrum of meaning also. It is often much easier
to ask questions that require a quantifiable, statistical answer,
in the short term. When we attempt to capture a long term
shift in attitudes, the task becomes more slippery.

‘I think linguistically, the whole idea of expectations and
excite[ment] – excité in French – [did] not hav[e] quite the
same value’

The work done by Passe Partout is particularly interesting
because it involved working with children in schools across
Europe on their culture and attitudes to race, rights and
responsibilities. As one of the key indicators of success of the
work was a shift in attitudes, one suggestion was to establish
teachers’ and pupils’ expectations, levels of excitement and
worry early on, in order to compare them later to see how
effective the project was being. This suggestion was taken on
board and trialled but the observation, as the quote above
illustrates, was that the English term excitement was not
necessarily as useful an indicator when translated into the
French term excité. This means that the results yielded in
France would not carry the same significance as those in the
UK.

However, as my research showed, the awareness of ‘the
importance of indicators and learning outcomes and being
very specific about we want[ed] to achieve’ is high. What is
being struggled with is the definition of these indicators and
outcomes – direct and indirect, anticipated and unanticipated –
and then the designing of ways of ‘recording… the affective
changes’ i.e. the qualitative results of projects that will testify
to the impact of development education work. 

Theme 3: Reflection and Action – Two Sides of
the Same Coin
The third and final theme I want to highlight from my work
on the MEDE project is the renewed realisation that thinking
and doing are two sides of the same coin. This may seem an
obvious insight but through the duration of the project the
importance of truly recognising this became apparent.

For example, evaluation and interactive communication is
intrinsic not only to the modus operandi but also to the
effectiveness of Passe Partout. Without constant feedback and
active engagement between teachers and students, there is no
content from which to put together a script, from which in
turn to prepare a performance that demonstrates the findings
of the participants involved.

Tip: Practice what you preach

Another example is the variegated structure of team meetings
at Global Connections. These provide opportunities not only
to present reports on work completed and share ideas for
planning the way forward, but also to encourage staff to reflect
on their ways of working as a team in achieving collectively

negotiated goals. Staff were creative in their use of tools and
techniques to define internal organisational indicators as well
as project baselines. This is an example, then, of how methods
for defining success in project work aimed outwardly with
participants, can be applied inwards to ways of working within
an organisation.

Of course, to engage thoroughly in the reflection-action
continuum requires carefully crafted use of available time and
resources in a way that does not detract from the work at hand
– something that is inevitably easier said than done. In Global
Connections’ case, it was a crisis situation that served as the
catalyst for establishing a process for communication on a
regular basis, in the hope that further crises could be avoided,
but also so that work could be improved.

Conclusion
I have briefly touched on the three themes that arose during
my involvement on the MEDE research project namely:
research as dialogue, the importance of language, and the
interplay between idea and application. There are a number of
other areas that could be discussed based on this research,
however, I leave you with a few key questions that I think are
pertinent for social science researchers as well as development
education practitioners: 

• What does it mean to be involved in social action
research?

• In what ways can equality in the relationship between
researcher and practitioner be negotiated?

• How can it be ensured that the language between
researcher and practitioner is mutually understood?

And finally, a cautionary refrain that played regularly in my
mind: people and projects do not exist for research purposes.
The role of a social action researcher is therefore not about
making judgements or passively ingesting as a member of a
distanced audience watching a staged performance. Rather, it
is about fostering a critical relationship with willing
practitioners, and negotiating opportunities to observe, record
and analyse the spectrum of complex realities in the field. It is
the reflections on interactions of this kind, which carry a
responsibility to be shared by the researcher with those
committed to the field and interested to know.
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2.   Feedback from Passe Partout. 


