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The problem
Learning in it all its manifestations – formal, informal and
non-formal – is now recognised as a constant and necessary
feature in our lives. Formal education institutions from
primary schools to universities are rapidly changing to
accommodate the diverse needs, requirements, risks and
responsibilities that are now readily apparent to everyone
who chooses to look and listen. The riots in Britain’s
northern cities in the summer of 2001 suggest that the focus
of urban regeneration policies and practices must now
concentrate more explicitly on the development of social
capital, citizenship skills, intercultural learning and
community cohesion. In other words, on civil society and the
associative democracy of voluntary organisations and
communicative networks. Economic insecurity, social
exclusion and poverty remain the grim realities of many
people’s lifeworlds and are likely to remain so as affluence
seems to be increasingly
polarised on both class and
spatial lines. The poverty of
place and the poverty of the
individual are mutually
reinforcing even though the
exact matrix of deprivation
(poor housing, inadequate
public services, bad health, low
personal income, polluted
environment, racial tension,
etc.) may vary (Powell et al,
2001). Public policy as articulated by the Social Exclusion
Unit is directed towards the prevention of such ills rather
than towards their alleviation, the improvement of people’s
quality of life and the enhancement of their life chances and
those of future generations.

‘Lifelong learning’, as much a buzzword as a policy or
practice, addresses the development and acquisition of new
skills and knowledge in a rather narrow way, emphasising
the instrumentally material, economic and vocational wants
of individuals. If education unconditionally serves the needs
of the not so free market economy, it also facilitates the
forces which lead to increased consumerism, material
production, capital mobility, environmental degradation,
global inequity and personal insecurity. However, a vague
and somewhat hesitant recognition of social and human
ecological imperatives and the primary principles of
sustainable development are creeping into the debates about

learning, learning provision and the purpose of education.
The challenge for development education (DE) and all those
concerned with promoting sustainable development is to
fashion a new philosophy of learning based on an ethic of
global and ecological responsibility and understanding
within mainstream educational thinking, policy making and
practice. DE is still marginal and, for many, uncomfortably
radical and oppositional but there are certain voices now
within the mainstream, that can reinforce and rearticulate
certain aspects of DE’s evolution and help realise the
paradigm shift required if this new learning is to be both
sustained and sustainable.

Education and development
We live in an age of risk – jobs disappear as quickly as they
appear; the nature of work is constantly evolving; the safety
of the food we eat and the air we breathe is frequently
questionable; the security of our homes, lives, health,

children, environment is often
felt to be inadequate; our trust
in traditional authorities,
institutions and (scientific)
expertise is fractured. Climate
change, genetic engineering, the
arrogance of trans-national
companies, the disposal of toxic
and nuclear wastes and the
survival, let alone the renewal,
of democracy at local, regional
and national levels are all issues

that affect everyone and should be the axis point of lifelong
learning. These are simultaneously individual and collective
concerns. The way we conduct our businesses or participate
(or not) in the governance of our spatial and interest
communities are certainly matters of individual conscience
but they are also elements of a larger collective inter and
intra generational responsibility. Just as environmentalists
entreat us to link the local to the global, educationalists must
endeavour to bridge the private and the public, the individual
and the collective and the instrumental with the moral.
Education needs to be unashamedly made fit for a
democratic public purpose and our understanding of ‘the
quality of life’ must be allied to the classical notion of
human flourishing. 

The Nobel prize winning economist Amartya Sen (1999)
writes of the need to expand the ‘capabilities of persons to
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lead the kind of lives they value – and have reason to value’.
The development of a person’s skills may make him/her a
more efficient and valuable producer contributing to
economic growth. But learning has other benefits too –
being able to choose in a more informed way, being taken
seriously by others, communicating more effectively. All this
may enable a person to improve his diet, become a public
citizen, secure meaningful employment and act to reduce
pressure on the planet’s biological support systems. Sen links
our capabilities with our freedoms and our freedoms in turn
must be linked with education’s public purpose – human
flourishing, environmental sustainability, human rights,
global equity, social justice, interdependence, cultural
diversity, citizenship ...

Viewing development in terms of expanding substantive
freedoms directs attention to the ends that make
development important, rather than merely to some of the
means that, inter alia, play a prominent part in the
process. (ibid.)

Similarly, the Human Development Reports published
annually by the United Nations view poverty as broader than
a lack of income. Rather, it is deprivation in the valuable
things that a person can do or be. Poverty limits human
freedoms and deprives people of their dignity. Human
development is about enhancing people’s capacity to live
long, healthy and creative lives, to be knowledgeable, to
enjoy a decent standard of living, a quality environment, self
respect and respect for others. Manfred Max Neef (1992)
argues that development must aim to fulfil the fundamental
human needs of subsistence, protection, affection,
understanding, participation, leisure, creation, identity and
freedom which interact systematically (connectively) rather
than hierarchically as is frequently seen in psychology
textbooks. Fundamental needs can be satisfied by harnessing
the creative and social energies of people rather than by
conventional economic forces but any move from
dependence to autonomy will require deep structural changes
in relations between state and
civil society, the global
economy, the environment and
the individual. 

While a satisfier is in an
ultimate sense the way in
which a need is expressed,
goods are in a strict sense
the means by which
individuals will empower the
satisfiers to meet those
needs. When, however, the
form of production and consumption of goods makes
goods an end in themselves, then the alleged satisfaction
of a need impairs its capacity to create potential. This
creates the conditions for entrenching an alienated
society engaged in a productivity race lacking any sense
at all. Life, then, is placed at the service of artefacts,

rather than artefacts at the service of life. The question of
the quality of life is overshadowed by our obsession to
increase productivity. (ibid.)

For Max Neef formal democracy fails to satisfy the need for
participation as the vast majority of citizens in western
democracies do not, and perhaps cannot, actively participate
in the political process. A more genuine satisfier would
engage the methods, procedures and opportunities presented
by a deep democracy entailing face to face contact,
commitment to place, community development and planning
and those other associational initiatives linked with Local
Agenda 21. The educationalist Jane Thompson (2001)
recognises the significance of sustainable development to
lifelong learning in its nurturing of civic and ecological
responsibility, combating poverty, facilitating participation in
neighbourhood renewal strategies and in its
acknowledgement that ‘informal learning reminds us of the
social agency of learners who are engaged in the dynamic
process of living and making sense of complicated lives in a
wide variety of contexts and different circumstances’.

Educational processes
Educationalists must therefore develop ways in which the
social agency of individual learners operate connectively,
actively and collaboratively. It is important that people of all
ages are offered the opportunities to move beyond their
current intellectual and experiential horizons. Uncertainty
and risk, citizenship and skills development inform UK
Government reports on Lifelong Learning and the recent
educational Green Paper, 14-19: Extending Opportunities,
Raising Standards. More significantly perhaps the
government, taking its cue from the International
Baccalaureate, now recognises the value of critical thinking
and the theory of knowledge suggesting that it could form
part of the proposed Matriculation Diploma. 

Any democratic society worthy of the name must ensure
that its citizens have the intellectual tools and cultural space
to meaningfully interrogate the validity claims of powerful

individuals and institutions.
Science and politics speak
with many voices as any public
debate over GM and food
security testifies. Critical
thinking is key to educational
development for it entails
identifying and challenging
assumptions, examining
habitual perceptions and
interpretations of the world,
imagining and exploring
alternatives and acquiring the

capacity to reflect sceptically. It necessarily engages the
emotions and may be linked to Mezirow ‘s concept of
‘transformative learning’ (1997) through which people
become cognizant of where they are, how they got there and
how they might move on. Development education must
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therefore concern itself with the transformation of people’s
perspectives, the development and application of different
conceptual tools with which to make sense of our lived
experience and capabilities. 

Learning is understood as the process of using a prior
interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation
of the meaning of one’s experience in order to guide
future action.... We can transform our meaning schemes
by becoming critically reflective of the assumptions
supporting the content and/or process of problem solving.
We may transform meaning perspective by becoming
critically reflective of our premises in defining the
problem. Reflectivity involves reasoning and/or intuition.
Transformative learning refers to transforming our frame
of reference to become more inclusive, differentiating,
permeable and integrative of experience. (ibid)

Transformative learning can
occur at all levels and in all
situations that are genuinely
educational and that enable a
person to think freely. The
problem is that people
participating in specialised
training courses or engaging
with tightly defined subject
disciplines or being shaped by
the prescribed learning
outcomes of vocational learning programmes have their
horizons limited rather than expanded. What is not being
learned is frequently as important as what is and the process
of learning becomes constitutive of its product – the student
experience, the learning itself. Jarvis (1997) has noted how
many of the flexible means of lifelong learning reinforce
instrumental attitudes to education and socially reproduce
processes of individuation. Sitting at home in front of the
computer screen scrolling down the e-learning source
material is hardly the most socially connected of human
activities – cyber communities apart. It does not of itself
enable a person to think out of her box, to see things in the
round or to locate the learning being undertaken in the
holistic conceptual framework that is a requirement of global
sustainability. Given this, learners should learn about the
process implications of learning and not just the rather
simplistic skills orientated ‘learning how to learn’ set-up.
The facility to think critically, sceptically and reflectively
comes into play with the skills and procedures of
metacognition.

Metacognition is a general term, which refers to a
second-order form of thinking: thinking about learning. It
includes a variety of self-awareness processes to help
plan, monitor, orchestrate and control one’s own learning.
Such learners monitor their learning using particular
strategies which hinge on self-questioning in order to get
the purpose of learning clear, searching for connections
and conflicts with what is already known, and judging

whether understanding of the material is sufficient for the
task. (Cripps and McGilchrist quoted in Schofield)

It will be these processes of reflective learning and
metacognition that enable the learner to fashion his own
global awareness and social consciousness. However, the
seven global perspectives outlined by the Development
Education Association’s Lifelong Learning in a Global
Society: Ensuring Success for the Future will not emerge
spontaneously. Thinking and acting critically, evaluatively
and reflectively requires the stimulation, construction and
creation of new knowledge and understanding. The
constructivist approach to learning tells us that ‘students
learn actively by making sense of new knowledge, making
meaning from it, and mapping it into their existing
knowledge map or schema’ (Cripps and McGilchrist quoted
in Schofield). Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning (1984)
suggests how constructivist approaches may with appropriate

intervention and ‘scaffolding’
from educators build fresh
perspectives into the process
and experience of lifelong
education. Bridges may be built
between subject disciplines, the
private and public spheres, the
local and the global, through
processes of curriculum
development in schools,

colleges, universities and in the community, based on life
skills development and Problem Based Learning (not to be
confused with problem solving). Problem Based Learning
involves four basic components:

• Cumulative learning – subjects or topics are
reintroduced repeatedly and with increasing
sophistication whenever they contribute legitimately to
reasoned decision making in a problematic situation

• Integrated learning – subjects relate to a given problem
and are not presented separately

• Progression – learning and curriculum changes as the
learners develop

• Consistency – learning that ensures students are treated
as responsible individuals. (Engel,1999)

The challenge
Development education faces challenges but also offers
challenges to learners, policy makers, curriculum authorities,
educational institutions, funding bodies, teachers and
managers. It requires serious and deep learning by all
concerned. The needs it satisfies cannot be realised through
glib rhetorical flourishes, a short option module in a
Matriculation Diploma or degree or the tick in the
appropriate box on an evaluation form. As Sterling (2001)
clearly argues sustainable and development education
requires deep systemic changes to the way we think about
and organise learning. Moving learning out of the

...people engaging with tightly
defined subject disciplines or being
shaped by the prescribed learning
outcomes of vocational learning
programmes have their horizons

limited rather than expanded.



institutional citadels and into the community by recognising
the importance of informal learning might not quite
constitute the deschooling of society Ivan Illich (1973) once
advocated but these lifelong learning activities together with
such initiatives as the Sustainable Development Education
and Citizenship 16-19 projects of the Learning and Skills
Development Agency have opened up spaces within which
development education may successfully promote more
globally orientated and intercultural learning. 

Educationalists have an important role to play in
constructing this new curriculum, in articulating a new ethic
for education, in nurturing new leadership networks,
developing new communities of practice and shaping critical
pedagogies. These will complement the activities of other
bodies in civil society (particularly human rights and
environmental pressure groups) working towards related
purposes. Education is more than a transmission of
knowledge and understanding from one to another.
Educationalists have a role in and a right to contribute to the
creation of knowledge. They enable others to distinguish
truth from error, knowledge from sophistry and rhetoric
from reality. As R. S. Peters (1966) noted, an educated
person is not someone who has simply mastered a skill, has
expertise in a narrow field or has accumulated a vast array of
disjointed facts. Rather, being educated means a person is
transformed by what he or she knows and what he knows is
neither external or inert. Knowledge and learning actively
shapes us and in so doing reflexively shapes the lifeworlds
that we, through our participation in various social
institutions including education, construct and reproduce.
Development education continues to help fashion a different
and better world.
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