
The Development Education Journal Volume 9 Number 1 2002 • 21

In January 2002 the British Council made a five year
commitment to develop Connecting Futures, a new strategy
to build better understanding and learning between young
people from different cultural backgrounds. The initial phase
has already involved young people from Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Malaysia, Indonesia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, the
Palestinian Territories, Egypt, Turkey, Nigeria and the UK.
These countries, their regional and international roles and
their social and economic structures are readily differentiated
but they all have significant Muslim populations. While
Connecting Futures provides an opportunity to tackle
stereotypes and to look afresh at the attitudes and opinions
that influence our relations with the Islamic world it is not a
faith-based programme. Its credibility will be built on
mutuality, shared learning and
respect for diversity. One aim is to
redress the lack of information
available to young people growing
up in the UK about these
countries.

The British Council anticipates
that Connecting Futures will
facilitate further change in terms of its own practice and
procedures. It is alert to the many and varied challenges it
faces in representing the cultural and ethnic diversity of the
UK and in meeting the needs emerging from political
devolution within the UK. New structures have been
developed and relationships with ethnic minority
communities are being strengthened. For example where
there once was a British Studies Committee there is now an
Intercultural Studies Advisory Group.

After building a reputation over nearly seventy years of
active engagement with cultural relations the British Council
is giving increased priority to its work with young people.
Through education, arts, sports and science projects, making
use of the internet and new communications technologies
where appropriate, and continuing to support school links
and youth exchanges, the intention is to establish a new
space for listening, sharing and learning. This will allow the
young to participate directly in public diplomacy and ensure
that their voices can be heard. 

Young people in countries participating in Connecting
Futures have been consulted about their needs and
aspirations. Research has been completed in the countries
listed above with the exception of Iran. The research
revealed that two thirds of the sample had a positive view of

the UK linked to the strength of the UK economy and its
ability to support comparatively high standards of living and
educational attainment. While events post September 11 had
had an impact and the UK’s standing had been adversely
effected by its close support for US foreign policy the impact
varied greatly by country. For example while there had been
a favourable shift in opinion in Nigeria and Indonesia, in
Pakistan and Bangladesh the UK’s standing had declined. In
spite of concerns about racist undercurrents the UK was
perceived as a successful multicultural society. Educational
co-operation was identified as the most fruitful area for
collaboration.

In March 2002 a multilateral discourse was achieved by
bringing together in a Youth Forum between four and eight

participants from each of the
overseas countries with a couple
of dozen young people from
across the UK. This event gave
the delegates an opportunity to
explore issues around education,
employment, empowerment and
conflict resolution and also to

identify actions they could take individually and collectively
at the local, national and international levels. The
participants generated a strong sense of solidarity, proposed
a raft of follow-up activities and established the first
transnational Connecting Futures community. As a
contributor from Pakistan observed, ‘The stage was set for us
to share our problems and apprehensions and hopefully lead
to an understanding and wider learning... and carry our
experience to a wider audience and enlighten them just as we
had been enlightened by our short but rich stay in England.’

Since returning from the Youth Forum the Pakistani
participants have been planning to disseminate lessons learnt
through the media, to those involved in policy formulation
and among their peers. An agreed goal is to create youth
forums on a regional basis. This will engage the returned
participants and those that contributed to the research
exercise with wider networks. The British Council, working
with the Commonwealth Youth Exchange Council, wishes to
promote more links between youth groups and to facilitate
further reciprocal mobility when circumstances are
favourable. It is hoped that in January 2003 UK participants
will contribute to the Rafi Peer Theatre Workshop which
will encompass dance, drama, film, music and puppetry.

Connecting Futures: the impact of a new British
Council initiative in the UK and Pakistan

Dermot George provides an introduction to Connecting Futures and considers, in particular, its intended impact
on the United Kingdom’s person-to-person public diplomacy with Pakistan, with special reference to the engagement
of 15 to 25 year-olds.
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The stage was set for us to share
our problems and apprehensions

and hopefully lead to an
understanding and wider learning...



The British Council has worked on behalf of DFID to
support higher education links for a number of years. The
Connecting Futures initiative should see some of these
develop in new ways that will reach out from the universities
to involve wider communities. For example Sussex and
Sheffield Hallam Universities may find this initiative offers
them and their partners in Pakistan new opportunities around
initial teacher education.

Established links between schools in the UK and Pakistan
– some of several years standing – reflect, in part,
community ties. Through the British Council DFID grants
have been available to support the reciprocal mobility of
staff and joint curriculum projects. Connecting Futures has
given a fresh impetus to this work. A report recently
submitted to the British Council in Islamabad identified five
types of school partnership: those centred on teacher
exchange, those involving the mobility of both staff and
students, those focusing on curriculum links, those that form
part of a cluster and those that are dormant. It noted in
Pakistan a widespread interest in linking. It recommended
that school links be pupil-centred. It stressed the importance
of evaluation and suggested that regular meetings of a
network of linked schools would help to sustain
commitment, disseminate good practice and promote mutual
support. It found that the most successful links were tied to
the schools’ strategic objectives, driven by a shared vision
and managed by co-ordinators with support from senior
staff. Work is in hand to prepare a Pakistani edition of
Partners in Learning, a guide to the successful management
of school links. The UK version can be accessed at
www.wotw.org.uk. Discussion about appropriate regional
support structures is on-going in both countries. The goals
are to promote sustainability and to enhance quality.

Research undertaken with NFER into the impact on UK
teachers of hosting visitors from and going to partner
schools in the South has indicated that the experience
increased the respondents’ knowledge of that country and
stimulated their interest in other cultures as well as helping
them to address the international dimension. More than 90%
of the respondents considered it had helped them to promote
in the classroom understanding of development issues such
as global trade, famine and conflict. More than 65% reported
that they had accessed resources from development
organisations. Three quarters were satisfied that the aims of
the visits had been realised and also considered there had
been a substantial impact on their school communities

During the spring two primary schools in High Wycombe
joined with one in Lahore and one in Kano to create video
diaries in which student presenters provided an account of a
day at their school and in their community. These accounts
are being shared between the contributing schools and will
be edited together for a wider audience provided no major
technical obstacles prevent it.

It is significant that the initial experience of Connecting
Futures has been conditioned by heightened international
tension, by the decision to temporarily withdraw UK staff

working in Pakistan because of fears for their safety and by
the recognition that manifestations of Islamophobia in the
UK need to be addressed. As a participant from Peshawar
reflected at the Youth Forum, ‘I have realised the perils of
accepting the media view of people. Before I came here I
had thought the whole British public supported the bombing
in Afghanistan. Now I realise it is much more complex than
that. I have also realised that some of my prejudices about
other Islamic nations were unfounded.’ Just as important is
the impact of Connecting Futures within the UK. As a Welsh
participant commented, ‘It gave me the possibility to
question my own attitude relating to other countries. It also
convinced me that ‘democracy from the bottom’ (everyone
can make a change) can work and that it is worth trying.’
This has underlined the importance of focusing on young
people while they are still developing their worldview. The
demographics in all the Connecting Futures countries except
the UK places this generation of 15 to 25 year-olds in the
vanguard because of their sheer numbers as well as their
future potential.

If Connecting Futures is to succeed it will need to carry
forward this approach of mutual listening and learning
enabling new partners to work together between
communities on projects offering mutual benefits and
creating opportunities for young people to communicate and
collaborate. It will provide a channel for the energy and
ideas of individuals to help build a peaceful global
community that solves problems together and respects and
learns from the diversity of cultures. It is clearly not going to
be easy but it is encouraging that from the outset there has
been a very positive engagement from partners in the UK
and overseas. 

The commitment to develop this strategy over five years
as a source of innovation and as a means to engage with
young people who previously might not have thought of the
British Council as relevant to them has raised expectations.
At the Youth Forum it was clear that there was a wellspring
of ideas and energy together with an absence of cynicism.
Subsequently Gordon Brown, through the provision of extra
funding, has made a commitment to strengthen the work of
the British Council. Partners, such as the Charities’ Aid
Foundation (which organised a fund-raising concert at the
Old Vic) have also made a commitment to the further
development of this initiative. 

Dermot George is co-ordinating Connecting Futures
activity in the Education and Training Group of the
British Council. He can be contacted on 020 7389
4660 or via dermot.george@britishcouncil.org

Further information about the Youth Forum can be
reviewed at www.britishcouncil.org/connectingfutures
together with the results of the research into attitudes
among 15 to 25 year olds, more information about the
Connecting Futures strategy as a whole and other pilot
project activity. 
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