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THEME ARTICLE

Introduction
One of the most welcome recent publications for those
working in global and development education was the DfEE
(2000) curriculum guidance on the need for a global
dimension in the school curriculum. This belated official
blessing provides a platform for the many initiatives that are
needed to help consolidate awareness and understanding of
the nature of local-global interdependence. 

However, the curriculum contains both spatial and
temporal dimensions. As in the 1970s the global dimension
was seen to be a missing element so, since the 1990s, the
future has increasingly been seen as missing on the temporal
dimension.

If all education is a preparation for the future when, where
and how, are pupils given the opportunity to explore the
futures that they would like to see come about? Whilst
historians deal with time past and all teachers deal with time
present, explicit exploration of the future is still largely
missing from the curriculum. 

A futures dimension 
Gough’s (1990) investigation of the portrayal of futures in
education revealed three common types of reference – tacit,
token and taken for granted. Tacit futures are those which are
assumed but remain hidden. Whilst the future may not be
mentioned in a document assumptions about it are tacitly
present. Token futures involve clichés and stereotypes

presented in a rhetorical fashion. Gough notes, ‘When one
finds ‘the future’ ... in the title of an educational document it
usually means much less than might be expected’. Taken-for-
granted futures occur whenever a particular future, or range
of futures, is described as if there were no other alternatives.
Discussion of the future framed solely in terms of science
and technology or a western worldview would be in this
category. The question which then arises is ‘How do we help
both young people and educators think more critically and
creatively about the future?’ 

Futures education
• enables pupils to understand the links between their own

lives in the present and those of others in the past and
future

• increases understanding of the social, political and
cultural influences which shape people’s perceptions of
personal, local and global futures

• develops the skills, attitudes and values which
encourage foresight and enable pupils to identify
probable and preferable futures

• works towards achieving a more just and sustainable
future in which the welfare of both people and planet are
of equal importance

Unless this temporal element is clearly present in the
curriculum personal, local and global futures will generally
remain tacit, token and taken-for-granted. Thus whilst, in
relation to a variety of issues, we may help students explore
‘Where are we now?’ and ‘How did we get here?’ the
crucially empowering questions of ‘Where do we want to get
to?’ and ‘How do we get there?’ often remain unexamined. 

Futures studies
Futures studies is the international field which educators
have drawn on in order to aid such deliberations about the
school curriculum. It emerged as a field of academic enquiry
in the 1970s. Its broad ranging concerns are addressed in
different ways by organisations such as the World Futures
Studies Federation and the World Futures Society (set up in
1966 and 1973 respectively), academic journals such as
Futures and Futures Research Quarterly, and key texts such
as The Knowledge Base of Futures Studies (Slaughter 1996),
Facing the Future (May 1996) and Foundations of Futures
Studies (Bell 1997).

Developing a futures dimension in the school
curriculum

The events surrounding September 11 highlight both local-global and past, present and future interconnections. The
need for a global dimension in the curriculum has now been officially recognised – after thirty years of
campaigning. David Hicks argues that the crucially missing futures dimension now needs equal attention. But can
we afford to wait another thirty years? 
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Bell (1997) proposes that the purpose of futures studies is
to ‘discover or invent, examine, evaluate and propose
possible, probable and preferable futures’. He continues
‘futurists seek to know: what can or could be (the possible),
what is likely to be (the probable), and what ought to be (the
preferable)’. Dator (1996) elaborates further: 

The future cannot be studied because the future does not
exist. Futures studies does not ... pretend to study the
future. It studies ideas about the future ... (which) often
serve as the basis for actions in the present ... 

Educational responses
One of the first writers to draw attention to the need for a
futures dimension in the school curriculum was Toffler
(1974) in Learning for Tomorrow: The Role of the Future in
Education. A few years later the US National Council for
Social Studies produced its influential bulletin Futures
Unlimited: Teaching About Worlds to Come (Fitch and
Svengalis 1979). A sprinkling of classroom materials, largely
American (e.g. Riley 1989), gradually became available for
teachers in the 70s and 80s.

Neither the World Futures Society nor World Futures
Studies Federation (two of the major organisations that help
support futures studies) has spawned offshoots that
specifically exist to service schools and teachers. By
contrast, global education, development education, peace
education and environmental education in part arose because
educators with an interest in related academic fields wanted
to know how to teach about these issues in schools.

During the 80s futures issues were taken up in the UK by
some global educators, such as the World Studies 8-13
project (Hicks 1990) and the Centre for Global Education
(Pike and Selby 1988). During the 90s there was a growing
interest in research on young people’s images of the future
and the implications of this for education (Hicks and Holden
1995). Hutchinson (1996) has carried out exciting work in
the field of secondary education as has Page (2000) in
relation to the early childhood curriculum. A range of
international case studies, from primary to tertiary level, are
to be found in Hicks and Slaughter (1998) and classroom
activities for KS 2/3 are elaborated in Hicks (2001).

Key concepts
Underlying the notion of a futures dimension in the
curriculum are nine concepts which need to underpin all
subject areas.

1. State of the world – This continues to give cause for
concern. Issues to do with the environment, wealth and
poverty, peace and conflict, and human rights, have a
major impact both locally and globally. Students need to
know about the causes of such problems, how they will
affect their lives now and in the future, and the action
needed to help resolve them.

2. Managing change – In periods of rapid social and
technological change the past cannot provide an accurate
guide to the future. Anticipation and adaptability,

foresight and flexibility, innovation and intuition,
become increasingly essential tools for survival.
Students need to develop such skills in order to become
more adaptable and pro-active towards change.

3. Views of the future – People’s views of the future may
vary greatly depending, for example, on age, gender,
class and culture, as well as their attitudes to change, the
environment and technology. Students need to be aware
of how people’s different viewpoints affect their
priorities in the present.

4. Alternative futures – At any point in time a range of
different futures is possible. Students need to explore a
range of probable futures (those which seem likely to

Educational rationale
The educational rationale for including a futures dimension
in the curriculum would include the following points:

• Pupil motivation – Pupil expectation about the future
can affect behaviour in the present, eg. that something
is, or is not, worth working for. Clear images of desired
personal goals can help stimulate motivation and
achievement.

• Anticipating change – Anticipatory skills and flexibility
of mind are important in times of rapid change,
enabling pupils to deal more effectively with uncertainty
and to initiate, rather than merely respond to, change.

• Critical thinking – In weighing up information,
considering trends and imagining alternatives, pupils
will need to exercise reflective and critical thinking.
This is often triggered by realising the contradictions
between how the world is now and how one would like
it to be.

• Clarifying values – All images of the future are
underpinned by differing value assumptions about
human nature and society. In a democratic society
pupils need to begin to identify such value judgements
before they can themselves make appropriate choices
between alternatives.

• Decision making – Becoming more aware of trends and
events which are likely to influence one’s future and
investigating the possible consequences of one’s actions
on others in the future leads to more thoughtful decision
making in the present.

• Creative imagination – This can contribute to, and is
enhanced by, designing alternative futures. Both creative
imagination and critical thinking are needed to envision
a range of preferable futures from the personal to the
global.

• A better world – It is important in a democratic society
that pupils develop their sense of vision particularly in
relation to more just and sustainable futures. This is an
essential ingredient in both the preserving and
improving of society.

• Responsible citizenship – Critical participation in
democratic life leads to the development of political
skills and thus more active and responsible citizenship.
Future generations are then more likely to benefit,
rather than lose, from decisions made today.
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come about) and preferable futures (those they feel
should come about) from the personal and local to the
global.

5. Hopes and fears – Hopes and fears for the future often
influence decision making in the present. Fears can lead
to the avoidance of problems rather than their resolution.
Students need to explore their hopes and fears and learn
to work creatively with them, enhancing motivation in
the present and thus positive action for change.

6. Past/present/future – Interdependence exists across
both space and time. Past, present and future are
inextricably connected. We are directly linked back in
time by the oldest members of the community and
forward nearly a century by those born today. Students
need to explore these links to gain a sense of continuity
and change as well as of responsibility for the future.

7. Visions for the future – The early years of a new
century provide a valuable opportunity for reviewing the
state of society. What needs to be left behind and what
taken forward? In particular, what visions of a better
future are needed to motivate active and responsible
citizenship in the present? Students therefore need to
develop their skills of envisioning and use of the
creative imagination.

8. Future generations – Economists, philosophers and
international lawyers increasingly recognise the rights of
future generations. It has been suggested that no
generation should inherit less human and natural wealth
than the one that preceded it. Students need to discuss
the rights of future generations and what the
responsibility to uphold these may involve.

9. Sustainable futures – Current consumerist lifestyles on
this planet are increasingly seen as unsustainable often
causing more damage than benefit. A sustainable
society would prioritise concern for the environment, the
poorest members of the community, and the needs of
future generations. Students need to understand how this
applies to their everyday lives and possible future
employment.

The challenge
Whilst there was a time when proponents of world studies,
global education and development education needed to argue
about the similarities, differences and virtues of their
respective fields – which often confused classroom teachers
– I think that the term global dimension is much more usable
and understandable to all. My own pragmatic position
concerning futures would be that we do not need to
introduce yet another ‘adjectival education’ to teachers,
although I do think it is useful to be aware of futures studies
(the academic field) and futures education (the educational
field). The title of this article thus deliberately echoes that of
the DfEE document in stressing the need to also develop a
futures dimension in the school curriculum.

International good practice in futures education, however,
is scattered and it is interesting to note that those who do
take an interest in this often have a prior commitment to
fields such as social education, environmental education,
global education or development education. At present there
is no clear body of educational opinion in the UK that
understands, let alone supports, the need for a futures
dimension in education. It has high value for PSHE,
citizenship, geography, science, design and technology, and
many other subjects. Perhaps global and development
educators should lead the way on this now, rather than it
taking another thirty years of struggle for a futures
dimension to receive concomitant official support.

NB. The author welcomes correspondence and occasions for wider
educational debate about the issues raised in this paper.
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