
Sydney 1960. The hot summer sun beats down on the
asphalt playground. The eucalypts shimmer as the
temperature rises. The children, mostly fair haired and fair
skinned stand in lines, singing God Save the Queen. They
pledge allegiance to the monarch, salute the flag and make
their way to the classroom. It’s a small, safe world with its
centre firmly fixed on Great Britain.

The years roll by. The political events unfolding in Asia
are played out nightly on televisions in loungerooms across
the country.  Asia is suddenly real. Refugees and
immigrants arrive from all parts of the globe. The suburbs
begin to change. Different people, different clothes,
different foods, different religions. Established attitudes
are challenged. 

Sydney 2002. The sun still beats down strongly, the
eucalypts still shimmer. But the fair haired children are less
visible, joined by others with different colouring. An
Australian national anthem resounds over the playground.
Great Britain plays little part in the family history of many
of these children. Their heritage lies elsewhere.

Just as the social and political landscapes of Australia
have so starkly changed over the past forty years, so too has
the education system that has helped mould the lives of its
young people.

The educators and NGOs of the early 1960s
acknowledged that a major shift in Australian society was
underway and they responded. They recognised that there
was a need for a much deeper understanding of the wider
world and a commitment on the part of Australians to be
involved in shaping their world and helping to tackle
inequality and poverty. They saw primary and secondary
schools as the logical places to address these concerns.
Much of the early work in what was later to become global
education grew from the spontaneous initiatives of
individual educators, often working in collaboration with
non-government organisations in the field. The first
Development Education Centre was established in Sydney
in the early 1970s by Non-Government Organisations
and volunteers. Other centres in other capital cities
followed.

By the mid 1980s the Australian Government had
formally staked a claim in development education by setting
up a Development Education Grant Program through its
overseas aid program. By 1990 it had supported and

promoted the first Development Education Teachers Guide
for all Australian schools – A Better World for All –
Development Education in the Classroom.

At the same time, Federal, State and Territory
Governments were working on an Australian set of
curriculum statements and profiles. Global education
assumed centre stage in the key learning area of Studies of
Society and Environment and was a recurrent theme across
all areas of study.

The education statements were not prescriptive. They
offered a broad set of guidelines which individual states and
territories were free to weave into their own curriculums.
While the statements and profiles were largely the work of
the educators, they received advice from the Australian
Agency for International Development, AusAID, the
organisation that administers the Government’s overseas aid
program and ACFOA, the umbrella organisation of non-
government overseas aid agencies.

The greatest achievement of global education over
recent years has been this explicit inclusion in all
Australian school curricula. This has been supported by the
production of a range of curriculum materials for early
childhood, primary and secondary teachers and ongoing
teacher training, by consultants funded by AusAID to
directly deliver lectures or to provide material to university
staff. For teachers who had never received training in
global education, professional development has been
provided to give them the understanding, skills and
resources.

By the mid 1990s, the Grant Program had been replaced
by a Global Education Program with particular emphasis on
the reduction of poverty, particularly in the Asia Pacific
region, a reflection of Australia’s position in the region. The
definition of ‘global education’ had broadened to include
development, environment, gender and peace, human rights
and multicultural education. 

In April 2002, it was further refined in a Statement on
Global Education for Australian Schools. This was produced
after lengthy consultations with representatives of NGOs,
government, catholic and private education systems. The
Statement does not seek to provide curriculum content but
acts as a philosophical and practical reference point for
teachers and students. It makes a commitment to opposing
poverty and injustice and affirms human rights, cultural
diversity, peace, social justice and environmental
sustainability.
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Global education in Australia

Arthur Burch charts the development of global education in Australia as it responds to a
changing world.



In some states, global education is promoted by non-
government organisations. In NSW and Victoria the
contractor is the Geography Teachers’ Association. Their
task is to provide professional development, both
preservice and inservice, that is directly related to their
state or territory curriculums. In both cases, they are
supported by the wealth of information offered on the
AusAID Globaled website http://globaled.ausaid.gov.au.

This site contains curriculum material that relates to
government and NGO aid activities which are directly
related to school curriculums. It also deals with international
development issues and provides hard copy curriculum
material.

The Australian Government supports global education
through its overseas aid program. Global education is an
integral part of the program’s communications strategy,
administered by AusAID, which informs and educates the
Australian community about international development
issues, relations with neighbouring countries and develop-
ment. The Government believes it is essential that, as part
of a global community, young Australians have an
appreciation and empathy for the experiences of diverse
people and communities, and are encouraged to actively
participate in devising strategies and solutions for co-
existence in the future. Development education is the long-
term component of this strategy.

While global education still receives strong support in
Australia from churches, trade unions, the education and

government sectors, support from non-government organisa-
tions has shifted in favour of advocacy and marketing. The
work of global education is strongly supported by four
Global Education Centres around Australia – in Adelaide,
Brisbane, Hobart and Perth, established by or with the
support of NGOs some years ago. The Government
provided budget support to the centres until 1998 but now
contracts the centres to provide professional development to
teachers in global education. It no longer provides budget
support.

Global education will never remain static. The constantly
changing forces that drive world events will guarantee many
twists and turns which educators in turn will need to
respond to. The fact that global education is now an integral
part of school curricula in Australia gives today’s students
an advantage not afforded to their parents. They will be
better equipped to deal with the challenges that lie ahead, to
respond with greater levels of knowledge and
understanding.

Arthur Burch is the manager of the Global Education
Program, AusAID.

This paper was prepared by the Global Education Unit of
the Australian Agency for International Development,
AusAID, with assistance from Global Education Centres
around Australia.
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