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Introduction
What are the challenges and opportunities for young people
in this new century? When we ask youngsters in Germany
the answer may be that they want a job, money, home or
family, time for fun, peace – ‘a future’. The department of
vocational education in a Federal State Ministry of
Education may say: We want well educated people, fit for
the national and European Market, who will contribute to
our economic wealth and our democratic system. A big
company may say: We need flexible, mobile, well educated
and adequately specialised young people who are motivated
to engage fully in their jobs and our economic system. And,
according to the UN Deputy Secretary General ‘the United
Nations needs the world’s businessmen and businesswomen
– as creators of jobs and wealth; as promoters of trade,
investment and stable market; as innovators in the
development of new technologies; in short: as full partners in
our global mission of peace and development.’i

What does this mean for vocational training and adult
education? In Western countries, educational systems based
on our constitutions require that certain fundamentals like
democracy, peace, human rights, the preservation of natural
resources, and economic and social justice are respected. As
educators, we are obliged to develop adequate frameworks
for this ‘global education’. These values form the foundation
of our national and international systems, even if we often
find them neglected and violated. If we do not consciously
take them into account there can be no constructive
communication with people and peoples with different sets
of values. We have to assure ourselves first who we are,
before we can really find common ground with others. We
can only act globally if we are grounded locally. 

Vocational education and adult educators often forget
about these issues. Some advocates of global education may
be accused of ‘moralism’ which is not fashionable in the
Western World. However, a lack of these ‘basics’ can give
space to extremist, racist and anti-Semitic thinking and
acting, as we have recently seen in central European
countries, where parties that have racist platforms have
enjoyed some success.

Globalisation and global education
Processes of globalisation and their positive and negative
consequences have been leading to increasingly controversial
and emotional debates and responses all over the world.

Globalisation is not a new phenomenon but has increased its
speed and range and threatened many moral pillars. It has
created a situation where political, economic and private
thinking and acting is part of a world-wide web that reacts
seismologically to actions anywhere in the world. In
response to globalisation many new alliances have been
formed across political boundaries. Right-wing extremists
have exploited the dislike of negative consequences of
globalisation (increasing poverty, exclusion of the
economically powerless, loss of orientation even in the lives
of the rich) for their undemocratic and often racist political
aims. Global education is essential to counteract this.

Global education deals with the phenomena of globalisa-
tion in a much more pointed and complex way than is
possible in single subjects. It is not a ‘pedagogy’ but a set of
broad educational approaches. It provides a holistic and
world-wide context for changes in economic, political,
cultural and historical perspectives and sharpens our
perception by giving additional ideas about reality. In other
words: global education supports us in our aim to act
adequately and responsibly within a complex ‘www-system’.
It assists self organised learning and helps individuals to
solve problems and issues. 

It is the overall aim and purpose of global education to
look closely at reasons for injustice, war and lack of peace
and for violence against ‘others’. It can also assist students
to understand and resist the exploitation of human beings,
natural resources and animals. It facilitates a closer look at
our responsibilities as part of the global community that has
benefited from aspects of globalisation. It develops ideas and
strategies to address problems brought about by globalisation
and encourages us to act ethically. This is perhaps why
global education is looked at with scepticism by the
economically and politically powerful and creates anxieties
amongst parents and students who fear these qualifications
are superfluous in an ‘immoral’ and competitive labour
market.

Development education is perhaps the most contentious
approach, because it shows how the high standard of living
enjoyed by first world citizens depends on cheap goods,
labour and raw materials which we can only obtain if
corporations and governments violate basic human and
social rights which we, for ourselves, declare as standards.
We cannot, however, hide any more, pretending not to know,
since often our complicity with exploitation is one of the
causes of instability and conflict.

Global education in adult and vocational education –
why is it a must in the 21st century?

Barbara Toepfer explains why global education is vital for the preparation of employees who are able to take
on economic, technical, social and ecological responsibilities, and finds unexpected allies in business and the UN
Global Compact. TH
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The role and significance of general subjects in
vocational and adult education in Germany
In Germany, a dual system of vocational training includes on-
the-job training and theoretical and practical education in a
vocational school. The qualifying companies concentrate on
teaching skills and knowledge useful for their specific trade
while vocational schools have a more general approach which
leaves space for teaching activities that do not primarily serve
the ‘direct’ purposes of companies. This system trains young
people in professional skills and educates them as members of
a democratic society, prepared to take on economic, technical,
social and ecological responsibilities. However, both
companies and educational staff have a tendency to neglect
aspects that are not directly to do with job-related education. 

At a workshop in Weilburg/Hessen, April 2002, language
teachers and teachers of religious education debated the
educational aims of general subjects in vocational education.
The suggested aims, below, should be perceived in ‘circles’:

Circle A: includes realising when the dignity of a person is violated –
being able to transform signals into information (interpretation
process) -– finding a language for critical thinking and
communication – helping towards a sensible concept of lifestyles and
a more human society.
Circle B: includes supporting processes of a humanitarian education,
opinion building, and an understanding of the world. It values
increased self-awareness as a way towards tolerance, peace and a
broadened horizon and incorporates general and specific
communication skills.
Circle C: involves working for justice, making and keeping friends.
It values vocational and personal qualification for playing a
responsible and active part in society and the world of business. It

develops understanding and informed decision-making and
supports creativity. 
Circle D: includes communicating conflicts about values, finding
solutions, finding and reflecting on alternative ways and enabling
competent action. It involves a capacity to communicate and find
out how language can influence thinking, knowing about speaking
strategies, reflecting and purposely using language, new media and
literature, questioning one’s own attitudes, and developing empathy.

The circles contain essentials of global education but this
introduces the question of why global education plays a
subordinate role in Western vocational and adult education.
Can the ‘world of business’ be singled out as an ‘enemy’ of
global education? I do not think so. Statements made by the
German Employers’ Association (BDA) in 1998 point out that
they expect co-workers to have the capacity for integrated
thinking and knowledge about world economics and ecology
as well as an ability to work in teams, deal with complexity,
take responsibility, have a strong personality, refer to a stable
set of values, feel empathy and be interculturally competent.
These qualifications and competencies are clearly consistent
with the objectives of global education. So the question
remains open why global education is not widely known and
advocated in vocational and adult education. It is particularly
significant considerating the fact that global education has an
influential ‘ally’ on an international level – the UN with its
‘Global Compact’.

Global Compact, global education and
vocational and adult education
On 31 January 1999, at the World Economic Forum in Davos,

The teaching concept of ‘Israel/ Palestine’

The teaching concept ‘Israel/Palestine’ was designed to promote critical and active debate about a globally significant conflict, in a way
which will increase understanding, distinguish fact from fiction, separate rationality from emotion and expose interests which keep the
conflict alive. It is grounded in the curricular obligations of a vocational school, focusing on political education and involving language,
religious education and economics. The concept is bilingual (German/English) and is primarily based on student internet research and
other authentic materials collected during a recent visit to Jerusalem. The curriculum materials can be used in a flexible way and can be
adapted to learners’ needs and interests, or to other political developments.

• Students analyse a specific period of time, eg. Ariel Sharon’s visit to the Temple Mount and the events two weeks after the visit. A
variety of sources (internet, books, newspapers and magazines) are analysed and students work in groups to compare and interpret the
material using such aids as metaplan, flashlight and questioning with cards. The educational aim is to reflect on and adopt different
perspectives on the same incident.

• Students react to the events following Sharon’s visit to the Temple Mount in role as a Jewish person living in the area, or a Palestinian
from Israel or the occupied territories. The aim is to raise empathy with people involved in the conflict.

• Students research proposals for a peace agreement (like Camp David) from the points of view of various governments and alliances.
They comment on the suggestions and develop ideas of how to personally contribute to a peaceful solution.

• Students create a section called ‘Israel/Palestine’ on the school homepage or for the school magazine. The process includes
collaboratively deciding on a list of criteria for evaluating sources and information that will help them select materials to publish.

• Students are encouraged to get in touch with other young people involved in the conflict, eg. through ‘Crossing Borders’, a group of
youngsters in Israel, Palestine and Jordan who publish a quarterly newspaper and welcome people from other countries to read it and
join into the debate.ii They can communicate with a range of organisations through the internet and can invite experts into school. The
aim is to support communication between young people from a different cultural background, which in this case requires some
diplomacy and knowledge of the English language.

In all the activities, students practice a range of skills – in English language, in using the internet, in communicating verbally, in taking
down notes and converting them into articles, etc. This is how team building and creativity are promoted in a natural and creative way.
Furthermore, they all take over responsibility for a ‘product’ and a ‘process’ that should be evaluated before terminating the unit.iii



UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan introduced the UN ‘Global
Compact’ with nine principles for individual corporate prac-
tices and supporting public policies, covering human rights,
labour and environment (http://www.unglobalcompact.org).
The Secretary-General asked world business to:

Principle 1: support and respect the protection of international
human rights within their sphere of influence;
Principle 2: make sure their own corporations are not
complicit in human rights abuses;
Principle 3: uphold freedom of association and the effective
recognition of the right to collective bargaining;
Principle 4: uphold the elimination of all forms of forced and
compulsory labour;
Principle 5: uphold the effective abolition of child labour;
Principle 6: uphold the elimination of discrimination in
respect of employment and occupation;
Principle 7: support a precautionary approach to
environmental challenges;
Principle 8: undertake initiatives to promote greater
environmental responsibility;
Principle 9: encourage the development and diffusion of
environmentally friendly technologies.

These principles have quite definite links to the concept
of global education. They are based on the assumption that
co-workers and leaders in the world of business are or will
have to become acquainted with the ideas of sustainable
development and human rights and questions about the
social responsibility of companies. If they have participated
in global education co-workers will hopefully have some
knowledge, competence, strategies and practical know-how
about how to implement these – and other – principles of
fair and ecologically considerate business behaviour.

According to Mary Robinsoniv several hundred companies
from all over the world have responded to the Global
Compact which is developing an information bank on
disparate experiences of efforts to implement the nine
principles. However, as educationalists we know that
documenting examples of good practice on the internet and
assuming others will be motivated to action is inadequate to
initiate a broader change. The Compact cannot possibly work
without leaders and co-workers in companies who are
trained for this kind of innovation. They need all the ‘soft
skills’, technical and service skills and knowledge about the
systems and societies they trade with. They need training to
be able to develop new strategies, new products and services
that fit into national and regional environments as required
in the nine principles. They need global education at
company level, in schools and colleges, and in institutions of
further education. Without that, the principles and other
declarations of this genre will remain a limited action of
goodwill, open to scepticism, criticism, misinterpretation and
abuse. This would be a shame, because, like the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights these principles of economic
action will be an indispensable tool for further thoughts and
actions on governmental and non-governmental levels that

can and will give global education the significance and place
it deserves.

Important steps towards change are required in educational
institutions all over the world. If we agree to settle on certain
standards of knowledge and competencies why not settle on
educational approaches and aims that might help people
communicate and even agree on moral standards that allow us
to understand and respect each other. As Professor Leisinger,
Director of the Novartis Foundation for Sustainable
Development said:

In modern pluralistic societies, it would be completely
irrelevant if only we at Novartis were convinced that our
own house is in order. … Business today gets its social
acceptance in a globalized economy through a process of
external certification. Hence, we need a societal license to
be able to work sustainably – and to obtain it, we must be
in permanent contact with the relevant stakeholders of
society.

http://www.foundation.novartis.com/klaus_leisinger_publications.htm)

If companies accept that there is this kind of external
certification and if they want to meet certain standards, they
need global education on all levels – both programmes
which encourage inter-disciplinary dialogue and innovative
research and teaching concepts that offer ideas of how to
deal with regional problems of global consequences in a
classroom. So, if companies are on the move, national
educational systems and institutions should not lag behind
and must be at the forefront of change. To do otherwise
would be a highly risky approach that might find Ministries
of Education of the future have put their ‘core business’ – of
educating for (world) citizenship in a globalised world – into
the hands of private enterprises and the world of business.
As the Deputy Secretary-General of the UN has said:
‘Businesses must behave as good global corporate citizens’.
If this is so, the same applies to governmental educational
institutions!

Barbara Toepfer is a hotel economist and vocational
teacher in Germany, co-editor of ZEP and author of
articles on global education, particularly in vocational
and adult education. She is currently working at HeLP
(Hessisches Landesinstitut für Pädagogik – Further
Education for Teachers) at the Department of Vocational
Schools. b.toepfer@help.hessen.de

i Speech by UN Secretary General before the 34th Congress of the
International Chamber of Commerce, Denver, 6 May 2002.

ii Further information on Crossing Borders from : Shimon Malka,
Givat Haviva, lilu@zahav.net.il or IPC The International People’s
College, ipc.ltlt@ipc.dk

iii Further material and information can be found at
http://www.globlern21.de/abc.html ‘Israel/Palästina’, neue
Materialien

iv Speech by Mary Robinson, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights,
to the Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufacture, and
Commerce, London, 7 May 2002.
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