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In the 1960s the environmental and humanitarian Non-
Governmental Organisations (NGOs) flourished. Those that
had been around for years grew and others came into
existence. For example Oxfam, started in 1942, tripled its
income in the decade, the RSPB, started in 1889, had a
membership of 10,000 that grew to 50,000 in the same
period and in 1961, WWF came into existence.

Education, in some form or other, had always been part of
the activities of NGOs, however it is tempting to say that it
all started in the 60s. It is not quite that simple. There is little
that is unique about the bits and pieces that make up
environment and development education. Ideas have been
culled from a range of contemporary as well as historical
sources. It is the particular mix that is the issue and crucially
when that mix becomes reified as an idea, when the idea
becomes conventional wisdom and when the conventional
wisdom becomes part of the mainstream. It is this journey
that does start with the 60s. Some forty years on it looks as
though we might be getting somewhere. It is worth reflecting
on why it is taking so long.

The first stage was one of finding out and practitioners
were heading off in all sorts of directions. Each group was
creating its own definitions and practice in relation to
prejudices about focus, content, process and outcomes. This
diversity was not necessarily a bad thing, neither was it a
product of perversity. There were honourable ideological
differences that motivated many of the entrenched views and
there were partnerships of like minded groups seeking to
establish theory and practice. This ‘finding out’ continued
throughout the 80s and the fragmentation of the movement
continued. But contextual problems loomed. 

The Thatcher government came into power in 1979. It
was her belief that Local Education Authorities (LEAs),
education faculties of universities and NGO educators were a
repository of either woolly 60s educational rhetoric or
dangerous leftist propaganda, probably both, and together
had caused all the social and economic problems in the UK.
As part of her policy to curb the expenditure of Labour
controlled Local Authorities, LEA finances were cut and
anything deemed suspect was under threat, including some
advisory posts, teachers’ centres and outdoor centres. These
had often played key partnership roles for both
environmental and development education. Later the
universities felt the pressure and education faculties
including those that had given academic credibility to the
NGOs were hit by economies.

The spin was that by getting rid of LEA control the
schools would have more freedom. However LEA control,
which was loose, was replaced by ever-tightening control by
central government. In England and Wales this was created
in 1988 by the National Curriculum. With it disappeared
much of the flexibility that had enabled schools to work on
environmental and development education. Environmental
Education became a non-statutory cross curricular theme
which was welcomed but very restricted. Curriculum
Guidance 7: Environmental Education (CG7) was weak,
perpetuating a non-challenging, eco-focussed, non-socially
critical approach. Even so it could not compete with the
statutory curriculum, in the main due to the heavy
specification and sheer bulk of the statutory requirements.
Therefore CG7 remained largely unused. 

There were, however, positive but ironic elements of these
dark days of the 80s. Due to burgeoning economic growth
the funding for NGOs was increasing and became important,
possibly central, to maintaining the momentum of
environmental and developmental education. The very thing
that many NGOs saw as central to the problem was in fact
keeping their education work afloat. There were other
ironies. Some of the criticisms of both environmental and
development education were true. For example much open-
ended child centred learning was actually structured to
ensure that the child ended up taking the views of the open
ended child centred educator – sort of prescriptive open
endedness. The criticisms, if registered and acted on,
improved the quality of the educational product, by, for
example, bringing a wide variety of view points into the
teaching/ learning materials and the debate.

However by the early 1990s, as well as an unsympathetic
government, there was another major set back. During thirty
years of uninterrupted growth the NGOs had staffed up to
spend their new found wealth and had ‘professionalised’ in
terms of qualified staff, office hardware, and conditions of
employment. Then came the recession. It hit every part of
the movement and nights of the long knives were a familiar
feature of the NGOs as programme funding was reduced and
staff were shed. Organisations soul searched to find where
economies could be made. Most damaging was a somewhat
fundamentalist approach to the core purposes of
organisations and direct links between expenditure, output
and the achievement of these purposes was sought.
Education departments were vulnerable as they deal with
people’s minds and they deal in the long term. Thus
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relatively short term, structural changes in education which
can be attributed to effort and expenditure seem a million
miles away from improved environmental quality or
reductions in developed world poverty. The effectiveness of
education departments was questioned and some,
particularly those with more radical social change
aspirations, hit the dust or were seriously pinned back. It was
also a time of great uncertainty and anxiety in the NGO
movement which did not help performance.

But then the 1992 United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development (UNCED) started to make an
impact and things began to look up. Sustainable development
was comparatively new and not owned by any part of the
environment and development movement. It was also a
concept without any well established ‘beliefs’ or theories,
whether they were spiritual, quasi spiritual, political or
philosophical. It did not focus on unpalatable preconditions
about growth or on some doom scenario and it did not dwell
on a critique of the past but focused on where we are
heading. Neither did it dwell on
any one aspect of concern,
conservation of species for
example, but posited a generally
desirable common sense
vagueness. Thus it did not require
a conversion before people could
engage. However it was also a big
idea, that dealt with big issues of
general, including governmental
concern, and was worthy of mainstream attention. In theory
and to some degree in practice it allowed different groups
and countries to create the reality, the parameters, the
indicators and the action and in doing so encouraged broad
engagement. 

The concept of sustainable development also broadened
the scope for education. What had been essentially schools
and youth focused suddenly opened up to include capacity
building across a range of professions and life long learning
initiatives across a broad spectrum of public education. It
also clarified the focus and broadened the content of
education. This necessitated the addition of the social and
economic to environmental education, added the
environment to development education and clearly focused
on social and economic change. Some practitioners had
already been working in this way. However this brought the
environment and development educators closer together,
added a new goal of sustainable development and thus made
the whole greater than the sum of the parts. At last we had
the same hymn sheet and the divergence of the early years
started to coincide.    

Although there has not been a resolving of the UK’s, let
alone the world’s, social, environmental and economic
problems since 1992 (an impossible dream in ten years) we
are beginning to see remedial action being addressed and
resourced as part of a the mainstream. For example local
government, some companies and civil society organisations

are intelligently engaged in creating the reality of sustainable
development rather than fending off the exhortations of
others. This is the success of UNCED. Central government
however has been ambivalent. Some departments, DETR and
DfID for example, have sustainable development as central
to their policies. Others are just about on-board. In February
2003 DTI produced a far reaching Energy White Paper with
considerable focus on renewable sources. Even the Treasury
asked for each Department to ensure that sustainable
development issues be reflected in their bids for the 2001
spending review. However others have been extremely poor,
particularly the DfES.

The revised statutory orders for the National Curriculum
(5-13) published in 1998 contained, for the very first time,
an extremely significant introductory rationale for the school
curriculum. Within it there is a statement that clearly spells
out the importance of sustainable development education.
This unique statement of values and purposes proposes that:
‘Education is a route to equality and opportunity for all, a

healthy and just democracy, a
productive economy and
sustainable development.’ The
aims for the curriculum states: ‘It
should develop (a pupil’s)
awareness and understanding of,
and respect for the environments
in which they live and secure their
commitment to sustainable
development at a personal, local

national and global level.’ This takes environmental and
development education out of a totally inadequate status as a
cross-curricular theme and into a ‘function’ of education.
Citizenship also, as a statutory part of the curriculum,
provides a specific home. This is useful rather than a true
reflection of the stated values, purpose and aims.  

Ground breaking this may be, but the impact of this has
been less than impressive. In 1998 a Non Departmental
Public Body was set up to advise DETR and DfEE (now
DfES) on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). It
has taken intensive lobbying over its five-year life to see
positive moves within DfES. It was not until 2003 that
OFSTED and the Teacher Training Agency began to
investigate how they might be engaged in achieving the
purposes and aims in their own national curriculum. In the
same year the Environment Audit Committee decided to
review the government’s track record in ESD and a process
was set up to produce a cross-government strategy for ESD –
first recommended by in-house DETR research in 1995.   

It will take more time to rectify the impact of a range of
DfEE/S publications that have appeared since 1997
regarding Life Long Learning and post statutory education.
All have focussed on vibrant economic growth to the
exclusion of all other considerations and taking no note of
extensive lobbying for the addition of sustainable
development considerations. However the very positive
response to ESD by the Learning and Skills Development

Sustainable development was
comparatively new and not owned

by any part of the environment
and development movement. 
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Agency with its focus on post-statutory education may well
prove to be the catalyst for remedial action.   

So, perhaps, it all bodes well for the future. Probably not.
In 1530 Copernicus completed De Revolutionibus. Based on
‘bare eyed’ observation and logic, Copernicus asserted that
the earth was not the centre of the cosmos. This flew in the
face of the philosophical conventions supported by the
writings of Pythagoras and Aristotle. It also contradicted
contemporary religious logic that assumed that if God made
man in his own image (I use the historically appropriate
gender) then it was logical that the place where man lived
must be the centre of the cosmos. Geocentricity was
essentially homocentricity. It was not until Galileo developed
and improved his telescope almost a century later that a body
of evidence was available to substantiate Copernicus’s logic.
However the Church objected and Galileo was forced to
renounce his beliefs. Darwin’s
book On the origin of Species by
Means of Natural Selection
published in 1859 met with
similar outrage from both the
scientific and religious
communities.

Copernicus’s logic and
Galileo’s and Darwin’s science,
clearly placed humans within the
influence of the much larger
forces of the cosmos and of
evolution. However science has
also encouraged the discarding of any spiritual absolutes to
define the parameters of our new scientific and technological
powers. The less we knew about why things were, the more
we sensed, we imagined and constructed the forces that we
believed made things what they are. Thus the poet, the priest
and the necromancer defined meaning. The more we found
out the less we needed to believe and the poet, priest and
necromancer moved to the sidelines of society – to
entertainment. 

Meaning is now defined by the mechanics of living rather
than the purpose of living. We are not even determined by
the vast natural or cosmic cycles, let alone by beliefs that
transcend the natural and the cosmic, but are merely cogs in
some mediocre economic fiction. We have regressed to
become far less than the music and poetry signify.
Consumption patterns, maintained and fuelled by the
acquisition of material goods, are crucial to the high level of
performance of our economy and, whether or not we are high
performers with high material rewards, we benefit from
them in some form or other. This is so fundamental to our
way of life that, given the erosion of other meanings and
purposes, many people see their participation in the
economic process, either in terms of their job or their
acquisitions, as the prime, if not only motivator for their
lives. Outside that they simply want diversions. Conventional
wisdom, currently backed up by research, clearly
demonstrates that such financial motivation is not bringing

increased social happiness. Added to this the current levels
of work place insecurity and thus anxiety, are undermining
the very thing that provides meaning for so many. We are
currently looking into a black hole of nihilism. 

The biggest threat to the growth of effective sustainable
development education is the fact that the current education
system is appropriate to this inadequate spirit of the age.
Unless we have a Zeitgeist that is fundamentally different
from that which dominates, then it is unlikely that we will
have an education that delivers anything other than
participation in the maintenance of this status quo.   

Astrophysicists know that the universe is made up of 120
permutations of the basic proton neutron building blocks.
They know that our galaxy consists of 200 billion stars. They
know that the universe is expanding and they also know the
rate of expansion. The big bang is not a theory but a fact.

Thus by retro deduction they
know that the universe is 15
billion years old and they know
the make up of that universe from
after the first tiny fraction of a
second of its birth. This may or
may not lead you away from a
belief in God but it does not of
necessity lead you away from
abstract human ideals. Science
and technology might determine
the practicalities of our living but
they should not determine the

meaning of our living. They should be the tools of our
contemporary existence not its determinants. It is not about
creating an orthodoxy – but about promoting and
legitimising the exploration of meaning as central to our
existence. 

We have had the agricultural, industrial and technological
revolutions. What we now need is a meaning revolution.
Until that happens I fear that the advances in sustainable
development will remain as they are – a good start. However
I fear that they will be insufficient to address the
fundamental nature of the problems that we have created in
the last few years of a 100,000 year human history in this
small corner of a 15 billion year old planet. 
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