Chapter 20

Reaching Out with WWF in the UK

John Huckle

I feel sure that the time will come when people will find it difficult to believe that a rich community such as ours, having such command over external Nature, could have submitted to live such a mean, shabby, dirty life as we do.  And once for all, there is nothing in our circumstances save the hunting of profit that drives us into it. It is profit which draws men into enormous unmanageable aggregations called towns, for instance; profit which crowds them up when they are there into quarters without gardens or open spaces; profit which won't take the most ordinary precautions against wrapping a whole district in a cloud of sulphurous smoke; which turns beautiful rivers into filthy sewers, which condemns all but the rich to live in houses idiotically cramped and confined at the best, and at the worst in houses for whose wretchedness there is no name. . . . we can clear our eyes to the signs of the times . . .  see that the attainment of a good condition of life is being made possible for us . . . And how? Chiefly, I think, by educating people to a sense of their capacities as men, so that they may be able to use to their own good the political power which is rapidly being thrust upon them; to get them to see that the whole people now have to choose between the confusion resulting from the break up of that system and the determination to take in hand the labour now organized for profit, and use its organization for the livelihood of the community.

William Morris, How We Live and How We Might Live, 1887

In this lecture he gave to the Hammersmith branch of the Socialist Democratic Federation, Morris reminded his audience of the urgent need to establish a different kind of relationship between human and external nature. He linked the attainment of that relationship to political education; suggesting that once people were aware of social alternatives and their capacity to bring about change, they would set about reorganising society so that the economy sustained the livelihood of the whole community rather than the profits of the few. He recognized that people could only lead free, happy and dignified lives, and develop their potential to the full, if they adopted a healthy and democratic relationship with one another and the rest of the natural world. External nature was not an enemy to be conquered and exploited, as capitalism had made it, but a friend to be won, cherished, and carefully used in the interests of all. Socialism could renew people's co-operative relationship with nature only if it developed different kinds of production, work and wealth than those prevailing under industrial capitalism. It would also need to be guided by utopian thinking and this should suggest how people might live in conditions of equality and democracy while sustaining the ecological systems on which they depend. Morris described a future sustainable socialist society in News from Nowhere. While this utopia is perhaps too much influenced by romantic delusions about the past, and a life spend furnishing the homes of the rich, it reflects a British tradition of common decency which has been much eroded by the policies of recent governments (Glancey, 1996).

The central argument of this chapter resembles that which Morris developed in his lecture. Education for sustainability should develop people's ability to understand the true nature of their environmental predicament and to reflect and act on technological and social alternatives which might enable them to realize more ecologically, economically and socially sustainable futures. Such education should draw on the theory and practice which socialist environmentalists and educators have developed and should be part of wider political programmes of social change.

This argument is developed in four stages and makes reference to my work with the education department of the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF). Stages one and two outline developments in green socialism and green socialist education. Stage three examines the obstacles to such education at a time of conservative educational reform while stage four examines these opportunities and constraints in the context of Reaching Out, WWF-UK's programme of professional development for teachers. 

An emerging green socialism 

In the past twenty years, green socialists in Britain have rediscovered, refined and extended Morris' ideas. They have used historical and dialectical materialism to explain how natural and human history are inextricably linked and have argued that political economy needs to be widened to subsume natural economy and take account of the limits which ecological systems place on social development (Coates, 1972, Weston, 1986, Ryle, 1988, Pepper, 1996). In addition to the first contradiction of capitalism, that between the forces and relations of production, they have recognised a second contradiction, that between the conditions of production and the relations of social reproduction. Capitalism not only exploits workers but also exploits natural resources and services (such as biodiversity, clean water, and human health) to the extent that they can no longer be reproduced in sustainable ways. The labour movement  and radical environmentalism are responses to these contradictions and their convergence in a combined struggle to transform capitalism represents our best hope for a sustainable future.

Green socialists have used world systems theory and regulation theory to examine the complexities of environmental degradation in the contemporary world and help them formulate political strategies for realizing more sustainable futures (Johnson, 1989, Lipietz, 1992). Contemporary societies are linked together in a global system of combined and unequal development with people's social and environmental welfare shaped by their position in a changing global division of labour which is shaped by the rise and fall of successive regimes of capital accumulation. Different societies regulate economic production and social reproduction in different ways using different institutional and support mechanisms, and these modes of regulation are threatened at times when there are problems of maintaining economic output and/or reproducing the conditions of production. The shift from organised to disorganised regimes of accumulation, from social democracy to free-market liberalism, has been accompanied by increased deregulation of environmental and labour relations and has resulted in growing problems of ecological and social sustainability. Sustainable development in its weak mode represents an emerging mode of regulation whereby capital seeks to internalise nature by ideologically redefining it and subsuming it within capital as a productive asset subject to rational management. This may ensure a continued supply of the conditions of production for sections of capital and help to win the support of sufficient voters, but it is ultimately compromised by the need for capitalists and nation states to compete internationally. In a age of globalisation and deregulation, the greening of capitalism is likely to take limited and largely imagined forms, functioning mainly at the ideological level (Huckle, 1996, Reid, 1995).

Green socialists suggest that strong sustainability depends on the demise of capitalism and the market and the introduction of democratic planning and regulation of political economy in the common interest. There have been numerous attempts to outline the key features of a future green socialist society and the means whereby it might be established and Figure 1 lists some principles on which such a society might be based. New conceptions of democracy and citizenship will extend the realm of the political to economic, cultural and community life; combine direct and representative democracy at all levels from the local to the global; and balance universal rights and responsibilities against those of the community and individual. Self management and empowerment will be encouraged in both communities of interest and communities of place, but national, regional and global forms of governance will be necessary to regulate the social use of nature and ensure equal and sustainable access to natural resources and services for all the world's people. Planning and regulation of the formal economy will involve negotiated co-ordination of production and distribution via various forms of stakeholding, with all associations and groups in civil society having a say in such decisions as infrastructure investment and the social distribution of purchasing power. This will politicize technology and the social use of nature and will enable people to reshape production, consumption and lifestyles in ways which extend their development and freedoms .

As new technology and a fairer allocation of necessary work results in people working fewer hours in the formal sector, the informal economy, consisting of networks of autonomous community based production and exchange, will grow. Local exchange trading systems (LETS), credit unions, and housing co-operatives, already point to the potential of this economy to foster social citizenship and encourage greater self sufficiency, but without radical democracy and regulation it will continue to display old and new forms of exploitation. These are found in the household sector of the economy and it is here that a basic income for all, together with a transformation of gendered divisions of labour, will facilitate change which complements that in the formal and informal sectors. The net result of radically democratising society will be that collective interests rise above selfish interests. People will be more prepared to adopt new values towards one another and the rest of nature, to realize their common interest in sustainable development, and to recognize and resist the forces of commodification, privatisation and alienation associated with capitalism.

Postmodernity and post-socialism

The demise of actually existing socialist states, the breakdown of social democracy, the rise of disorganised capitalism and the challenge of postmodernism, have brought major challenges and opportunities for green socialists. Disorganised capitalism is increasingly a cultural economy in which the profusion of images and information, confusions over time and space, and the decline of grand narratives, induce disorientation and a search for new ways forward (Lash & Urry, 1994). Nature and tradition nolonger provide anchors or direction and new cultural products and services, together with the liberalisation of the private sphere, mean that more people than ever before can make their own micro-lifestyle and political choices without reference to the narratives of Church, state, trade union or political party. The impacts of such change are spatially and socially variable, but an era of reflexive modernisation arouses a new sensitivity to environmental and other risks and encourages many to reflect on the ways in which nature is socially constructed and how it might be reconstructed in more sustainable ways (Giddens, 1994, Beck, Giddens & Lash, 1994). Postmodernism is highly sceptical of grand narratives, such as science and Marxism, which suggest that this can be achieved through further human enlightenment. It maintains that such metanarratives are losing their legitimacy and appeal; that no knowledge or values can claim absolute or universal validity; and that the environment is no more than a social construct.

While green socialists welcome postmodernism's attention to the micro-politics of language and  discourse, and its sensitivity to such voices from the margins as those of women, colonised and indigenous peoples, and the rest of sentient nature, they are inclined to view it as another grand narrative which by fostering ethical relativism and political pragmatism, leads nowhere (Gare, 1995). There remains a need to cling to modernity's promise of enlightenment and to develop overarching theory to shape utopian realism. Hence they have engaged in debate with critical theorists (Dobson, 1993), environmental economists (Jacobs, 1991), deep ecologists (Barry, 1995), ecofeminists (Mellor, 1992), and postmodern scientists (Gare, 1995, Pepper, 1996), and these debates have clarified their position as ecological humanists (Martell, 1994, Haywood, 1994);  the limitations and dangers of the culture of positivism as it pervades economic, political and educational institutions; the value of critical realism in providing an epistemological framework for understanding the interactions of physical, biological and social systems (Dickens, 1992); and the complementary roles of old and new politics in realising strong sustainability. Theory has also been further developed through such struggles as the fight to maintain the Greater London Council and its environmental policies, the 1984-5 miners' strike, the 1996 Liverpool dockers' strike, road protest at Newbury and elsewhere, and the McDonald's libel case in the High Court. These employ new technologies to link the labour movement with direct action campaigners and represent attempts to develop new forms of politics and social education. The Red Pepper home page (http://www.redpepper.org.uk/) provides links to this growing network.

A green socialist education for strong sustainability

In challenging current forms of economic production and social reproduction the green left exposes the limitations of conventional or dominant knowledge, develops its own counter culture, and forges new kinds of commitment and agency. This involves cycles of reflection and action, or critical action research, whereby democratic change is linked to the democratisation of knowledge production and distribution and knowledge is shown to be both practical and theoretical, and both cognitive and aesthetic. Critical theory and critical realism, together with aspects of postmodernism, help such research to challenge conventional science and technocracy and transform existing social institutions. Political parties and governments can build on the process by fostering radical democracy through popular forms of consultation and planning so that the hold of instrumental reason declines and the state assumes an enabling rather than a social engineering role. This would allow the left to develop new meanings of choice, freedom and participation to counter those currently offered by economic liberalism and the right (Wainwright, 1994).

If existing educational institutions, such as schools, are to play a positive role in the transition to strong sustainability they too must become enabling of equality, radical democracy and critical citizenship. Reforms to the structure and funding of education should allow truly comprehensive community schools, offering diversity with equality, with no selection and funding according to need. At the same time reforms to curriculum and pedagogy should provide a common core of socially useful knowledge for all and introduce elements of critical action research or pedagogy linked to community concerns and contemporary social change. The language and experience of pupils and the local community should be valued; significant elements of the curriculum should be negotiated; and the teacher's role should be to encourage and guide reflexivity by mediating between academic and popular knowledge in the context of young people's growing understanding of their identity and role as citizens in a society seeking strong sustainabiity (Hatcher & Jones, 1996).

In adopting such a role teachers in Britain have a strong tradition of radical environmental education to guide them. This tradition strongly shapes our land use planning system, was a key element of the local socialism which re-surfaced in the 1980s, and is currently enjoying a revival in many of the community fora and round tables associated with local authority initiatives on Local Agenda 21 (Tuxworth, 1996, Wals, 1996). As with the main convergence between radical reds and greens, that between socialist environmental educators and those based in the new social movements, has involved dialogue and a selective adoption of new theory and practice. Particularly important insights have come from an improved understanding of the role of education in the long struggle for democracy (Carr & Harnett, 1996), developments in political and citizenship education (Lynch, 1992), advances in experiential and critical pedagogy (Pike & Selby, 1988), discussions of the relevance of postmodernism to education (Usher & Edwards, 1994), and lessons learnt from the South (Burkey, 1993).

A  prime source of our alienation from nature, or failure to understand how nature is socially constructed and that it is now being constructed in unsustainable ways, is the manner in which modern knowledge is organised and taught. Modern divisions of labour fragment academic knowledge and separate it from lay knowledge with the result that people lack a coherent grasp of reality which they can link to their everyday lives (Dickens, 1996). Education for sustainability therefore requires a curriculum which draws on everyday experience and critical realism to explain how the social world is emergent from the biological and physical worlds and how social mechanisms might be democratically planned and regulated in ways that allow physical and biological mechanisms to work out in ways which sustain and improve the conditions of production and the welfare of all the world's people. Education about how nature might be re-constructed in sustainable ways will require the integration of elements of the physical, natural and social sciences and should be guided by a utopian realism, or vision, which challenges people to become the cautious stewards of an inter-dependent global community.

Before turning to the difficulties of establishing such education within the state schools of contemporary Britain, it should be noted that green socialist environmental educators take issue with both holistic and postmodern environmental educators (Greig, Pike & Selby, 1989, Sterling, 1993). The former suggest that we should live and educate according to the laws and principles of physics (eg. quantum theory) or those of ecology (eg. Gaia), while the latter suggest that environmental education is merely a language game or form of discourse. Holistic ideas from postmodern science have little to say about society and  consequently these educators fail to recognise that social mechanisms cannot be simply reduced to or modelled on physical or biological mechanisms. Holistic education for sustainability shares some common features with green socialist education for sustainability but is ultimately utopian and at worst reactionary. While it recognises real structures and mechanisms in the physical and biological worlds, but neglects the manner in which they are socially mediated, postmodern environmental educators deny us access to the real world by suggesting that all knowledge is no more than a social construct. Again there is a failure to acknowledge the dialectical manner in which the physical, biological and social worlds interact. Knowledge does reflect our understandings and communication about the world, but it also reflects real structures and mechanisms at work in the world which exist independently of the concepts we use to describe and explain them.   

A decade of educational reform

In was not until the late 1980s that Conservative governments in Britain turned their attention to the reforming of state education so that it would better meet the economic and cultural needs of disorganised capitalism. In the past decade they have seized control of the school curriculum, destroyed many of the powers of local education authorities, bribed schools to opt out of local authority control, significantly increased the powers of some schools to select their pupils, eroded teacher professionalism, and denigrated educational theory. A national curriculum has been introduced to re-assert traditional academic knowledge and conservative values, and together with testing, school league tables, and competition for places at 'good' schools, it contributes to a new right hegemony whereby economic liberalism, materialism and individualism become common sense. The reforms have been carried out beneath the rhetoric of standards, choice, participation and freedom, but represent a major setback for democratic education. New Labour, in opposition, offers little by way of a radical alternative. It too criticises past social democratic reforms, attacks progressive teachers, and seeks progress through new forms of managerialism designed to make schools more effective. It is nolonger the party of universal, comprehensive and democratic provision and while its advisers make the case for ecological literacy (Barber, 1996), the party fails to offer a radical critique of a curriculum and pedagogy which alienates large numbers of pupils.

In this period of reform, radical educators for sustainability, along with other radical educators, have been in a tiny minority with little if any power to influence mainstream curriculum change. The emergence of sustainable development, as a mode of regulation, has brought some new advocacy of environmental education and some new policy initiatives (eg. DoE, 1996). These can be seen as responses to the greening of capitalism, agreements signed in Europe and at the Earth Summit, pressure from the environmental movement, or as a product of diversionary politics which employs environmental education to direct attention away from more sensitive educational issues. The national curriculum requires education about the environment in school geography, science and technology and while geography is the major carrier of sustainable development, the subject is non compulsory beyond the age of fourteen. Following the 1985 review of this curriculum, the non-statutory cross-curricular themes, including environmental education, have largely been forgotten and new guidance materials suggest a greening of the curriculum and schools which does little to illuminate the true causes of environmental problems or to educate about radical and sustainable social alternatives (SCAA, 1996, RSPB/CEE, 1996). Environmental education is not an aspect of normal school inspections, remains very much at the discretion of individual teachers and schools, and when present, often represents little more than a superficial green packaging. Much that passes as environmental education merely supports, or does not challenge, sustainability in its weak mode, yet the radical tradition in environmental education is still alive and has continued to develop in hard times. This is largely due to the support of such non-governmental organisations as WWF.   

Working with WWF

By the early 1990s WWF-UK's education department had a sixty five page cataloque listing materials which enabled environmental education to be introduced through most school subjects to pupils of all ages (http://www.wwf-uk.org/education/). These materials were developed and written by an expanding network of teachers, consultants and writers, and included some curriculum management and teacher education materials. The majority were mainstream or uncritical when viewed from a green socialist perspective, but some incorporated elements of critical content and pedagogy. These included What We Consume, a series of curriculum units I developed to allow older pupils to explore the environmental and development issues attendant upon consumerism (Huckle, 1988).

The publication of the revised world conservation strategy, Caring for the Earth, and the lead up to the Earth Summit in Rio, caused WWF's education officers to re-assess their aims and strategies. Education for sustainability provided a sharper and more demanding focus than environmental education, with the actions promoted in Caring for the Earth and Agenda 21, clearly pointing to a greater emphasis on community and citizenship education. Having established a presence in schools with curriculum materials, the new challenge was to educate teachers to use these and other materials to work with community partners in facilitating change towards more sustainable forms of living. Resources were therefore re-directed to the professional development of teachers and the support of innovative schools. A teacher education officer was appointed and he invited a team of writers, including myself, to prepare tutors' support materials for courses of in-service teacher education for sustainability.

The result was the Reaching Out Tutors' File (Huckle et al, 1995). It consists of a set of workshop materials, in three parts, which make up a comprehensive course in the theory and practice of education for sustainability. It draws on existing WWF materials and is designed to support a wide range of courses from a one hour in-service session in school to a thirty hour module which contributes to a certificate, diploma or higher degree. The materials enable teacher educators to introduce teachers to the literature of environmentalism, sustainable development and environmental education, and to examine the ways in which this and other factors have influenced curriculum development. A common core of sessions in Parts 1 and 3 introduces education for sustainabiity and its implementation in schools and the wider community, while different routes in Part 2 cater for primary school teachers and for a range of secondary subject specialists (English, geography, science, and technology).  The objectives of Reaching Out and the titles of the sessions in Parts 1 and 3 are listed in Figure 2. The programme is designed for delivery in fifteen, two hour sessions, supported by follow-up study, but two booklets, Lets Reach Out (Primary) and Lets Reach Out (Secondary) suggest how the materials can be adapted for use in shorter courses and conferences. Reaching Out  was launched at a number of regional seminars in 1994/5 and WWF continues to run short Reaching Out courses for teachers in various locations in England and Wales.

In writing most of Parts 1, Part 2 (secondary geography), and Part 3 of Reaching Out  I sought to use some of the theory outlined earlier in this chapter to encourage a critical response to the agendas outlined in Caring for the Earth and Agenda 21 and the ways in which they might be implemented in communities and localities. The workshop activities, tutors' background notes, and extension study activities, link education for sustainability to the crisis of modernity and the promises and threats opened up by postmodernity. They relate the aims, content and process of education for sustainability to Habermas' theories of legitimation crisis, knowledge constitutive interests and communicative action, and suggest that critical action research is the key to recognizing the crisis and realizing the promise. Such research provides appropriate forms of pedagogy, professional development, and community development, and it is the process of testing critical ideas in action which unites what the teachers do in Reaching Out  workshops with what they do in their schools and classrooms, in their professional lives, and in their local communities.  Part 2 of the longer accredited course is designed to be school based and tutor supported and provides an opportunity for a significant action research project linked to some aspect of curriculum and/or professional renewal.

Reaching Out and the Politics of the Real World

Even with launch seminars and extensive publicity the response to the Reaching Out initiative has been disappointing. It has not been easy to recruit teachers to short courses, the sessions in the tutors' file have been much modified and diluted when used on these courses, and few universities have adopted the file as the foundation for longer accredited courses. An evaluation of Reaching Out (Blakeney & Sterling, 1996) devotes considerable attention to WWF's policy, strategy, marketing, and admininistration, and suggests that while the materials are "a considerable curriculum development achievement and resource", they risk being too academic, fail to balance a socially critical/political literacy view of education for sustainability with a systemic/ecoliteracy (holistic) approach, and are difficult to deliver in a democratic manner when faced with time constraints. The evaluation seeks additional material relating to neglected areas of the school curriculum, suggests the use of CD ROM and the internet to support distance learning, and seeks greater clarity regarding the essential core of Reaching Out. It proposes ways to support tutors and sustain teachers who have attended courses, and recommends the continual updating of the file and a new tutors' handbook.

The evaluators' comments point to the inevitably self-limiting nature of Reaching Out. WWF is limited by its charitable status and need to sustain corporate and government funding. Writers who contribute to such programmes are often self-censoring because they realise that WWF would find it difficult to publish the kind of argument featured earlier in this chapter. Tutors on short courses put limits on outcomes as they attempt to answer teachers' immediate needs and anxieties and pack the Reaching Out  experience into a few days. University tutors may limit their use of the workshop materials inorder to get courses validated or fit them to their own academic and professional perspectives. Further limits have been imposed on Reaching Out  by keynote speakers at launch seminars and by LEA advisers organising joint courses with WWF. Others result from WWF's failure to strongly link Reaching Out  with other aspects of its education programme, its community and local government initiatives on Local Agenda 21, and its membership of the Real World coalition.

In 1996 a coalition of 41 British aid, environmental, and social justice groups joined together  to present an action programme for the government which would take office in 1997. Real World challenged politicians to debate the environmental and development issues of the real world and to adopt such policies as higher spending on housing, community projects and overseas aid, a Bill of Rights, and greener economic, energy and transport policies. The coalition lacked resources to promote its programme and Britain's charity guidelines prevented it from endorsing a particular political party or politician, but it attracted considerable attention from the Liberal Democrats and Labour and promised a new kind of partnership between government and those millions of citizens who are active in the new politics of social movements (Ghazi, 1996). There is much in The Politics of the Real World (Jacobs,1996) to welcome. It advocates a new kind of green social democracy with strong regulation of markets by democratic government and a greater role for civil society. Green socialists doubt whether its vision for the new century can be fulfilled under capitalism but applaud its progressive intent. Linking Reaching Out to the Real World's analysis and programme might ensure a clearer perception of purpose and limits, and stimulate more worthwhile professional debate and action on the kinds of vision which both Morris and the coalition had in mind. It might suggest that education for sustainabiity can only help to realize such visions if it continually presses against those powers which limit economic, environmental, political and educational reform.

Our vision is of a Britain in which a reduction in inequality and an increase in both collective and individual security provides everyone with the opportunity to fulfill their potential; in which greater social cohesion strengthens both national and local communities; in which the diversity and wealth of the natural environment is maintained; in which cultural diversity is celebrated; in which the improved provision of social goods raises everyone's quality of life even as material consumption fails to sustainable levels; in which a thriving democracy allows all to participate.

Michael Jacobs (for the Real World Coalition), 1996, p.125
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Chapter summary

John Huckle draws on developments in green socialism in the UK to explore the developing theory and practice of a green socialist education for sustainability. He examines the obstacles to such education at a time of conservative educational reform and illustrates these by reference to his work with the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF). John suggests that the self-limiting characteristics of its teacher education programme, Reaching Out, would be less disabling if the programme were more strongly linked with the politics being promoted by the Real World coalition.
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