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Ethiopia is one of the least developed countries in the world and continues to experience immense social and economic problems. The recurrence of drought in the last four decades has resulted in widespread food insecurity. The situation has been exacerbated by the devastating effects of the years of civil war and continuing regional conflict. Within Ethiopia, there is substantial migration, associated with the effects of famine, poverty, conflict and the impact of HIV/AIDS on family life, and this has placed a great strain on the capital city, Addis Ababa. Inevitably, many of these migrants are children who become economic agents either for themselves or as part of family survival strategies. It is some of these children (see front cover of this edition of Gatherings) who I had the pleasure of working with as part of a ‘global citizenship workshop’ between GOAL International’s ‘Children at Risk’ Street Children Centre and Year 4 pupils at Newbury Park Primary School, Redbridge
It was the poet T S Elliot who wrote that ‘in our beginnings are our endings’. This, for me anyway, is the perfect way to start this article about my recent experience in Ethiopia.  

It was my RE teacher at Canon Palmer High School, Father Brady, who introduced me to the idea of working in the 'development' field. He died some time ago now but I remember his compassion for issues affecting Africa, where he had spent time as a missionary. I remember doing an RE project entitled, 'the person who inspires me most'. I chose Bob Geldof. I, like millions of other citizens around the globe, watched the images on the news about the Ethiopian famine in 1984/85 with disbelief and horror. I was 11 years-old at the time, and the sense of injustice that this could happen in a world of plenty never left me. During the Live Aid concert televised in the summer of 1985, I remember watching ‘Sir Bob’ talking passionately about the plight of the Ethiopian people and thinking; I’m going to go there some day! I was inspired by Bob Geldof’s energy and raw passion and several years later I left school and embarked on a journey lasting several years during which I worked in the development sector, studied for a degree in ‘Third World Development’, and travelled to many ‘developing’ or ‘majority world’ countries. 

In 1995 I made the decision not to continue as a field-based researcher in the ‘Majority World’. This was largely based on the fact that I was uncomfortable with many of the aid organisation’s ‘West Knows Best’ approaches to development. I become inspired by the advice given by Julius Nyerere, former Tanzanian president who wrote; ‘Take every penny you have set aside in aid for Tanzania, and spend it in the UK explaining to people the facts and causes of poverty’. 

Oxfam and many Development Education Centres were developing the concept of global citizenship education and ‘education for change’ programmes during the late 1990s and I became excited about the possibility of continuing my work in the development field through education in the UK. After some time abroad travelling, my husband and I settled back in the UK and had our children. Since then, I have been teaching ‘Global Citizenship’ in Redbridge schools and developed a range of other support services in line with the DfES guidance, Developing the Global Dimension in the School Curriculum. I believe passionately that education plays a vital role in helping children and young people recognise their responsibilities as citizens of the global community. It equips them with the skills required to make informed decisions and take responsible actions. It is through education that real change will happen.

As Oxfam describes, ‘Global citizenship is understanding the need to tackle injustice and inequality, and having the desire and ability to work actively to do so. It is about valuing the Earth as precious and unique, and safeguarding the future for those coming after us. Global Citizenship is a way of thinking and behaving. It is an outlook on life, a belief that we can make a difference’.  

Key to change happening through global citizenship education is good teaching. We must not as educators over emphasizes the vulnerabilities of Third World populations causing them to become, in the eyes of Western privileged children, a mass of needy, poor victims who need ‘our help’. This serves only to consolidate the unhelpful ‘West is Best‘ way of thinking and compounds stereotypes which restrict development and equality.

However, it is easy to slip into the ‘Poor Africa’ mode. It is hard not to generalise or use unbiased sources of information. It’s very easy to over-simplify global problems, especially when you are teaching Key Stage 2 children. Avoiding focusing on the negative aspects of the ‘Majority World’ is even more difficult when you are using lesson plans or stimulus provided by charities whose main agenda is to raise the profile of the ‘poor people’ in order to Make Poverty History. I became aware that I was in desperate need of an ‘Africa hit’. I needed to be reminded of real life in a developing country – not the poverty; this you can get from a night in front of Comic Relief … Being in Africa, for me anyway, is such a positive experience in so many ways that it is like a giant rehab centre! I go there to feel better. I go there to learn and to become re-energised. I knew that visiting this inspirational and incredible Continent once again would help me become a better global citizenship teacher. This is why I made the decision to visit an old friend, Tim Malcomson, working as the Children At Risk Project Manager for GOAL International in Addis Ababa. 

Tim is an outstanding development thinker and someone I have known and respected for many years through working in the voluntary sector in Kenya. I asked Tim if I could come and stay to get reacquainted with life in a modern African city and to meet some of the children he was working with. In October 2006, I flew to Ethiopia and spent 10 days with him and the children and staff from the three community- based street children’s shelters. I wanted to create links and nurture an understanding between pupils within Redbridge primary schools and the children at GOAL International's 'At Risk' Centre based on mutual respect and equality.   While I was there, I was able to spend some time developing workshops which were delivered to children both in Ethiopia and in Redbridge promoting global citizenship and equality. We discussed issues such as what it means to be an 'active global citizen' in both areas of the world and focused on similarities rather than differences. 

Over the 10 days I spent in Addis, Tim and I had many invigorating conversations about development theories and the value of global citizenship education. He explained what he was trying to do within his organisation in terms of promoting a positive image of street children and challenging the traditional and often unsuitable way of thinking of street children as vulnerable, helpless victims. Instead, Tim is developing a complex set of child-focused approaches that reflect this shift in understanding. 

While I was there, Tim and some of the social workers conducted an inspiring workshop with the girls at one of the centres. These girls had said that they should not be thought of as ‘children at risk’ but, rather, as valuable resources (‘seeds of change’) and the future of Ethiopia. This got me thinking. If teaching global citizenship education is about changing the world to be a better place, surely it is necessary in all countries. Global citizenship education should not be a crusade reserved for the privileged children of the world. I believe that global citizenship education may have a place in mobilising citizens within developing countries to take action within their own countries to tackle the problems restricting development and causing poverty. Perhaps non-government organisations (NGOs) and Western Aid donors should spend more of their money on teaching global citizenship to children in Majority World countries. A prerequisite for this would be for the world to focus on the promises it made in 2000 - to provide free primary education for all by 2015.

I was able to develop these themes with the children in Addis while I was there. In a global citizenship workshop with a group of ‘street’ girls we explored how they could make a difference. It was a wonderful lesson, conducted under dim lights with the girls sitting in a circle in their tatty pyjamas. It was magically intimate and I was able (thanks to a fantastic interpreter) to learn so much from them. The best thing was being able to record the workshop on video so I was able to show it to the pupils in Redbridge Schools. 

In a workshop I had conducted earlier in the week with a group of Key Stage 2-aged boys, I was astounded at just how altruistic the street children were, despite their circumstances. Their sense of community and looking after one another is ingrained - a survival tactic in the absence of state provision. Before my trip, I asked my Redbridge Year 4s a range of questions. I invited them to ask children in the Centres some questions too. One of the questions I asked them was, ‘What would you do if you were given millions of pounds to spend?’ The majority of pupils in Redbridge had to really think about this. The honest ones said that they would buy a sports car or a foot ball club … some said that they would give it away - but not many. Every child in my Addis workshops said they would use it for the community good. All the responses to the questions were shared with the children in both countries and they were given time to reflect on each other’s comments. The workshops stimulated thought and enabled communication and an understanding of each other’s lives. It was a two-way learning process, just like good global citizenship education should be. We discussed their similarities and differences, their likes and dislikes. The children loved looking at photos and videos of each other. It was great to see the children react to the odd word such as ‘Ronaldinio’ and ‘Manchester United’ which required no further translation!

I discussed the outcomes of the workshops with the teachers and social workers in the Centres and we agreed about the importance of developing self-esteem and citizenship education to help these marginalised children engage with their communities and make positive contributions as citizens of Ethiopia. I also knew that I had to incorporate what I had learnt from the teachers and children in Addis into my training sessions with teaching staff in Redbridge. 

When I returned to Redbridge, I wasn’t sure where to begin. It was a daunting prospect to try and capture all of my thoughts and experiences about this remarkable place and somehow use the experience to improve my practice.

I wanted my pupils in Redbridge to get to know the children in Addis – to see them as equals, not victims who neatly fit into what we think street children should be like. We spent time celebrating the strength, resourcefulness and potential of children across the world. I told them about the children in Addis who took part in The Day of the African Child, when thousands of children across the continent were involved in campaigning for better lives for their fellow citizens. Part of the success criteria for me was whether children in Redbridge schools suggested that they collected money for the street children. I would have been disappointed if they had. Not a single child suggested this. Global citizenship education is not about one group of children feeling sorry for another. It is not about charity. It’s about mutual respect and learning from each other.   

I wanted to get across to my pupils in the workshops on Ethiopia that poverty is found in all societies, and can be in many different forms. The children in Addis were far from impoverished when it came to imagination, spirit and mind. In this country, people suffer a poverty of the spirit, a poverty of relationships, of opportunity and of access to the support either of their community or families. Comparatively, the majority of Africans are rich.  

I developed a task where a class was divided into six teams and each team was given six photographs. They were told that one photo was not taken in Ethiopia and they had to identify which one it was. The photos showed modern, traditional, rural and urban Ethiopia. Only three out of the 700 children in Redbridge schools correctly pointed out that the picture of three people sleeping rough on the streets, snuggled in-between blankets and cardboard boxed and surrounded in squalor was taken in London. The majority of children thought the picture of central Addis Ababa was a city in the developed world … it couldn’t possibly be part of the famine-stricken Africa they imagined and the one which the media tells us about. Once I had got pupils to challenge their own stereotypes, we could really start to learn about Ethiopia and get to know the children from the Street Children Centres. Part of the lesson objective for me as an educator was to give Ethiopians their dignity back; to point out the ancient history of the country and its wonderfully diverse cultures and richness. As part of the lesson, we did discuss why children in Ethiopia are at risk but it was not our main focus. As we were discussing the ‘children at risk’ in Addis, I couldn’t help but look at the pupils in my classes and wonder who the children at greater risk were. Is it our children who are at risk of being brainwashed by the media, of childhood obesity, of being dangerously over-pampered and made vulnerable to risk? How many of our children have basic survival skills? How many lack basic common sense? In fact the children in Addis were amused by the risk-obsessed culture in which we are raising our children. They also were shocked, but also quite relieved, to know that our children face problems too: different problems, yes, but problems all the same. It is our children, after all, that are apparently the most unhappy in the Western World. We are the ones with high cases of child depression, self-harming, anorexia … Children are the key to changing the world and tackling injustice, but it will only be effective if it involves citizens looking inwards at themselves as well and outwards at other problems in the world. We need to enable children to learn from each other’s life-styles in order help them reflect on issues of sustainability, for example. These kids in Ethiopia can teach our’s a thing or two about reducing waste or walking to school! 

I started this article by quoting T S Elliott who explored the co-existence of ends and beginnings and the integration of past, present and future. This visit to Ethiopia has enabled me to gain insight and understanding about my present. It has shaped my future and was inspired by my beginnings. It’s perhaps apt to end the article by quoting two more people. Nelson Mandela said recently, ‘Education is the most powerful weapon you can use to change the world’. Actually, I think that Global Citizenship Education is the most powerful weapon you can use to change the world. Being in Ethiopia taught me this. Twenty-one years after this country’s predicament inspired me to enter a lasting and complex relationship with Africa, Ethiopia has had a huge impact on my life … but then I have come to expect this from this ‘Luminous Continent’ (to quote Sir Bob!).

Frankie Chissim works in the field of global citizenship education in many Redbridge schools. She is a co-opted member of Redbridge Standing Advisory Council on Religious Education (SACRE). Her email address is paulandfrankie@hotmail.com
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