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Lift out and circulate

The term global citizenship has increasingly been cited in 
curriculum documents and educational promotional material 
over the past decade. In our interconnected and interdependent 
world, becoming a global citizen seems inevitable for the girls 
in our schools. But what does global citizenship actually mean 
to our students? How should educators embrace this notion? 
Are there any drawbacks to becoming a global citizen?

Many Alliance member schools are already transforming 
their girls’ understanding of citizenship with authentic global 
experiences. Using research studies and academic literature, 
this paper will explore the theoretical and practical aspects 
about what it means for students to become citizens of the 
world.

Defining global citizenship
‘The lives of children and young people are increasingly shaped 
by what happens in other parts of the world’ (Oxfam, 2006, p. 
1). ‘Issues like trade, migration, conflict and climate change 
bind our fortunes together with those of people in developing 
countries. If we are to prepare our children for the uncertainties 
of the future, they need to understand how the fate of the 
poorest people in the poorest countries can affect them, and 
how in turn the choices they make… can affect people around 
the world’ (Lewis, 2008, p. 24).

A sensitive, transformative, global citizenship education in 
schools is therefore very important and timely for our students. 
The Victorian Department of Education (2009, p. 4) defines 
global citizenship as ‘an awareness of our interconnectedness 
with people and the environments around the globe, and 
contribution to a global society and economy’.

Oxfam sees a global citizen as someone who:

• is aware of the wider world and has a sense of their own role 
as a world citizen;

• respects and values diversity;

• has an understanding of how the world works economically, 
politically, socially, culturally, technologically and 
environmentally;

• is outraged by social injustice;

• participates in and contributes to the community at a range 
of levels from local to global;

• is willing to act to make the world a more sustainable place;

• takes responsibility for their actions (Oxfam, 2006, p. 3).

‘The term world citizen, citizen of the world or global citizen 
can mean different things to different people...World citizenship 
is another level of citizenship that joins regional, state, and 
national citizenship and is concerned with global issues such as 
the environment, peace, trade, hunger, disease, and the threat of 
terrorism’ (Gibson, Rimmington & Landwehr-Brown, 2008, p. 
12).

These definitions illustrate diversity in emphasis and 
significance. Oxfam’s description is seen as a benchmark in 
curriculum documents; their emphasis on action is an essential 
element of global citizenship.

Students’ understanding of global citizenship
One recent British study explored adolescents’ constructed 
meanings of global citizenship. Myers (2010) collected data 
from 77 students using online discussion boards, written essays 
and interviews. ‘Education research has shown that adolescents 
increasingly hold multiple affiliations, which suggests that 
they do not understand citizenship as determined by a singular 
allegiance of legal status’ (p. 487). Of the students in this study, 
79% believed that global citizenship was predicated on having 
a moral commitment to improving the world.

Two other themes emerged from Myers’ study. Students 
believed that global citizenship was ‘an innate condition that 
included all human beings… [and that it was] an acquired 
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I am local, rural, communal. And I find that the whole world is a community.
Tewolde Berhan – Ethiopian environmental scientist.



status that required certain characteristics and/or actions’ (p. 
494). Therefore, these students understood global citizenship 
as ‘predominantly a moral commitment framed in universal 
language’ with a shared sense of values (p. 497). 

Myers also established that the students’ definitions of global 
citizenship ‘were not tied to a particular geographic location’ 
(p. 497). This finding supported other research ‘showing a trend 
in adolescents’ interest in civic participation away from the 
formal political system… and towards social movements and 
non-governmental organisations concerned with transnational 
issues, such as the environment and human rights’ (p. 498).

The dichotomy of acting local and  
thinking global
Despite adolescents’ use of social media and the internet which 
connects them to communities around the world; most youth 
are still physically connected to their local spaces. ‘Young 
people’s opportunities are still very much shaped by the 
resources offered by their local environments: families, schools 
and neighbourhoods’ (Harris & Wyn, 2009, p. 328). 

Harris and Wyn (2009) investigated young people’s civic 
and political engagement using surveys and interviews with 
teenagers in Victoria. For all participants, their local area 
was highly important; the adolescents ‘demonstrated a deep 
embeddedness in their local worlds’ (p. 332). Most young 
people in Victoria are dependent, school-attending, and earn 
little money, therefore ‘only a minority of youth is able to 
travel, to be a successful global consumer and to take advantage 
of a mobile world of work and study’ (p. 328).

The researchers concluded that there is ‘a strong case for the 
importance of youth being heard locally as the first and most 
important step in engendering them with a sense of political 
efficacy. In this way, they [the participants] defend the local, 
and in particular, schools and municipal government, as 
valuable spheres for politics’ (p. 340).

This study highlights a concern which should be addressed 
by schools in their global citizenship curriculum. Students 
can feel a sense of powerlessness when they encounter global 
injustice and poverty. If youth feel connected to, and embedded 
in, their local communities then they may be more willing to 
engage in civic programs and politics. Schools have an even 
greater responsibility to bridge the local/global divide because 
they are one of each student’s most influential and important 
local environments. ‘In many communities, especially in rural 
locations, religious, banking, sporting and other institutions 
have disappeared – often leaving the school as the last 
remaining institution for the development of community social 
capital’ (Mulford, 2008, p. 12)

Global educational standardisation
It is hard to delve into the current literature on global 
citizenship without uncovering a great deal of research and 
commentary on the international standardisation of school 
curriculums and testing regimes.  Dr Jill Blackmore raised 
this issue in her address at the 2010 Alliance conference. In 
Australia, there is a national agenda (Australian Curriculum, 

Assessment and Reporting Authority) which has given rise 
to the national curriculum, the MySchools website, and the 
National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN). Internationally, there are: rankings of universities; 
the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA); the international Association for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement (IEA) which produce the Trends in 
International Mathematical and Science Study (TIMSS) and 
the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS); 
and the International Baccalaureate which is offered in 140 
countries.

Spring (2008, p. 352) notes that ‘the growth of English as the 
language of global commerce is making the teaching of English 
a fixture in most national curricula’. These curriculum and 
testing developments are evidence of a ‘growing uniformity 
in education’ (p. 352) which are influencing the education of 
global citizens. There is concern that these advances are eroding 
the local and communal, as evidenced by a loss of indigenous 
languages. ‘World systems theorists argue that [growing global 
uniformity] is part of a process for legitimising the actions of 
rich over poor nations’ (p. 352).

While world systems theorists may be accused of 
oversimplification, it is clear that global educational 
standardisation is affecting the way that many schools operate. 
Like the counterpoint issue between local and global actions, 
educators need to acknowledge the gradual internationalisation 
of education, and factor its importance into the global 
citizenship education of students.

Gender and global citizenship education
Madeleine Arnot is a professor at Cambridge University 
who specialises in gender and citizenship education. She has 
written much on the link between global citizenship and gender 
injustice, and believes that ‘gender relations are embedded in 
the construction of the global citizen’ (Arnot, 2009, p. 130). 
Therefore, educational institutions must think ‘about the gender 
assumptions behind current notions of citizenship’ (Arnot, 
2003, p. 3). This is particularly relevant for girls’ schools.

Across the world, women face poverty, violence, a lack of 
education and violations of their human rights in greater 
numbers than men. This gender violence, or gender injustice 
needs to be challenged and questioned in global citizenship 
education. Arnot believes that schools ‘play a key role in the 
democratic process by giving individuals the opportunity, the 
knowledge and the commitment to influence the nature and 
direction of society’ (2003, p. 2). 

One practical way that this can be achieved in girls’ schools 
is to educate ‘all young people about women’s politics…
The school curriculum can value women’s contribution to the 
development of society through the study of women’s political 
movements’ (Arnot, 2003, p. 5). This point was echoed by 
Germaine Greer in her address at the 2010 Alliance conference. 
Greer suggested that girls should learn about the career paths of 
influential current and former female politicians.

Arnot (2003, p. 5) suggests that we must also acknowledge 
‘women as educators, carers, mothers and as community 
activists’ because these women play a key role in promoting 



citizenship. ‘Yet this contribution to citizenship is often 
neglected or rendered invisible’ (p. 5). Therefore, global 
citizenship education must uncover and explore these gender 
injustices. ‘A gender-sensitive, global citizenship education 
within a national school curriculum has the potential to help 
women contribute to cross-national global thinking’ (p. 9). 
Girls’ schools are ideally positioned to train girls to seek gender 
justice, and to instil a sense of value in women’s diverse and 
(often understated) roles. Understanding these concepts will 
deepen students’ perceptions of global citizenship.

Citizenship and identity
As well as being influenced by the media, 
online social networks and the worldwide 
web, students’ understanding of citizenship 
is shaped by the people who they are 
in physical contact with. Australia, as a 
multicultural democracy, has been created 
by immigrants from all over the world. 
Many students in our classes have multiple 
citizenships as ‘national boundaries are 
becoming more porous’ (Banks, 2008, 
p. 132). Global warming, terrorism, 
poverty and war are creating millions of 
refugees around the world; these people 
are ‘stateless’ (p. 132). These issues create 
tensions for students who may well be 
trying to determine their own identities 
and loyalties before thinking about global 
citizenship.

There is yet another paradoxical layer; 
international bodies such as the United Nations, UNESCO, and 
the Red Cross can be pitted against organisations that protect 
nationalism within countries. For example, in the past two 
months in Australia there have been arguments in the media 
about Australia’s foreign aid budget; some people believe that 
foreign aid money should be used to assist those within the 
nation, who have suffered from floods and cyclones. ‘Serious 
tensions exist between the conceptions of international human 
rights and national sovereignty’ (Banks, 2008, p. 132). 

All of these points remind educators that effective global 
citizenship education ‘helps students to acquire the knowledge, 
skills and values needed to function effectively within their 
cultural community, nation-state, region, and in the global 
community’ (Banks, 2008, p. 129). ‘Citizenship education 
should help students to develop an identity and attachment 
to the global community, and a human connection to people 
around the world’ (p. 134). Identity is formed at many levels 
and each of these levels is important to students. ‘Quality 
education must address the interaction of a person with a series 
of enveloping, concentric rings – family, community, society, 
country, the world’ (Pigozzi, 2006, p. 2). 

Effective global citizenship education
Most educators, researchers and theorists would agree that 
global citizenship education needs to be active, hands-on and 
transformative for students. Ideally, each girl would have the 

opportunity to participate in authentic global experiences, such 
as those provided by Global Challenge. ‘These can be life-
changing experiences, which open our eyes to new cultures 
and new opportunities. But for less well off families, the costs 
can be prohibitive’ (Lewis, 2008, p. 26). Already much is being 
done in girls’ schools: social justice programs where girls 
participate in their local communities; overseas exchanges; 
opportunities to participate in international conferences; and 
online connections with schools and communities in developing 
countries. Many organisations have wonderful resources for 
the global citizenship curriculum, including Oxfam and Plan 
International. There are a number of other ways in which 
schools can provide transformative global citizenship lessons. 

Banks (2008, p. 136) developed a 
typology of ‘increasingly deeper 
citizenship that contains four levels’: 
legal citizenship; minimal citizenship; 
active citizenship; and transformative 
citizenship. ‘Transformative citizenship 
involves civic actions designed to 
actualise values and moral principles 
and ideals beyond those of existing 
laws and conventions. Transformative 
citizens take action to promote social 
justice’ (p. 136). 

Transformative citizenship education 
fosters critical thinking skills and 
‘validates the cultural identities of 
students’ (Banks, 2008, p. 135). It also 
means that students ‘must develop 
a deep understanding of the need 

to take action and make decisions to help solve the world’s 
difficult problems’ (p. 134). Some theorists believe the global 
citizenship education ‘should not form a discrete subject within 
the curriculum, and that the values that it implies should be 
presented in cross-curricula themes and in the schools ethos’ 
(Brown & Morgan, 2008, p. 288). For global citizenship 
education to have a real impact ‘it would need to be set within 
a learning environment which not only taught knowledge and 
skills, which not only gave some experience of participating 
as a citizen of the school, but which enabled comfort with 
uncertainty and fluidity’ (Davies, 2006, p. 18).

King (2008, p. 1) believes that one way schools can engage 
with issues of global citizenship is ‘by forming learning 
partnerships with alternatively resourced and internationally 
experienced NGOs’. He describes a project, Plan International 
Australia’s Global Connection Program, where students in 
Melbourne collaborate with young people in Indonesia. The 
groups in each country exchange communication pieces 
(written, artwork or multi-media) several times during the year. 
‘Current research into the program has identified the potential 
for such programs to empower teachers to develop as global 
citizenship educators’ (p. 1).

Gibson, Rimmington and Landwehr-Brown (2008) build on 
King’s research by specifying several conditions which must be 
present in order for global learning to occur. ‘Student-centered 
activity rooted in dialogic co-construction of meaning between 
learners of different cultures, who are located in their home 

“Girls’ schools are ideally 
positioned to train girls to 
seek gender justice, and to 

instil a sense of value in 
women’s diverse roles.”



cultural contexts’ (p. 13).  There are four conditions for global 
learning:

• Cultural contrast: a global learning experience is more 
effective for learners when a high degree of cultural contrast 
is achieved. The greater the ‘culture shock’, the more vivid 
and memorable the learning experience.

• Modern communication technologies: these allow the 
learners to interact without leaving their homes and cultures.

• Substantive and authentic goals: the learning goals should 
be unattainable by an individual, which means participants 
must work collaboratively to achieve the goal.

• Teamwork: the team should comprise members from at least 
two different countries. (Gibson, Rimmington & Landwehr-
Brown, 2008, pp. 13-14). 

The researchers conclude that this model ‘cannot replace 
exchange programs [but] it has the advantage of lower cost and 
fewer logistics’ (p. 21). 

Assessing the effectiveness of global 
citizenship education
There is a ‘paucity of research internationally on the impact 
of various aspects of schooling on whether people become 
active citizens – locally or globally’ (Davies, 2006, p. 16). It is 
difficult to evaluate the effects of global citizenship education 
and programs, but this should not diminish the importance of 
such teaching in our schools. 

What is also largely absent in the research is information 
about what predisposes young people to actively take part as 
global citizens. Clearly there are students in our schools who 
seek roles in Student Leadership Councils, who practise social 
justice actions both in and out of school, and who participate in 
authentic global experiences. Those students who do not engage 
in these activities may be constrained by cost and opportunity, 
but there may be less obvious reasons. ‘What influences young 
people to take part in rallies or demonstrations about global 
events? Why do they join global social movements...such as 
Greenpeace?’ (Davies, 2006, p. 18). 

Davies argues for longitudinal studies to answer these 
questions. Thus far ‘there seems to be universal agreement that 
the two best school-based predictors of whether people become 
active citizens (engaged in voluntary work or activism) are; 
involvement in school democracy; and experience of doing 
some form of community service’ (Davies, 2006, p. 16). 

Conclusions
Schools are critical places where notions of citizenship, 
globalisation, human rights and identity can be fleshed-out 
among students. Research has shown that schools are everyday 
institutions in ‘young people’s lives where they spend a great 

deal of time negotiating everyday political issues of rights, 
voice and responsibilities’ (Harris & Wyn, 2009, p. 340). It also 
appears that some school environments set the seeds of activism 
and responsibility in particular students, who later develop into 
transformative global citizens.

Educators in girls’ schools have an added layer of responsibility 
to their students; to uncover and explore the concept of gender 
inequality in global citizenship. ‘If girls acquire an appropriate 
form of political literacy, a full sense of civic (moral and social) 
responsibility and a commitment to become active citizens in 
the society in which they belong, then once adults, arguably 
they will be in a stronger position to promote those egalitarian 
reforms’ (Arnot, 2003, p. 10) which create global citizens. 
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