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Research Context
This diagnosis has been prepared within the fra-
mework of the project titled “Fostering Education 
for Development at University”, an initiative of the 
Fundació Autònoma Solidària (FAS) aimed at the 
specific and cross-cutting promotion of Education 
for Development (EFD) perspectives within a for-
mal university ambit, with the object of fostering 
the role of the university in generating critical un-
derstanding and in preparing citizens who are both 
active and committed to transforming inequalities 
at the local-global scale.  

Ongoing since the 2013-2014 academic year, this 
project has helped support the creation of a seri-
es of participative processes directed towards the 

design and implementation of ways to introduce 
EFD into university syllabuses, whilst at the same 
time also supporting those existing spaces within 
non-formal education as a means of accompanying 
and strengthening the principal line of concern. 

The project is carried out at the UAB campus (Be-
llaterra) and in Barcelona through a multi-partici-
pant networking strategy that includes the offices 
of several vice-rectors, centres and faculties, lectu-
ring staff, students, university cooperation offices 
and organisation with expertise in EFD, among ot-
hers, with the support of the Barcelona City Coun-
cil and the Catalan Agency for Cooperation and 
Development.

Structure of the Report
This diagnosis aims to ascertain the current pre-
sence of EFD in the Catalan public universities, as 
well as to identify ways of incorporating and bro-
adening critical and committed education within 
the Catalan university system. Therefore, a range of 
information collection and analysis has been used, 
and stringent attempts have been made to incorpo-
rate the opinions of a broad spectrum of relevant 
agents. Following this idea, this document com-
bines the results of empirical research in a specific 
way to produce this current diagnosis, with conclu-
sions from other related activities that also contri-
bute relevant information.

Following a brief introduction to define the 
working perspective on the concept of EFD and 
its formal situation within the university structure, 
the diagnosis presents a global vision of EFD in 
the 8 universities grouped within the Catalan As-
sociation of Public Universities (Associació Catalana 
d’Universitats Públiques: ACUP). We then present 

the principal results obtained from assessing sub-
jects in a number of degrees currently on offer wit-
hin the Catalan public universities.

Whereas the first part of this research focusses on 
obtaining a general vision of of the ACUP universi-
ties, the specific empirical data is derived exclusively 
from the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona. This 
has been obtained by combining quantitative and 
qualitative measures, with the objective of including 
the perspectives of those who have a direct contact 
with the structure and content of university degrees. 
To ascertain students’ opinion on the role of universi-
ties with respect to critical education, and what value 
this might bring them as citizens and professionals, 
a questionnaire was produced, answered by 892 stu-
dents from the first and fourth year of degrees within 
a range of distinct disciplines. In parallel to this, the 
opinions were obtained of people responsible for the 
organisation of degrees through interviews with five 
degree coordinators (from a range of distinct degrees); 



2 Education for Development at University. Fostering Critical and Committed Education in Degree Studies   ||    Executive Summary

these interviews throw light of the participants’ views 
regarding the organisational dynamics and teaching 
objectives at university level from the perspective of 
those who design and teach the degrees.

This diagnosis also incorporates the results of the 
work seminar titled “Education for Development in 
Degree Studies”, held on 15 January 2015 in Barcelo-

na. This brought together over 40 professionals from 
a a number of universities and organisations involved 
in incorporating critical in Higher Education. Finally, 
the document includes a list of good practices cur-
rently being applied by the Catalan public universities. 

The complete report can be consulted online on 
the FAS website www.uab.cat/fas (Catalan only).

Results 
The Presence of EFD in Formal University Structures 

1. All universities make reference to EFD in the 
initial articles of their statutes, even if these are, 
in effect, mere declarations of general intenti-
on, of an unproblematic character, which can 
be interpreted and accepted from a wide ran-
ge of positions. These declarations refer to the 
fostering of critical thought, respect for human 

rights and, in several universities, respect for 
the environment and sustainable development.

2. All universities carry out social policies that con-
firm their commitment to the local and global 
society. These include areas that pertain to EFD 
such as equality, sustainability, inclusiveness and 

What is Education  
for Development?
Education for Development (EFD) is an active le-
arning process that seeks to visualise the priorities 
of sustainable human development, to understand 
the cause and effects of structural problems at a 
global scale, to encourage the full participation of 
the entire citizenry in eradicating poverty and in 
the fight against exclusion and inequality, as well as 
in the construction of a social and environmental 
context that does not lead us to the extinction of 
the planet’s resources. Its objective is to attempt to 
influence new economic, social and environmental 
policies that are more just, sustainable and—conse-
quently—consistent with the respect for and fulfil-
ment of human rights. Issues included within EFD 
are broad and varied and have not been defined in 
any way that is either specific or consensual. As a 
result, there are several categorisations that may 
not fully coincide in content or perspective; at all 

events, they are similar enough for them all to allow 
recognition of the diverse economic, social, politi-
cal and environmental dimension that necessarily 
intervene in the welfare of both people and peoples. 
In this project, we have made use of a categorisati-
on of areas divided into five strategic points: 

1. Sostenibilitat econòmica i social

2. Governança, drets humans i ciutadania global

3. Cultura de pau i justícia restaurativa

4. Intercultuaralitat

5. Gènere

1   Economic and social sustainability

2   Governance, human rights and global citizenship

3   A culture of peace and restorative justice

4   Interculturality

5   Gender
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cooperation. These areas are worked on from 
specialised centres and institutes, which take res-
ponsibility for each one of these in a fragmentary 
manner and without any overall coordination. 
Specific work is undertaken through campus po-
licies and programmes, which are outside the for-
mal academic ambit. With the exception of work 
on inclusiveness and the evaluation of competen-
ce in Sustainability and Social Commitment at 
the Universitat Politència de Catalunya (UPC), 
there are no direct links between these policies 
and the degree-syllabus contents.

3. Degree syllabuses have a not inconsiderable 
number of subjects that could incorporate EDF 
perspectives without any requirement for sylla-
bus change. The thematic areas of these subjects, 
however, are highly fragmented depending o the 
specific degree of which they form a part, in such 
a way that certain areas of knowledge give a very 
broad coverage of EDF issues and concerns, but 
in others such questions are entirely absent. 

4. Economic, Social and Environmental Sustainabi-
lity are present above all in engineering degrees, but 
also have a space for themselves in the sciences, in 
economics and, to a lesser extent, in the syllabuses 
of law studies, social sciences and the humanities. 

5. Governance, Human Rights and Global Citi-
zenship, on the other hand, have a broad-ran-

ging presence in the social sciences and huma-
nities, and occupy certain spaces in law studies, 
economics and education. Nevertheless, their 
total absence is worth drawing attention to in 
scientific-technical degrees.

6. The thematic ambits of Interculturality, Gender 
and a Culture of Peace and Restorative Justice 
have a more fragmented presence, limited to 
specific degrees or very particular subjects. Sub-
jects referring to Interculturality can be found 
in the social sciences and humanities and, abo-
ve all, in education and teacher-training. Those 
that particularly study restorative justice are li-
mited to law studies and education. In contrast, 
Gender is a thematic area found in a substantial 
range of degree studies with specific subjects 
that aim to introduce perspectives of gender 
into the main ambits of the degree in question. 
Nevertheless, its total absence is worth drawing 
attention to in scientific-technical degrees.

7. Most subjects that are able to incorporate the 
principles of EDF within their range of con-
tents are optional. This means that there are 
only a few cases in which all students will take 
such subjects in an obligatory manner. At the 
same time, however, these are subjects taken in 
the final years of the degree, which means that 
they should facilitate a deeper reflection on and 
analysis of the elements being taught.

The views of UAB students

8. The greater part of UAB students believe that 
politics and economics should be directed 
towards a model that takes into account the 
principles of sustainable development and glo-
bal citizenship. Yet the percentage of students 
committing themselves to specific policies that 
might have an influence on a change of para-
digm is, in fact, very small, and they still show 
an important degree of agreement with policies 
that actually create inequality.

9. Students call for a university that prepares 
them for their incorporation into employment, 

with a high number of technical and practi-
cal aspects to their learning processes. Howe-
ver, they also want the university to to provide 
them with tools for reflecting on global dyna-
mics and that help them to critically analyse 
complex realities. 

10. Expectations with regard to university learning 
(knowledge that students wish to obtain) differ 
significantly with other expectations (knowle-
dge that students think they will obtain or have 
actually already obtained), especially among 
final-year students, when their evaluation is 
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about past experience. These differences are 
especially evident in knowledge related to the 
ability to analyse critically and to manage com-
plex global realities. Consequently, students 
think that university does not provide the ne-
cessary tools to understand and critically admi-
nister reality in a way that would be desirable 
from their own point of view.

11. Students believe that the best learning metho-
dologies at university are professional place-
ments and activities that represent an alternati-
ve to formal study, even if they also express the 
opinion that, in practice, knowledge is princi-
pally transmitted in traditional lectures. This 
data points to a demand for the use of diverse 
methodologies, at the same time as revealing a 
lack of recognition for the traditional processes 
of knowledge transmission at university in fa-
vour of others that directly opt for practical and 
participative learning.

12. Learning related to sustainable development 
and global citizenship should principally be 
incorporated through the use of new teaching 
methodologies that promote interdisciplinarity 
amongst areas of knowledge, and introduce this 
within specific content within existing subjects 
or in specific optional subjects.

13. Students perceive that learning which incor-
porates EFD perspectives will be particularly 
useful to them in their future as citizens, but at 
the same time a majority also voice the opinion 
that it can help them increase their competence 
within the labour market.

14. There are differences between degrees regarding 
the priorities of current economic models. Over 
80% of those studying primary teaching, veteri-
nary medicine, journalism and sociology defend 
the need for a change in patterns of consumpti-
on, and opt for social responsibility in this am-
bit. The percentage falls to 50% for economics 
students. In parallel, over 50% students in eco-
nomics, primary teaching, computer engineering 
and chemistry defend the need for a liberalising 
of markets so as to self-regulate, whilst only 25% 
of sociology students hold this view. 

15. Most students want to obtain adequate prepara-
tion for employment; yet less than half of those 
enrolled in law, economics, journalism, sociology, 
primary teaching, history and psychology believe 
that they can actually achieve this in their studies.

16. Differences between the hope for and expec-
tation of an education in critical thinking are 
especially evident in the degrees of veterinary 
medicine, chemistry and psychology. In con-
trast, there is little difference in sociology, 
which therefore shows a higher level of satis-
faction as regards this aspect of the degree.

17. The suitability of the lecture format as a prio-
rity methodology for learning at university va-
ries from 70% of acceptance by history students 
to 20% for those studying primary teaching.

18. The perception of the usefulness of an EFD 
perspective to strengthen the role of students 
as active and committed citizens is far lower in 
science degrees.

The views of UAB degree coordinators

19. UAB degree coordinators state that there are 
no institutional strategies to introduce EFD 
into syllabuses. They identify different sub-
jects in distinct areas of knowledge that have 
introduced certain thematic areas of EFD, but 
such initiatives always depend on the dispositi-
on and perspective contributed by the lecturers 
from their individual point of view.

20. Whilst it is true that degrees and thematic 
content in the humanities and social sciences 
allow us to identify EFD perspectives to a gra-
ter or lesser extent in a range of subjects and 
in a cross-disciplinary manner, coordinators 
of scientific-technical areas detect significant 
difficulties in introducing elements of critical 
and committed education that have no direct 
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and immediate connection with the studies of 
a more technical and specific nature offered by 
their degrees.

21. Determining the relevance of students’ critical 
and committed education is felt unanimously 
by all coordinators. 

22. However, they also indicate the difficulty of 
drawing up syllabuses that incorporate the cri-
tical perspectives of global analysis with specific 
knowledge that is more directly professionalising 
and that the coordinators also see as indispensa-
ble. This difficulty is most particularly notewort-
hy in scientific and technical studies, where there 
are a high number of very applied subjects.

23. The recent implantation of new syllabuses 
adapted to the European Higher Education 
Area (EHEA) represents an opportunity for 
the incorporation of content relating to sustai-
nable development and global citizenship, in 
the sense that it is an opportunity to reformu-
late syllabuses and also to give a response to the 
evaluative structure based on competences that 
students are required to attain. 

24. Vantages offered by the new organisation of 
academic credits is the extension in time that 
certain subjects have attained, whether through 
more teaching hours or through re-structuring 
via tutorials and work spaces in reduced groups. 
This facilitates far greater attention to students’ 
needs and also increases opportunities for re-
flection on the subjects themselves.

25. The now-obligatory character of degree-final 
projects is considered to be one of the advan-
tages that would facilitate the introduction of 
EFD concerns into degree study. Most degrees 
provide a closed list of projects subjects, so that 
the challenge in this ambit is now to provide in-
centives to lecturers so that they can both pro-
pose and supervise topics of relevant interest.

26. With respect to disadvantages, the high level of 
specificity required by subjects makes it diffi-
cult to introduces new points and critical pers-
pectives deriving from lecturers’ individual ini-
tiatives if such issues have not been previously 
contemplated.

27. The application of the EHEA has not brought 
about a reduction of ratios, nor a clear metho-
dological change in the teaching carried out by 
most lecturers. Consequently, most university 
classes still follow the traditional lecture format. 

28. But whilst the adaptation of syllabuses to the 
EHEA may not have initially implied substan-
tial modifications in content or methodology, 
the process itself has most certainly involved a 
change in the dynamics of coordination among 
lecturers, bringing indications of new working 
strategies directed towards guaranteeing colla-
boration in deciding on the skills required to be 
attained, and on the analysis of such skills, in 
designing the syllabuses and deciding on sub-
ject content.

29. Degree coordinators observe that the intro-
duction of EFD into syllabuses does not mean 
creating new subjects; rather, it involves the in-
corporation of EFD perspectives and ideas into 
into existing subjects in a cross-disciplinary 
manner. This opinion is motivated by acade-
mic and cognitive interest with respect to stu-
dents, and also by the difficulties that a change 
in agreed syllabuses would involve.

30. There is also a general opinion that implemen-
ting EFD contents in an efficient and general 
manner would require the involvement of all 
necessary parties within the university, most 
particularly that of the governing team and 
authorities within the university structure. In 
this respect, the coordinators remark that no 
generalisation of EFD would be possible if this 
was not guided by institutional direction.

31. In relation to specific measures that might be 
adopted, coordinators draw particular attenti-
on to to the creation of practical resources that 
would provide them with tools to introduce such 
topics into the various subjects; the incorporati-
on of professional specialists on the degree-final 
project examining committees; or establishing 
specific training for lecturers. With respect to 
this last question, however, they also draw atten-
tion to the difficulties of attendance that such 
initiatives often involve, rather than those pertai-
ning to lecturers who already have the necessary 
sensibility and previous knowledge.
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Results from the Working Seminar

32. Participants in the First Working Seminar 
“Education for Development in Degree Stu-
dies” detected elements of both a negative and 
positive character with respect to the develop-
ment of critical and committed education in 
the formal university ambit taking the perspec-
tive of diverse axes and levels of activity: uni-
versity-society relations; university policy; uni-
versity structure; and the role of direct parties 
(lecturing staff and students).

33. With respect to university-society relations, 
emphasis was placed on the state of discon-
nection among lecturing staff, students and 
society, which creates a mutual lack of awa-
reness regarding similar initiatives organised 
from a range of distinct ambits. It was also 
clear that there is an ideological hegemony of 
ideas opposed to those of EFD that threatens 
the development of such ideas within the uni-
versity. In contrast, however, a growing interest 
was detected in precisely these ideas even in 
ambits traditionally distant from critical edu-
cation, such as the world of corporate business, 
and the opportunities that this might imply in 
working towards its institutionalisation.

34. With respect to the dynamics of university po-
licy, participants complained of the interferen-
ce by private business in the university and the 
lack of public resources that make it difficult 
to incorporate critical knowledge into a domi-
nating economic model. The non-recognition 
of work in introducing critical education into 
formal studies was emphasised, as was the lack 
of institutional interest for fostering this and 
providing it with the necessary relevance in a 
specific and formalised manner. From the pers-
pective of strength and opportunities, however, 
attention was drawn to the growing interest 
of large-scale international organisations and 
corporations in sustainable development as a 
means of justifying the need to introduce such 
topics and concerns from a more professionali-
sing perspective within the university.

35. With respect to university structure, the se-
minar delegates remarked on the rigidity of 

conditioning factors within regulated teaching 
and within academic organisation, and the di-
fficulty to introduce organisational changes in 
the formal ambit. This rigidity is detrimental 
to changes in syllabuses and also to cross-dis-
ciplinarity, as it promotes work on the basis of 
a highly compartmentalised organisation. In 
contrast, the recent introduction of the EHEA 
was perceived as an opportunity, as it has gra-
dually allowed for the introduction of new dy-
namics of collaboration and presents a field in 
which new studies, particularly at postgraduate 
level, are still being developed.

36. The implication of lecturers and students was 
also analysed from a diversity of perspectives. 
Whilst the existence of a committed teaching 
staff that works towards consolidating these 
changes through its daily work is positive, it 
is also evident that there is a certain resistance 
from other members of the same group who are 
not interested in introducing new perspectives 
into those subjects for which they are responsi-
ble. As for students, emphasis was made of the 
difficulties that can occur when they reques-
ted participation that goes beyond the lecture 
room or faculty, although it was also recognised 
that there are organised critical groups calling 
for their participation in the processes of for-
mal change.

37. The seminar delegates emphasised the need to 
establish joint work between organisations and 
universities, in order to explore ways of colla-
boration and common topics within the ambits 
of teaching and research. They also emphasised 
the need to work towards overcoming the diffi-
culties that have arisen as a consequence of sig-
nificant existing organisational and structural 
differences between the university and social 
organisations.

38. Particular emphasis was placed on the sensi-
tivity of university institutions to the external 
demands of society, and it was suggested that 
social organisations should promote pressure 
campaigns aimed at the incorporation of sus-
tainable development and global citizenship 
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within formal studies in a clear and cross-dis-
ciplinary manner.

39. The vice-rectorial offices for teaching in univer-
sities have a central role to play in developing 
EFD in their syllabuses. The need was there-
fore voiced to create strategies that would help 
the chief members of such offices to be familiar 
with the principles and assumptions of critical 
education, and for their participation in in its 
introduction and promotion at a formal level.

40. It is therefore necessary to institutionalise the 
recognition of universities’ social transference 

as an indispensable measure if EFD is to attain 
formal recognition, one that would guarantee 
its incorporation into syllabuses and that would 
recognise the work carried out by all professio-
nals in its promotion.

41. It is also important to promote inter-university 
action and coordination among distinct insti-
tutions to help foster working dynamics that 
would facilitate the sharing of knowledge and 
that would be of mutual benefit. At the same 
time, these joint strategies must be used to pro-
vide greater strength to the call for the institu-
tionalisation of EFD.

Recommendations 
First, it is clear that there is an interest felt by a 
broad range of individuals and institutions for 
these issues and concerns to be incorporated in 
university teaching. Whether from formal decla-
rations of principles and objectives by institutions 
or by lecturers, students and social organisations, 
there is a generalised acceptance of the link be-
tween the university and society, and of the role that 
this needs to play in constructing a fairer world for 
everyone. Beyond the university ambit, and there-
fore outside the scope of this diagnosis, this inter-
est is also evident on the part of large-scale in-
ternational organisations. In this respect, the UN 
has committed itself to sustainable development on 
a global scale as a priority action to provide con-
tinuation to the Millennium Development Goals 
finalised this current year of 2015. Voices calling 
for the emphatic involvement of all relevant social 
actors are, therefore, diverse and global. In conse-
quence, this should be a sufficient and convincing 
argument with which to request that universities 
take out clear steps in this direction, and that they 
adopt explicit measures to allow them to move 
from declarations of intention to specific action.

In order for these dynamics to become practical 
realities, however, they need to be institutional-
ised. That is, they need official recognition. Whilst 
EFD in formal studies depends only on the positive 
disposition of lecturers, we cannot hope for such 

concerns to be given a generalised dimension with-
in academic syllabuses. The institutionalisation of 
EFD is the key to providing it with official recog-
nition, to providing it with the necessary resources 
that would guarantee its application and structure 
its implementation through standardised instruc-
tions or initiatives This is the only way in which its 
cross-disciplinary inclusion within syllabuses can 
be ensured. Furthermore, such institutionalisation 
has to facilitate recognition of the tasks carried out 
by lecturers, at an individual and—above all—pro-
fessional level. Necessary recognition in a context 
such as the university ambit, in which professional 
careers are directly linked to obtaining merits for 
specific actions and tasks, and in which any of those 
that are not recognised—however vital for profes-
sional praxis—will remain outside the list of tasks 
deemed requisite by the institution. In that respect 
then, universities need to be aware that their com-
mitment to social responsibility must go further 
than social policies with repercussions o their own 
communities alone, and opt unambiguously for 
critical education that will have a direct impact on 
the student body as a whole, and an indirect impact 
of a far broader character once those same students 
become members of the work force and bring to it 
their particular perspectives.

To guarantee the cross-disciplinarity and generaliz-
ability of EFD content and methodologies, specific 
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training and strategies that facilitate this should 
be made available to any lecture who may require 
such help. These strategies must be adapted to dis-
tinct ambits of knowledge and should cover both 
content and methodological procedure. This im-
plies the creation of a variety of resources that could 
a suitable response to a range of needs, from specific 
strategies for specific subjects, to training directed 
towards a fuller understanding of working dynam-
ics. It is essential that such tools be created in col-
laboration with the lecturing staff, as specialists in 
subject content, and that specialists in EFD and 
in teaching methodology should also be involved 
so as to ensure that content design includes a clear-
ly recognisable critical perspective and a working 
methodology that promotes the participation and 
analysis of students themselves. Once again, it is 
essential that such tasks are officially recognised in 
order for them to be incorporated into the working 
dynamics of all participants, and to avoid exclusive 
dependency on the positive disposition, time and 
space, of such participants’ personal interests.

It is also essential to determine strategies that 
foster student participation in all these processes. 
For whilst the data shows that students are inter-
ested in greater familiarity with the complex phe-
nomena that determine the dynamics of the world 
today, and in obtaining elements that would allow 
them to carry out critical analyses of their reality, a 
certain resistance can nevertheless be detected in 
some student circles when active participation be-
yond class attendance is called for. That said, the 
predisposition of organised student groups on cam-
pus to methodologies distinct from traditional lec-
ture formats, as determined by the questionnaire, 
indicates that there is a critical mass prepared to 
defend a form of university teaching that is dis-
tinct from the current model. What is required, 
consequently, is to have the necessary strategies by 
which to make students an ally to these changes, 

adding them to the other voices calling for a uni-
versity with a sold social commitment, one that not 
only works to further its links with its immediate 
surroundings but that is also sensitive to the dy-
namics that create inequality and to its own role in 
the change towards a fairer local and global society.

Finally, in order for these processes to be possible, 
it is important to highlight the relevance of net-
working, and to recognise that this is essential in 
all such undertakings. Collaboration, cooperation 
and the recognition of the various actors active-
ly involved in the promotion of EFD within the 
university is key, at a number of levels, to guaran-
tee its success. At the institutional ambit, network-
ing is fundamental to supporting those voices call-
ing for change. Acting jointly and in a coordinated 
manner, we can make a significant repercussion that 
would be impossible if we act independently, with-
out the recognition of equals and without a shared 
strategy. Such a dynamic does not imply a failure to 
respect the distinct working rhythms and interests 
of each individual; on the contrary, it means giv-
ing relevance to all relevant processes on the basis 
of mutual knowledge and recognition, and from a 
common basis that allows us to share the principles 
with which, together, we can truly be of influence.

This networking is also absolutely fundamental 
at the most basic level of participants’ daily work. 
And in such a case, knowledge and recognition of 
participants and initiatives is relevant in two ways. 
First, because it provides such initiatives with a 
visibility that they would otherwise not be grant-
ed, thereby increasing their chances of success and 
reinforcing those tasks that are often invisible in 
day-to-day work. And, second, because it potenti-
ates the exchange of knowledge and dynamics, fa-
cilitating joint work between diverse individuals 
and organisations in such a way that ensures the 
mutual enrichment of the outcomes obtained.






