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Global and antiracist perspectives in education –  

notes and memories from five decades 
 

Robin Richardson, Nottingham, 17 January 2011 

 

_________________________________________________________ 
 
Integrating Global and Antiracist Perspectives in the Secondary Curriculum 

(http://www.radford.nottingham.sch.uk/garp/secondary.htm) was launched in 

Nottingham on 17 January 2011.  
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 
The 1970s 

 
1. ‘I know you won’t read what we write here,’ a teenage boy wrote. ‘You are only 

asking us these questions to keep us quiet.’ To an extent, I confess, the boy was 

right. A colleague and I were conducting a research survey of young people’s 
attitudes and opinions, and most of our questionnaire consisted of closed 

questions whose answers would produce hard statistics. We didn’t expect to 

spend much time reading and analysing the answers we received to our open 
questions– questions such as ‘As you consider modern society, and your own 

future in modern society, what are your anxieties and hopes?’  

 
2. However, most of the answers to the open questions were interesting, and some 

were staggering, humbling and inspiring. One young person, a 17-year-old girl at 

a school near Bristol, wrote this, in answer to the question I have just quoted: 
‘Please read Only One Earth by Barbara Ward. It says everything I’d like to say.’  

The time was autumn 1971. 
 

3. Well, I did go and read Only One Earth, written by Barbara Ward with Rene 

Dubos for the United Nations conference on the global environment that took 
place at Stockholm in 1972. It blew me away, for it referred to topics I hadn’t 

previously much thought about, though many of the young people in our research 

were clearly thinking about such topics. A few years later I had occasion to quote 
from it in a handbook for teachers in secondary schools: 

 

From family to clan, from clan to nation, from nation to federation 
– such enlargements of allegiance have occurred without wiping out 

the earlier loves. Today, in human society, we can perhaps hope to 
survive in all our prized diversity provided we can achieve an 

ultimate loyalty to our single, beautiful and vulnerable Planet Earth. 

 
Alone in space, alone its life-supporting systems, powered by 

inconceivable energies, mediating them to us through the most 

delicate adjustments, wayward, unlikely, unpredictable, but 
nourishing, enlivening and enriching in the largest degree – is this 

not a precious home for all of us earthlings? Is it not worth our 

love? 
 

4. It was in summer 1972 that I saw an advertisement in the TES for a post entitled 
Director of the World Studies Project. The task for the person to be appointed 

was to prepare materials and syllabuses for teaching about current world issues 

in secondary schools – the kinds of issue Barbara Ward and Rene Dubos wrote 
about, and which had been drawn to my attention by various 17-year-old 

students in my research. Seeing the advertisement, I had two immediate 
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feelings. How wonderful that such an important project was being set up. And 

how lucky the person to be appointed. 
 

5. I mentioned the advertisement to my research colleague. How wonderful that this 

project is being set up. What a very fortunate person is going to be involved in 
directing it. ‘Well, why don’t you apply?’ he said. ‘Me?’ I replied. ‘I couldn’t, I 

don’t know enough about current global issues. Even 17-year-olds know more 
than I do.’ My colleague urged me to apply, however, and I did, and for reasons I 

have never adequately understood, I had the good fortune to be appointed. By 

the way, the co-chair of the project steering committee was a young MP who in 
those days was unknown to the general public. Her name was Shirley Williams. 

 

6. I started on 1 January 1973. Several months ensued of reading, listening, 
conversing and consulting – and, frankly, floundering. One day a young teacher 

whom I consulted reacted to me with great exasperation. His name, I remember, 

was Dave. ‘You want me to teach world studies? Give me one good reason why. 
At present I teach boring history, boring geography and boring RE, together 

known as boring humanities. The kids are bored, I’m bored, give me one good 
reason why I should teach boring world studies instead.’ He paused – for breath 

not for my answer, which was just as well since I didn’t have an answer. A glint 

came into his eyes. ‘Tell you what, though,’ he said. ‘If you can make world 
studies interesting, I’ll teach it.’ 

 

7. I didn’t say anything out loud. But mentally, I’m like you’re on, Dave, you’re on.  
 

8. I spent the 1970s working out – with others, of course – how to make world 

studies interesting. I was guided by two brief things I read. One was a passage in 
an obscure book written in the 1930s that no one in those days had ever heard 

of, Lark Rise to Candleford. In it, the author Flora Thompson described life in a 

tiny hamlet in the England of the 1880s:  
 

Beyond their garden in summer were fields of wheat and barley 
and oats, which sighed and rustled and filled the air with sleepy 

pollen and earth scents. These fields were large and flat, and 

stretched away to a distant line of trees set in the hedgerows. 
 

To the children at that time these trees marked the boundary of 

their world.  
 

Beyond their world enclosed by the trees there was, they were told, 

a wider world, with other hamlets and villages and towns and the 
sea and, beyond that, other countries, where people spoke 

languages different from their own. Their father had told them so. 
 

But they had no mental picture of these, they were but ideas, 

unrealised: whereas in their own little world within the tree 
boundary everything appeared to them more than life-size, and 

more richly coloured. 

 
9. Teaching about the distant world had to be combined, Flora Thompson was in 

effect saying, with teaching about the world close at hand, the world which in 

comparison is more than life-size and more richly coloured. And what’s going on 
in this world close at hand? Roger McGough succinctly tells us in one of his 

poems: 
 

Everyday 

I think about dying. 
About disease, starvation, 

Violence, terrorism, war, 
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The end of the world. 

 
It helps keep my mind off things. 

 

10. ‘Things’, for a teenager, are questions such as these: Who am I? Where am I at? 
What do I really care about? How does my mind work? What catches my 

attention? What am I good at? Where am I weak? What’s in my way? What do 
other people see when they look at me? Do they think I am a star? Does the 

school I go to know who I am? Does my school think I am a star? 

 
11. Teaching about ‘things’, in the current context, includes much use of collaborative 

activities and exercises in small groups, games and simulations, fiction and 

drama, visual materials, and engagement with real political issues.  
 

The 1980s 

 
12. I was increasingly aware through the 1970s that the world close at hand for 

many  children and young people in Britain, the more-then-life-size world in 
which questions about personal identity and relationships are explored, is multi-

ethnic. It seemed a natural expression of this awareness that in summer 1979 I 

applied for a post as adviser for multicultural education in a local education 
authority. With such a post, I thought, I would be in a strong position to promote 

the methodology of world studies – or ‘global education’, as it was now 

increasingly called – in all or most of the schools in one area of England, and 
would do so with the influence and legitimacy which, so I rather naively 

supposed, are possessed by local authority advisers. 

 
13. I started organising curriculum development and inservice training projects. (‘No 

curriculum development without teacher development,’ said a slogan in those 

days.) I was rebuked by members of local communities, however.  ‘We don’t 
want you to be working on the curriculum,’ they said, ‘but on producing a policy 

statement. Get the local authority to formulate and publish a high-profile 
statement, and we can then campaign to get them to implement it.’  I was 

extremely dubious about this, but went along with it. The first step was to set up 

what we called the Advisory Committee on Multicultural Education, with 
substantial community involvement. At the first meeting a young man from an 

African-Caribbean youth club pounded the table. ‘We do not want multicultural 

education,’ he declared. ‘We want equality.’ It was a turning point in my 
professional life. 

 

14. We produced a policy statement on education for racial equality, and incidentally 
this was reprinted nationally in the Swann Report in 1985. Later that year I 

moved to be chief inspector in a London borough. There were many colleagues 
there firmly committed to discourse of equality as distinct from multiculturalism. 

We produced a document entitled Equality and Excellence, and set up a large 

project called the Development Programme for Race Equality. This was bitterly 
criticised and attacked by the conservative press and, a little later, by central 

government. Partly perhaps in consequence, the post which I held, that of chief 

inspector, was deleted.  
 

The 1990s 

 
15. I moved at the end of 1990 to the Runnymede Trust. Here, equality was 

definitely the basic concept and in the field of education we created a handbook 
for teachers entitled Equality Assurance in Schools. It showed how issues of 

equality were relevant in each and every subject of the National Curriculum and 

was hence an early precursor of the much bigger and more comprehensive 
resource whose publication in Nottingham we are celebrating here today. 
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16. Equality Assurance in Schools was launched at a conference at the University of 

Warwick on Friday 23 April 1993. As the opening session was about to start, I 
was asked to find the delegates from Greenwich and tell them to phone their 

office as a matter of great urgency. (This was long before, it’s maybe worth 

recalling, the advent of mobile phones.) I found them, and they went to look for a 
phone box. They came back in due course to the opening session and at the end 

of the session they asked if they could address the conference. We said yes, 
though not knowing what they were going to say. Their voices shaking, they 

reported that a racist murder had taken place on the streets of Greenwich late 

the previous evening and that the victim was a school student. As a consequence 
of the unflagging love and commitment of that young man’s parents and family, 

and of the community to which they belonged, his name will live for ever in the 

professional lives of all who use the book published here today, Stephen 
Lawrence. It is fitting that the opening words of Integrating Global and Antiracist 

Perspectives in the Secondary Curriculum should be provided by Stephen’s 

mother, Doreen Lawrence. 
 

17. In due course, there was an inquiry into how the Metropolitan Police handled 
investigations into Stephen’s murder, and the report of this inquiry made widely 

known the concept of institutional racism. Largely (but for other reasons too) as a 

consequence of better public understanding of how racism works, the government 
revised the Race Relations Act 1976. The amended Act required public bodies to 

be proactive in creating greater equality. It was no longer sufficient, in law, to 

avoid discrimination. 
 

18. It was on the same day that Stephen Lawrence was murdered that the then 

prime minister, John Major, made a speech that has often been quoted and 
ridiculed over the years. ‘Fifty years on from now,’ he famously said on the 

morning of that day, ‘Britain will still be the country of long shadows on cricket 

grounds, warm beer, invincible green suburbs, dog lovers and pools fillers and … 
old maids bicycling to holy communion through the morning mist.’ There is an 

eerie significance in the fact that the racist murder of Stephen Lawrence took 
place on the same day as Mr Major’s celebration of Britishness. For racist 

constructions of ‘the Other’ are bound up with notions of the self, notions of one’s 

own identity.  At Runnymede we explored this extremely important point through 
projects on antisemitism (1993), Islamophobia (1997) and multi-ethnic Britain as 

a whole (2000). 

 
2000–2010 

 

19. The amended Race Relations Act 2000 did not, alas, include attention to forms of 
racism such as Islamophobia. Its emphasis on public bodies being positive and 

proactive in the building of equality, however, was warmly welcomed by 
campaigners for equality in other fields, who in effect said, when they saw the 

Act: ‘We’d like one of those, too.’ And so, in due course over the next few years, 

similar legal duties were introduced in relation to disability and gender. Also, 
there was significant legislation in relation to age, religion and belief, and sexual 

identity. Further, campaigners for the various strands of or dimensions of equality 

persuaded the government to create a single new act, the Equality Act 2010. 
Most of this Act came into effect on 1 October 2010. The most important parts for 

schools, however, do not come into effect until December 2011 or April 2012. 

 
2011 

 
20. It was late yesterday evening that I heard that at the end of last week the 

government announced the specific duties which schools will have under the 

Equality Act 2010. Very briefly, there are three sets of tasks: 
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� collect, analyse and publish information about progress in achieving the three 

aims of equality legislation 
 

� engage with people with a legitimate interest – including all staff (both 

teaching and administrative), all parents and pupils, and local groups, 
organisations and individuals as appropriate 

 
� decide on certain specific and measurable objectives they will pursue over the 

coming years to achieve the aims of legislation, and publish these objectives   

 
21. It is reasonable to hope – isn’t it? – that every school represented in this room 

here today, and also many other schools in Nottingham, and many beyond, will 

adopt the objective of using Integrating Global and antiracist Perspectives in the 
Secondary Curriculum 

 

Concluding note 
 

22. Do you know that wonderful poem about the National Curriculum by the poet 
laureate, Carol Ann Duffy? The poem starts with geography – ‘Your school knows 

the names of places – Dhaka, Tashahi, Sylhet, Khulna, Chittagong – and where 

they are. Your school knows the height of mountains disappearing into cloud.’ The 
poem continues with history – ‘Your school knows important dates, the days 

when history turned around to stare the human race straight in the face.’ It 

continues with references to each and every curriculum subject and draws 
towards an end saying that your school ‘knows the homes of faith, the certainties 

of science, the living art of sport. Your school knows what Isaac Newton thought, 

what William Shakespeare wrote and what Mohammed taught.’ It ends saying: 
 

Your school knows your name 

– Shirin, Abdul, Aysha, Rayhan, Lauren, Jack – 
and who you are.  

Your school knows the most important thing to know – 
you are a star, 

a star. 

 
23. As teachers in Nottingham and beyond use Integrating Global and Antiracist 

Perspectives in the Secondary Curriculum their students will come to know many 

things. I hope they will hear, deep down, Carol Ann Duffy’s most important 
message: 

 

Your school knows the most important thing to know – 
you are a star, 

a star. 
 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

 

 


