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MODULE 3: A FUTURES PERSPECTIVE IN THE CURRICULUM

INTRODUCTION

The study of futures is intellectually stimulating and seeks to empower students. It draws on the innate capacity of the human mind to engage in foresight, or futures thinking enhanced by concepts, tools and techniques. When this enhanced capacity to engage with ‘the future’ is implemented in specific areas … Futures can contribute substantially to social and economic well-being. Students … [can] be encouraged to transform their view of the world. As they develop informed foresight about the 21st century they may experience many shifts of value, focus and attitude and they should discover that most fears, negative attitudes and ‘doomsday’ images of the future rest on misperceptions. In learning how present actions will shape future consequences, students gain access to new sources of understanding and action.

Source: Slaughter, R. (2008) Futures Education: Catalyst for our Times, Journal of Futures Studies, 12(3), pp.15-30.

Nevertheless the future is an essential ingredient of daily life and integral to all human experience. Virtually every activity we engage in presumes some future continuation in time. Whenever we have aims, ambitions, make plans or take precautions, speculate or make commitments, we are concerned with the future. Without some sense of the future we could not even begin to articulate our hopes and dreams, let alone realise them. Thus, thinking and planning for the future is an essential and constant ingredient in all human endeavour.

This module introduces the concept of alternative futures and encourages you to explore your own expectations and aspirations for the future, both in relation to your own country and the wider world – and then to analyse how these views of the future need to be integrated into the objectives of education.

OBJECTIVES

· To recognise the importance of a futures perspective in education;

· To understand key concepts in futures studies and futures education;

· To analyse personal views of preferable and probable futures; and

· To clarify how visions of a sustainable future can be integrated into the curriculum.

ACTIVITIES

1. Education for the future: A rationale

2. Analysing future trends

3. Alternative futures: Probable and preferable futures

4. Analysing your futures

5. Envisioning a sustainable future

6. Reflection
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ACTIVITY 1: EDUCATION FOR THE FUTURE: A RATIONALE

FUTURES EDUCATION

When we think about the pace of change over the last ten to twenty years, we know that the 21st century will be very different from the past. Yet, surprisingly, the future is often a neglected concern in education.

Why is this the case, when we know that:

· Young people are concerned about global issues but also often feel unprepared for what the future might bring; and

· Most of what goes on in education draws on the past, is enacted in the present, but is intended for some future use?

If it is true that all education is for the future then the future needs to become a more explicit element in all levels of education. However, in a world where change seems increasingly rapid, whether at local, national or global levels, it is important to ask questions about the future.

· Where are we going and where do we want to go?

· What are my hopes and dreams for future, for myself, for others and for the planet?

· What can we do together now in order to help create a more just and sustainable future?

Answers to questions such as these provide reasons for integrating a futures perspective into education.

Analyse nine reasons for adopting a futures perspective in education.

These reasons for emphasising futures education are all the more powerful when one considers that:

There are more children in Africa today under the age of fifteen than there are human beings in the United States! There are more young people in China under the age of fifteen who speak English than there are people in England! The future belongs to the youth of the world. They own the future. They may not own the property, or the military, or the multinational corporations. They can’t even vote yet. But they do own one thing, and that is the future …

The youth of the world, at their age, still have three quarters to 80% of their life in front of them. So the future is owned by them. This is why it’s so important that the young people on the planet start caring about both the environment and all the other problems we face, because they’re the ones who are going to have to deal with it.
Source: Medard, Gabel, Director of World Game Institute.

EXPERIENCING THE FUTURE

Across the world, people have quite different hopes for the future. These depend, for example, on our political allegiance, income, gender, age or ethnicity. For example, the hopes of the rich and the poor, the powerful and the powerless tend to be different. Similarly men and women, the young and the old, and the hopes for the future of people living in the rich North tend to be concerned with satisfying their wants, not their needs, while in the South, issues of human rights, and concerns about access to basic food, education, housing and health services are common concerns of the present and the future. These are issues of sustainable human development.

Many decisions about the future may be outside our direct control, but the images and expectations that we have of the future affect what we think is worth doing in the present. Fear of the future can be disempowering but it can also lead to engagement in social and political action to bring about change. The resurgence of the peace movement and the women’s movement in the early 1980s and, more recently, the environmental movement are cases in point. The images that we have of the future matter because they help determine what we feel is worth working for today.

The beginning of a new century seems to concentrate the mind on the future, even more so the beginning of a millennium. The new millennium presents us with an opportunity to re-examine ourselves, our values and institutions, and how we feel about the world we have inherited and will leave for our children and grandchildren.


ACTIVITY 2: ANALYSING FUTURE TRENDS

UNDERSTANDING OUR PAST

No one can predict the future with any high degree of accuracy. Indeed, if we know anything about the future at all, it is that the future will be very different from life today. So trying to understand the future by studying the past requires caution. However, it is still important to appreciate how ideas about sustainability have developed and how many people around the world have been promoting environmental, social, economic and political sustainability.

Trace the history of these efforts in this sustainability timeline developed by the Worldwatch Institute.

KEY TRENDS

With this understanding of the past it is possible to see how the key trends shaping human society will effect us over the next decade.

Eight of these trends are:

· Increasing cultural differences

· Globalisation

· Increasing gender equity

· Advances in biotechnology

· Religious revival

· Rising environmental concern

· Increasing poverty

· Technology

How much effect are these trends having on your life now? How much effect will they be having in the next 10 years?

Score each of these trends using the scale.


ACTIVITY 3: ALTERNATIVE FUTURES: PROBABLE AND PREFERABLE FUTURES

Begin by opening your learning journal for this activity.

Studying alternative futures and drawing on the tools and techniques that futurists use can greatly enhance any investigation of contemporary social, political, economic and technological issues.

The distinction between Probable and Preferable Futures is one of the most useful frameworks for exploring alternative futures.

GLOBAL FUTURES TIMELINE

This activity enables you to think about how these trends will affect the future under the heading of ‘My Life in the World: The World in My Life’. However, instead of predicting only one future, the activity asks you to predict what you would like to happen (your ‘Preferable Future’) as well as what you think is most likely to happen (your 'Probable Future').
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· Print diagram.

· On the left-hand side of the timeline on the printout, mark 3-5 important past events and current trends that have affected, are affecting and/or will affect you and world society.

· On the ‘Probable Futures’ line, mark 3-5 events and trends that you expect to occur within the next hundred years.

· On the ‘Preferable Futures’ line, mark 3-5 events and trends that you would really like to see happen within the next hundred years.

Q1: 
Analyse the completed timeline by answering the following questions:

· What are the main similarities/differences in your ‘Preferable and Probable’ futures?

· Why are there these similarities?

· Why are there these differences?

ACTIVITY 4: ANALYSING YOUR FUTURES

Begin by opening your learning journal for this activity.

People’s views of the future can vary radically depending on their underlying assumptions and values. Consider the following five sketches of commonly held visions of the future. What elements of (one or more of) them are in your Preferable and Probable Futures?

· Business as usual

· Edge of disaster

· Authoritarian control

· Technological miracles

· Sustainable society

The future we will experience may well involve a mix of all these elements depending in part on who we are and where we live on this planet.

Look at the trends you marked on your Probable and Preferable Futures Timelines. Identify – guess-timate – the approximate percentage of each of the five types of visions in your visions of Preferable and Probable Future.

ANALYSING YOUR FUTURES

Q2: 
Identify elements of these five visions that may be part of your Probable and Preferable Futures.

· How may the Probable Future affect your life personally?

· What sort of action is needed to bring about your Preferable Future?

· What organisations are already working towards such a future?

ACTIVITY 5: ENVISIONING A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

Begin by opening your learning journal for this activity.

The visions that we have of the future affect what we think is worth doing in the present. Fear of the future can be disempowering but it can also lead to engagement in social and political action to bring about a different sort of world. The peace, women’s, and environmental movements are cases in point. The visions we have of the future matter because they help determine our priorities in the present.

Visions of the future play a critical role in the creation of change. They are continuously being promoted by business, advertising, politicians, the media and in science fiction. They exert a powerful influence over what people think is, or is not, worth doing in the present. We can most easily work towards the future we prefer if we have clear images of where we want to go and how we might get there. Sharing the process of envisioning these futures with others enhances their creative power, both at the individual and societal levels. As Elise Boulding writes:

At any moment, there are hundreds of images of possible futures being generated within each society, and thousands for the planet as a whole. In any cultural epoch, only certain images of the future out of that much wider pool develop enough cultural resonance to affect the course of events. There is a selective empowerment of certain images, which ‘explode’ later, like time bombs, into the realised future.

Source: Boulding, E. (1988), Building a Global Civic Culture, Teachers College Press, New York.

IMAGES OF A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

A crisis of direction in society, national or global, may stimulate the emergence of new guiding images. In this period of rapid change and social upheaval we should be searching for new guiding images – it may well be that the concept of sustainability provides just such an image.

The principles in the Earth Charter provides four basic images or goals for a sustainable future:

· Respect and care for the community of life

· Ecological integrity

· Social and economic justice

· Democracy, non-violence, and peace

Qs 3-6: Use your learning journal to answer the following questions for each of the four goals:

· Why is this a critical goal for a sustainable future?

· What might it look like in practice?

· What is already being done to achieve such goals and by whom?

· What should educators be doing about this goal?

ACTIVITY 6: REFLECTION

Begin by opening your learning journal for this activity.

Completing the module: Look back through the activities and tasks to check that you have done them all and to change any that you think you can improve now that you have come to the end of the module.

Summarise what you believe is important in this module by answering the following questions in your learning journal:

Q7: 
Why do futures educators often insist on calling their field futures education (ie. plural) not future education?

Q8: 
Why is a futures perspective in the curriculum important?

Q9: 
What aspects of global trends:

· provide opportunities to envision a sustainable future?

· provide barriers to envisioning a sustainable future?
Q10: 
Identify topics or teaching activities you could plan with your students to encourage them to think positively and optimistically about the four images or goals of a sustainable future in the Earth Charter.

Wants

Wants are the goods and services that people consume to satisfy their perceptions of what they ‘need’ to be:

· accepted by others, such as designer fashions, cosmetics, big or sporty cars, the latest music, etc.;

· relaxed and comfortable, such as new furniture, bigger house, overseas holiday, etc.; and

· free of boredom, such as restaurant and cinema outings, MTV, computer games, etc.

The perception of ‘wants’ varies between people in different cultures and socio-economic systems.

There is not necessarily anything wrong in having ‘wants’ and satisfying them. However, ‘wants’ become a problem when we begin to confuse them with ‘needs’. This generally happens as a result of advertising and other market pressures. 

Very often, our ‘wants’ – and even many of the things considered ‘needs’ in affluent societies – are the result of ideas of the ‘good life’ created by the media and advertising industries.

Needs

Needs are the goods and services that people consume in order to:

· satisfy basic physical needs, such as food, clean water, housing and clothing; and 

· provide a satisfying quality of life, such as good health, education and access to family and friends.

The perception of ‘needs’ varies between people in different cultures and socio-economic systems.

The Next Ten Years – Key Trends Shaping Society

Increasing cultural differences

Ethnic, cultural and historical differences amongst peoples will increasingly influence national and global affairs in the future.

Globalisation

Transnational corporations now span the globe and are integrating all countries into a global system of economic interdependence and cultural uniformity.

Increasing gender equity

Women are increasingly taking command of their own lives, both at work and at home. As gender relations become more equal, social priorities will change, and this will have a significant impact on the way in which society is organised and run.

Advances in biotechnology

The new scientific frontier of genetic engineering is about to transform our lives whether we like it or not. This includes both the creation of new plant and animal breeds as well as the alteration of human genes.

Religious revival

There are now clear signs of a worldwide religious and spiritual revival, ranging from the growth of fundamentalist and evangelical groups to the spread of New Age beliefs and a renaissance of more ancient traditions.

Rising environmental concern

Due to issues such as global warming and ozone depletion there is now an upsurge of popular interest in environmental issues. Increasingly, people are aware of the need to preserve and nurture the planet itself.

Increasing poverty

The nature of the world economic system is such that the gap between the countries of the rich North and the poor South will continue to increase. This growing division will continue to create serious problems in the future.

Technology

The increasing spread of computers in offices, factories, shops, schools and the home is changing the way people live, work and play.

Global Futures Timeline
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Five Sketches – Commonly Held Visions of the Future

Business as usual

This vision is held by those who argue that the future will be very much like today. In other words, there will be the usual alarms and excursions, but nothing that cannot be effectively dealt with. The main problems in the future will be similar to those of today and solvable in similar ways; in short, the world will go on much as it has done before.

Edge of disaster

This vision is held by those who believe that we are on the verge of one or more major catastrophes, the signs which are already clearly evident. They range from accidental nuclear war, major famine and poverty, breakdown of law and order, to environmental pollution and global warming. Life as we know it is on the verge of breakdown and when various elements collapse it will never be the same again.

Authoritarian control

This vision is held by those who feel that the risk of disaster is so great that the best solution is imposition of some form of strict external authority. Only this will be able to prevent major disorder by controlling, for example, population growth or the use of increasingly scarce resources. In this way chaos and confrontation, whether national or international, can be avoided.

Technological miracles

This vision is held by those who believe that the answer to most problems lies in the accelerated growth of science and technology. Thus, nuclear energy, computerisation, genetic engineering, lunar colonisation, are all seen as offering dramatic rewards, especially for business.

Sustainable society

This vision is held by those who believe that the future must involve a major change in direction, away from a mechanistic and fragmented view of the world to a more holistic and ecological one. It requires a major shift away from the technical and economic goals towards a more humane, and sustainable society.


