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Research Focus: 
Education Policies & Practices for Inclusive Urban Places & 
Economies

▪ Across the globe, there is increasing evidence that cities are looking 
for new ways of addressing issues of inequality and urban poverty by 
setting out to build more inclusive economies.  An emergent area of 
interest is the growth in popularity of the social and solidarity urban 
economy (EESC, 2017; UNRISD, 2016;  Vickers et al, 2017). 

▪ Rather than following individualistic, market driven approaches 
serving private concerns, a SSE approach  represents the belief that a 
change in relationships based on solidarity and co-operation is a 
fundamental component in developing sustainable and inclusive 
economic activities and policies in our cities. 

▪ So far, however, there has been little focus on how education policies 
and practices could build stronger relationships with children and 
young people and help to lay the foundations for more inclusive 
economies. 



 So…are we 
missing the 
point? 



Citizenship doesn’t start at 18 

• UN Rights of the Child: It is CYP’s fundamental right 
to participate in matters that affect them – but this 
is often overlooked. 

• Active engagement of CYP in local government 
mitigates the risks of political, economic & social 
marginalization & gives CYP agency in shaping their 
lives, societies & economies  improves social 
wellbeing & trust (OECD, 2018)

• Policymakers need to recognise CYP’s own actions 
and their potential to advance innovative 
developments for an inclusive city (UN, 2020) 

• When CYP are engaged and empowered, societies 
will be more cohesive and resilient and 
democracies more vibrant (OECD, 2018)

• Agency & co-agency of CYP are essential for the 
future of individual & collective well-being (OECD 
Learning Compass 2030) 



Placing education at the centre of 
inclusive urban policymaking 
• Current international thinking in the field of social justice and the 

economy calls for education “to focus on learning environments and 
on new approaches to learning for greater justice, social equity and 
global solidarity” (UNESCO, 2015, p. 3) - to empower young people to 
help build flourishing, sustainable and inclusive communities that 
foster notions of social justice and solidarity (IEA, 2017; OECD, 2018). 

• Inclusive cities should provide a context in which such learning 
environments and approaches can flourish. 

• However, at present, urban policy, practice and research provides few 
opportunities to consider how the lived realities of everyday practices 
in education – and the impact of policy upon these practices - could 
help or hinder the development of a more inclusive and socially just 
place. 

• What are the types of relationships, characteristics and power 
dynamics that are required for an inclusive town or city to flourish? 



Redefining Urban Education Policy: 
Becoming Relational 

• Relational theory provides a helpful way of understanding 
the relational identities and associated notions of power and 
positionality that emerge in education contexts (Ralls, 2016, 
2017, 2019). 

• Research has found that theories of the relational are helpful 
in supporting the development of policies and institutional 
structures that promote social justice and solidarity (Burkitt, 
2016; Cordelli, 2015; Donati and Archer, 2015).

•  Relational theory focuses on how relationships can be 
constituted to generate the ‘relational goods’ (such as 
interpersonal trust, emotional support, care and social 
influence) (Cordelli, 2015) that are required if there is to be a 
fundamental shift to a more reciprocal relationship between 
the state, civil society and citizens (Mulgan, 2012). 

Core aspects of relational engagement (Warren et al, 2009):

• Set out to bridge gaps in culture and power 

• Build relationships for collaborative democratic decision 
making and leadership opportunities



(Re)connect – Join the dots… 
We need to think differently about democratic 
places, economies and education

• Education for an inclusive economy should set out to connect 
children and young people to the information they need – and the 
people they need to know – in order to participate in informed 
democratic decision-making in the place where they live. 

• (Re) connecting economic policies with the type of of education 
theories, policies and practices that can develop the skills 
characteristics and knowledge needed for a fairer place. 

• (Re)connecting communities: Learning spaces = 
school-community-town-city-beyond!

• The curriculum of a place: How can your town/city’s curriculum 
provide children and young people and 
policymakers/professionals with ongoing, collaborative, 
democratic & reciprocal learning and decision-making 
opportunities in the places where they live? 



Redefining Urban Education Policy
Example 1: Barcelona City Council 

Barcelona’s approach to urban policymaking is explicitly designed to 
heighten the visibility of the role of children and young people as citizens 
with growing capabilities and as agents of change for the city. 

Barcelona City Council considers its youngest citizens as key to achieving 
collective urban improvements in the present and the future.

Three core policy priorities from Barcelona 

1. Develop urban policies that set out to generate children and young 
people’s knowledge related to the political agenda and urban 
decision- making processes. 

2. Put into place processes that enable children and young people to 
share their knowledge and enrich social debates. 

3. Design systems so that a wide range of children and young people 
from all areas can contribute to improving local policies. Barcelona 
City Council considers its youngest citizens as key to achieving 
collective urban improvements in the present and the future.



Example 2: UNIperiferias, Rio de Janeiro 

UNIperiferias (University of the Peripheries) challenges a 
city’s traditional way of structuring knowledge and 
knowledge production.

It deliberately shifts knowledge production around issues of 
urban socio-economic disadvantage away from city centre 
academics in universities to sites of learning situated in the 
areas themselves, helping to develop the expertise of 
community members as city change agents for social justice. 

Three core policy priorities from UNIperiferias, Rio de 
Janeiro: 

• Redefine education policy to develop collaborative 
learning networks among children in different urban 
neighbourhoods – and between children, neighbourhood 
decision-makers and town/city centre policymakers

• See learning opportunities as situated in and arising from 
urban communities, rather than prioritizing professional 
knowledge from town or city centre institutions. 

• Change how policymakers learn about the realities of life 
in areas of socio- economic disadvantage. Invite children 
and young people from these areas to act as urban experts 
and educators capable of shaping public policies in their 
communities and beyond.



Example 3: NYC & Berlin: The 
Community School Model 
(Gemeinschaftschulen) 

Equity & Social Justice, Collaboration & Connectedness

• Berlin ethos (about 30 schools): The community school should 
lead to more equality,  opportunities and justice through close 
cooperation between teachers, school staff, pupils, parents and 
extracurricular partners, the community school is developing into a 
democratic learning and living space. 

• NYC ethos: (267 community schools). A Community School serves 
as a centre of the neighbourhood. Creating ecosystems of schools 
& communities – the community network is essential so that 
families can be empowered and be advocates – ‘all in it together’. 

Three core priorities from Berlin & NYC: 

• Prioritise engagement strategies that build long-term cooperative 
relationships based on collaboration and connectedness. 

• Look at learning beyond the school walls (outward-looking and 
‘open’) 

• Reposition teaching and learning  as relational and inextricably 
linked to place. 

• NYC The Island School: https://techbrarian.com

https://techbrarian.com/


Futureproofing inclusive towns & cities 

• If we want inclusive future towns and cities and more equitable 
urban economies that are based on solidarity and co-operation, 
urban education policy needs to move beyond a focus on 
individual academic achievement. 

• Towns and cities can redefine approaches to education policy, 
developing a systematic approach to build stronger, more 
democratic learning and decision-making relationships with 
children and young people as citizens of now . 

• Education for an inclusive urban economy should set out to 
connect children and young people to the information they 
need – and the people they need to know – in order to 
participate in informed democratic decision-making in the place 
where they live. 

• The time is ripe for institutions and governments to enhance 
trust in young people and strengthen social cohesion among 
groups and between generations. The future should be 
co-produced by those who will inhabit it for longest. COVID-19 
has shown how much we should be proud of them. They 
deserve more than ‘a voice’ (Ralls, 2020).



References

• https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/educacio/ca/audiencia-publica-de-nois-i-noies

• https://www.barcelona.cat/infobarcelona/en/tema/education-and-studies/new-challenge-for-the-public-audience-with-the-citys-youth-to-i
mprove-education-on-equality_885549.html

• https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/educacio/ca/consell-innovacio-pedagogica

• Burkitt I (2016) Relational agency: Relational sociology, agency and interaction. European Journal of Social Theory. 19(3): 322-339. 

• https://www.campus-efeuweg.de/index.php?id=2&L=580

• Cordelli, C. (2015), Justice as Fairness and Relational Resources. J Polit Philos, 23: 86–110. 

• Donati P. and Archer M.S. (2015) The Relational Subject, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

• EESC (2017) Recent Evolutions of the Social Economy in the European Union. Brussels: EESC IEA (2016), Becoming Citizens in a Changing 
World. 

• IEA International Civic and Citizenship Education Study 2016 International Report. Amsterdam: IEA. Kerr, K., Dyson, A. and Raffo, C. (2014). 
Education, Disadvantage and Place: Making the Local Matter. Bristol: Policy Press.

• Mulgan, G. (2012) ‘Government with the people: the outlines of the relational state’, in Cooke, G. and Muir, R. (eds.) The Relational State. 
How recognising the importance of human relationships could revolutionise the role of the state, London: ippr 

• https://sites.google.com/mynycschool.org/newyorkcitycommunityschools/

• OECD (2018) Preparing our youth for an inclusive and sustainable world. Paris: OECD

• OECD (2019) OECD Territorial Approach to the SDGs (sustainable development goals)   
https://www.oecd.org/cfe/territorial-approach-sdgs.htm

• OECD (2019) Engaging Young People in Open Government  https://www.oecd.org/mena/governance/Young-people-in-OG.pdf

• OECD (2018) Youth Stocktaking Report  http://www.oecd.org/gov/youth-stocktaking-report.pdf

https://www.barcelona.cat/infobarcelona/en/tema/education-and-studies/new-challenge-for-the-public-audience-with-the-citys-youth-to-improve-education-on-equality_885549.html
https://www.barcelona.cat/infobarcelona/en/tema/education-and-studies/new-challenge-for-the-public-audience-with-the-citys-youth-to-improve-education-on-equality_885549.html
https://www.barcelona.cat/infobarcelona/en/tema/education-and-studies/new-challenge-for-the-public-audience-with-the-citys-youth-to-improve-education-on-equality_885549.html
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/educacio/ca/consell-innovacio-pedagogica
https://www.campus-efeuweg.de/index.php?id=2&L=580
https://sites.google.com/mynycschool.org/newyorkcitycommunityschools/
https://www.oecd.org/cfe/territorial-approach-sdgs.htm
https://www.oecd.org/cfe/territorial-approach-sdgs.htm
https://www.oecd.org/mena/governance/Young-people-in-OG.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/gov/youth-stocktaking-report.pdf


References

• OECD (2019)  https://www.oecd.org/education/2030-project/teaching-and-learning/learning/learning-compass-2030/

• Ralls, D. (2016), 'Developing Democratic Engagement in School: can becoming co-operative help?' FORUM for promoting 3-19 
comprehensive education, vol. 58, no. 3, pp. 365-373. https://doi.org/10.15730/forum.2016.58.3.363

• Ralls, D. (2017) Understanding Engagement in a Co-operative School Setting: An Exploration of School-Stakeholder 
Relationships. Available at: https://www.research.manchester.ac.uk/portal/files/87765111/FULL_TEXT.PDF

• Ralls, D. (2017), Repositioning Student Voice in School: The Process of ‘Becoming Co-operative', Journal of Co-operative Studies, 
49 (2), pp. 21-29.

• Ralls, D. (2019) Becoming co-operative’ - challenges and insights: repositioning school engagement as a collective endeavour. 
International Journal of Inclusive Education. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.16291

• Ralls, D. (2020) Beyond the rainbows: the missing voices of children and young people in this pandemic. LSE Covid 19 Blog(10 Jul 
2020). Blog Entry. Available at: 
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/covid19/2020/07/10/beyond-the-rainbows-the-missing-voices-of-children-and-young-people-in-this-pa
ndemic/

• UNESCO (2015), Rethinking Education Towards a Global Common Good? Paris: UNESCO. 

• UNIPeriferias http://revistaperiferias.org/en/

• United Nations (2020) Shared Responsibility, Global Solidarity: Responding to the Socio-economic Impacts of COVID-19. 
Available at: https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/SG-Report-Socio-Economic-Impact-of-Covid19.pdf

• UNRISD (2016), Policy Innovations Transformative Change for Implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
Geneva: UNRISD. 

• Vickers, I., Westall, A., Spear, R., Brennan, G., Syrett, S. (2017) Cities, the social economy and inclusive growth: a practice review. 
JRF 

https://www.oecd.org/education/2030-project/teaching-and-learning/learning/learning-compass-2030/
https://doi.org/10.15730/forum.2016.58.3.363
https://www.research.manchester.ac.uk/portal/files/87765111/FULL_TEXT.PDF
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.16291
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/covid19/2020/07/10/beyond-the-rainbows-the-missing-voices-of-children-and-young-people-in-this-pandemic/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/covid19/2020/07/10/beyond-the-rainbows-the-missing-voices-of-children-and-young-people-in-this-pandemic/
http://revistaperiferias.org/en/
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/SG-Report-Socio-Economic-Impact-of-Covid19.pdf

