
Common Values                     1 

 

 

 
 

 
               BRIEFING 

16TH ASEF TALKS ON THE HILL 
7–9 November 2009  

Barcelona, Spain 
 

             In conjunction with the 6th East-West Dialogue 

 

 

 
 

RETHINKING DIFFERENCES:  
COMMON VALUES AND DIVERSITY IN EDUCATION  

 
 
Acting on the common moral values and ethical norms that are shared by all religious and 
philosophical systems is a compelling response to the multicultural challenge facing our diverse 
societies today. Political support to increase the investigation and integration of common values 
through education is clear: five years of the ASEM Interfaith Dialogue1 process to date has issued 
consistent calls for public and civil society organisations to identify a set of common values and to 
promote these values through educational cooperation between Asia and Europe.  
 
Can a set of common values bind people from different cultures in a way that could resolve, or 
offer more enlightened ways of interpreting and reacting to, the problematic differences? What 
would this catalogue of values look like? How could it be produced, accepted and propagated with 
due consideration to the widely differing cultural contexts of Asia and Europe? These were the core 
questions of a two-day dialogue retreat organised by the Asia-Europe Foundation and Casa Asia. 
The 16th Talks on the Hill on The Common Denominator: Are there Universal Values for Interfaith 
Dialogue? gathered the dual perspectives of education and interfaith experts from the two regions.  
 
 
Summary 
 
 The work of defining, implementing and assessing education programmes that promote 

common values for an Asia-Europe audience will be a difficult, long-term process, but there 
was strong consensus from the expert group that the effort is worthwhile for collaboration on 
all levels, especially between government and non-governmental organisations. Asia-Europe 
cooperation fostered by organisations such as Casa Asia and ASEF gives added value to the 
work of UNESCO, the UN Alliance of Civilisations and other international initiatives.  

 
 Civil society organisations can play a key role as experimenters, particularly in the non-formal 

education sector, where changes and initiatives can move faster. Every opportunity should be 
given to increase civil society capacity and competence in this area.  

 
 Further work needs to be done by both government and civil society players to assess the state 

of play, quality and impact of common values initiatives in education. 
 
 Due to local and national differences within Asia and Europe, it is necessary to envision 

adaptable programmes and curricula for varying implementation strategies in different national 

                                            
1  The ASEM Interfaith Dialogue is an informal dialogue process that brings together cultural, religious and 
political leaders of the 43 Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) countries once a year. For more information on ASEM and the 
archive of Interfaith Dialogue outcome statements, see the ASEM Infoboard: 
www.aseminfoboard.org/Calendar/Activities/?id=259 
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and cultural contexts. Support from local governments will be essential in the adaptation 
process.  

 
 The expert group called for government and civil society action in all three areas of formal, 

informal and non-formal education to promote common values:  
 

o Formal education: the formal education system running from pre-primary to university 
levels. 

 
o Informal education: the lifelong process whereby individuals acquire attitudes, values, 

skills and knowledge from daily experience and educative influences in their immediate 
environment, including but not limited to family and community, work and play, market 
place and mass media.  

 
o Non-formal education: any organised activity outside the formal system intended to 

serve identifiable learning clienteles and learning objectives, such as, for example, 
adult education classes for migrants or literacy classes for adults. 

 
Challenges 
 
The application of values education. While values are abstract, encompass multiple meanings, and 
their expressions vary with language, culture and the issue at hand, the most challenging element 
of values education is their application. There was consensus within the expert group that common 
values between different religious and philosophical systems do exist. However, even though 
common values are expressed publicly, a lot remains to be done to ensure that they are actively 
shared and applied in practice. Therefore, long-term, holistic education programmes and dialogue 
processes are needed for people of different cultures to appreciate their commonalities and 
differences.  
 
Power politics and the perception of religious differences were seen as obstacles to the 
articulation of common values. Political and religious leaders may seek to divide and rule promote 
values differences in political discourse, or suppress the articulation of values that could threaten 
the status quo. Though the real differences between Asia and Europe need to be addressed, the 
concept of civilisational clash between East and West is over-emphasised and rife with stereotypes 
and prejudices, and needs to be taken with caution. A modeling exercise during the retreat 
dispelled the Asia-Europe culture clash, as both Asian and Europeans arrived at similar, if not the 
same, values even though they were split into regional groups to select their priority values.2  
 
Engaging the family and community, the primary transmission belt of values, is critical in order to 
ensure that students learn complementary, not contradictory, values in school and at home. 
Although the potential of the family in changing antagonistic attitudes is generally low, parental 
engagement in education development is well developed in a number of Northern European 
countries and these offer working models for study. In Asia, giving values education an economic 
value, for instance as a prerequisite to college entry, could be an effective strategy to involve 
parents in values learning.  
 
Assessment of effective values transmission poses a particular challenge as values constitute a 
soft competence and its learning does not have clear cut-off points. Although conventional 
methods of assessing a student’s values acquisition (graded tests, surveys, etc) with statistical 
results remain imperfect, assessment remains useful in providing teachers with a tool for 
improving their teaching and a systematic incentive for students. It also artificially exposes learners 
to positive value content, and helps ensure that good values become part of a shared, legitimated 

                                            
2  Participants were split into two groups, Asians and Europeans, and asked to write down their most important value. Both 
groups arrived at the common values of peace, respect, freedom, compassion and truth. See textbox “Lessons from an Exercise in 
Programme Design”. 



Common Values                     3 

and wider societal discourse. On the other hand, pre- and post-project evaluation of individual 
curricula and programmes is necessary to retain or increase support from governments and 
funders alike. Overall quality assessment is also needed to address the problem of existing 
curricula and textbooks that purport to transmit good values but explicitly incite hatred and 
intolerance. Education experts called attention to the existence of scientific assessment methods 
applied to “soft” or transversal competences in Northern Europe that could be used as examples 
of good practice.  
 

 
 
Key Recommendations 
 
Education about world religions and non-religious beliefs is much needed to address what the 
expert group felt was a pervasive ignorance about the diversity of religions and beliefs, which leads 
to widespread perceptions of a world divided along religious lines. The concern that teaching about 
religions as an academic subject could change learners’ own beliefs was not accepted by most, as 
evaluations (through pre- and post-project surveys) of existing practice have demonstrated how 
programmes effectively improve understanding of other religions without influencing students’ 

LESSONS FROM AN EXERCISE IN PROGRAMME DESIGN 
 
A modelling exercise to design two common values education programmes, in the formal and non-formal sectors 
respectively, provided practical answers to the challenges of programme design, implementation and evaluation. Key 
observations are:  
 
 Surprisingly, the definition of value content was not the most difficult task. For both formal and non-formal 

programmes, the diverse participants from different countries, cultures, religions and speaking different 
languages were able to reach consensus easily on the selection of which values to focus on.  

 
 Both programmes emphasised formative and summative (during and post-project) evaluation as a key part of 

impact and quality assessment. 
 
 The definition of learning objectives proved hardest in the design of a common values curriculum for use in 

formal education. Group members emphasised not only the importance of teaching knowledge content, but also 
the need to develop critical thinking, that is, the ability to interpret, analyse and deconstruct knowledge content.  

 
 Selecting the target group was the biggest dilemma when considering a common values programme in the non-

formal education sector. Group members noted that there were many societal groups who were in need of 
diversity education and had high multiplier effect as potential transmitters: journalists, students, religious 
leaders, immigration officials, policymakers, the police force, and immigration officials. The selection of values 
content was far less challenging once the target group was selected. Eventually, journalists were prioritised as 
most in need of training.  

 
 Participants’ ground experience showed that religious leaders could be the harshest critics of secular 

approaches to teaching about religion and moral values. However, it was noted that the cohesive force of 
religion should not be overlooked in relevant contexts, and could be an asset as a legitimating factor for the 
value content of the curriculum, especially in highly religious countries.  

 
 As abstract concepts, values need to be translated into behavioural norms that are concretely grounded in 

reality to allow for an effective teaching and learning process. The success of curricula designed for both formal 
and non-formal values programmes depend on the effectiveness of this translation and its application in the 
specific cultural context. 
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personal beliefs. Further, teaching about religions can be offered in subjects other than religion for 
public schools in secular settings without running afoul of church-state separation. 
 
The state plays a key role to implement a value-based citizenship curriculum that promotes “unity 
in diversity”. Although cultural diversity is a fact in most Asian and European societies, the group 
noted a persistent lack of social competence in dealing with cultural ‘otherness’ in their home 
countries or regions.  
 
Long-term investment in teacher training, both initial and in-service, is necessary to address the 
sensitivity and complexity of education about different religions, beliefs and common values. 
Teachers have high impact on the values acquisition of students, but many teachers are ill-
prepared to address cultural diversity in a fair and balanced way in the classroom. In Europe, it was 
noted that the teaching profession is still largely culturally homogeneous, and the hiring of 
teachers needs to be reformed so as to be more representative of their students’ diversity. It was 
emphasised that tried and tested methodologies and frameworks for teacher training vis-à-vis 
education about religions, beliefs and values are developing as well as religion studies in 
universities.  
 
Values education requires sufficient flexibility and wiggle room to enable students to acquire 
critical thinking and analytical competence. Several experts pointed to cases of comprehensive 
values education courses that were “too successful” in ingraining values and attitudes in students, 
which did not enable adaptation to changing external conditions. Values are not static, and those 
necessary in today’s world could change quickly.   
 
Effective values education needs to permeate the whole educational environment. Values learning 
and assessment needs to take place both in and outside the classroom, through the learner’s 
interaction with teachers, peers, and staff. Policymakers should consider the whole school 
environment in the design and implementation of any values programme.  
 
 

.   .   .   .   .   . 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The ASEF TALKS ON THE HILL is a dialogue series designed to examine current issues with policy relevance from an Asia-
Europe angle. The programme engages small focus groups of selected experts who come from diverse backgrounds in 
Asia and Europe. For more information about the TALKS, please visit www.civdialogue.asef.org. 
 
The 16th TALKS ON THE HILL on “The Common Denominator: Are there Universal Values for Interfaith Dialogue?” was jointly 
organised by the Asia-Europe Foundation and Casa Asia on 7-9 November 2009 in Barcelona, with dialogue facilitation 
provided by the UN Alliance of Civilisations. The content in this Briefing is derived from the discussions and does not 
reflect the official position of the organisers.  


