
© International Baccalaureate Organization 2012

Global engagement:
Teaching and learning 
about development

A series for teachers in IB World Schools that explores 
some of the global challenges we face in creating a 
better and more peaceful world. This resource offers 
background information, resources to explore and 
ideas to consider for teaching and learning.

Global 
enGaGement
enGaGement mondial 
Compromiso Global

The International Baccalaureate aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable 
and caring young people who help to create a better and more peaceful 
world through intercultural understanding and respect.

To this end the organization works with schools, governments and 
international organizations to develop challenging programmes of 
international education and rigorous assessment.

These programmes encourage students across the world to become active, 
compassionate and lifelong learners who understand that other people, 
with their differences, can also be right.

The IB does not endorse specific understandings or practices for addressing 
global challenges that involve development. IB World Schools promote 
sustained inquiry, critical reflection and responsible action that respect 
local and global contexts for teaching and learning. GD268



"We cannot solve the problem of global justice 
by envisaging international cooperation as a 
contract for mutual advantage … We can solve 
them only by thinking of what all human beings 
require to live a richly human life—a set of basic 
entitlements for all people.”  Martha Nussbaum, 

American philosopher

 What it’s about
Teaching and learning about development can inspire 
people to think about important differences in the world 
today and about how to create a better future. However, 
inquiry into development also involves reflecting 
critically on inequality and responsibility, and on finding 
out about challenging problems faced by individuals, 
countries and the international community.

Taking responsible action on global development 
challenges requires complex analysis and careful 
decision-making. People often want to help others who 
live in places with fewer economic and social resources—
people they perceive as disadvantaged. The challenges 
come in measuring the relative advantages of nations 
and populations, deciding how to name and explain 
these differences, and choosing ways to make a positive 
change.

The terms people use to name and describe global 
development can alter the way we think about 
and approach the topic. These understandings of 
development start from people’s assumptions, use 
different measures and result in different outcomes. 
Among the most important approaches are:

•  economic development—the processes and policies 
by which a group improves its economic prosperity 
and individuals’ standards of living

•  human development—the goal of improving people’s 
quality of life and their ability to make choices

•  sustainable development—“development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(Brundtland Commission, 1987).
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Policymakers, development specialists and the media 
sometimes talk about development as a series of stages 
that societies (usually nation states or international 
regions) move through as they become more complex, 
more industrialized and wealthier. In broad terms, the 
world is sometimes divided into “the haves” (relatively 
high-income countries) and “the have-nots”, (relatively 
low-income countries). Other terms draw similar 
distinctions: developed and developing, less developed 
and more developed, north and south, western and 
eastern, industrialized and emerging economies, or first 
and third world.

Describing countries as being at different stages or 
levels of development is a contested idea. Some argue 
that these distinctions no longer accurately describe 
the world’s complexity. Others argue that this method 
of description ignores aspects of culture, community, 
values and care of the environment that can influence 
social and personal well-being, as well as long-term 
survival. The way people understand development 
can reflect deeply-held values and unexamined 
presuppositions about society and the nature of 
progress and modernization. Dividing the world 
into more and less developed regions can be overly 
simplistic, and the concept of development has been 
seen by some critics as implying the superiority of one 
pathway, among many, towards social and economic 
growth.

If development is difficult to define, it is even more 
difficult to measure. Most measures of development 
use vast sets of data and sophisticated mathematical 
analysis (for example, the United Nations’ Human 
Development Index). Commonly used measures of 
development include life expectancy, adult literacy and 
per capita GDP (gross domestic product—the value of 
all the goods and services produced within a country). 

Teaching and learning about development touches on 
a wide range of concepts and contexts: globalization, 
human rights and entitlements, security and conflict, 
gender, governance and corruption, education, global 
health, environment, trade, aid, debt and international 
monetary systems. These are some of the issues 
involved in helping to improve people’s lives and to 
explain why some people have better standards of 
living than others.

For those who are committed to making a better world, 
development is an important framework for taking 
action. Many individuals and organizations around 
the world promote social and economic development. 
Some of them—including important global institutions 
like the United Nations (UN) and World Bank—support 
struggling areas with direct contributions of money 
and other resources. Individual nations, regional 
agencies and governments, and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) also plan and deliver assistance.

Most approaches to development arise from one of 
two competing theories.

•  Neo-liberal ideas—growth is orchestrated from 
the “top-down” by funding expensive projects 
administered by governments and industry, with 
the expectation that these resources will “trickle 
down” throughout the population.

•  Alternative (grassroots) ideas—smaller projects 
among the most needy will foster prosperity and 
well-being from the “bottom-up”. Many grassroots 
projects emphasize learning from the traditions 
and knowledge of local people and helping 
communities to become self-reliant as well as 
environmentally and economically sustainable.

Both theories can lead to development projects that 
can do more harm than good, so it is important to act 
wisely and responsibly when responding to the needs 
of others.

In the past, a few highly-industrialized, wealthy 
and powerful countries determined the agenda for 
international development; however, economic growth 
around the world has expanded the circle of decision-
makers. An important indicator of this growth came 
in 2008 when the G20 (19 countries plus the European 
Union, which together account for about 80% of the 
world economy) replaced earlier, more restricted 
groups as the main economic forum for wealthy 
nations.

Some of the most significant international efforts 
to reduce global inequalities have been organized 
through the UN’s millennium development goals. To 
achieve these eight goals, countries around the world 
established ambitious targets for improving the lives of 
the world’s most vulnerable people by 2015. Progress 
so far has been mixed.

The last decades have been marked by a steady 
growth in quality of life for millions of people around 
the world. In many places, however, these gains are 
tenuous, and great disparities remain. In an increasingly 
interconnected world, people everywhere need to 
understand development, recognize its impact on their 
lives and consider how to make responsible decisions 
in the face of global inequalities that challenge our 
common humanity.
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“Starvation is the characteristic of some people 
not having enough food to eat. It is not the 
characteristic of there being not enough food 
to eat.”  Amartya Sen, Indian economist 



 Up for debate
(sub-concepts, thinkers, controversies) 
Big ideas:

Microfinance, colonialism, structural adjustment 
programmes, appropriate technology, green revolution, 
Agenda 21, gender inequalities, urbanization, 
migration, the Brundtland Report, the Human 
Security Index, types of aid (bilateral, multi-lateral, 
conditional, emergency, “glamour aid”), fair trade, 
protectionism, universal education, food security, 
global health policy, international migration, debt 
relief, “consumptionomics”, core and periphery, 
industrialization, urbanization, export orientation, 
economic incentives.

Some people worth knowing:

Here are a few of the many important thinkers in the 
field of development.

•  Ernst Friedrich “Fritz” Schumacher (1911–
1977), British statistician and economist who 
recommended small-scale, decentralized projects 
and the use of appropriate technology.

•  Amartya Sen (1933–), Indian economist and 1998 
Nobel laureate who helped to develop the Human 
Development Index.

•  Mahbub ul Haq (1934–1998), Pakistani economist 
and political theorist, architect of the Human 
Development Report.

•  Vandana Shiva (1952–), Indian feminist and 
environmental activist who has campaigned 
on issues including biotechnology and genetic 
modification.

•  Jeffrey Sachs (1954–), influential American 
economist closely involved with the United Nations’ 
millennium development goals.  

•  Dambisa Moyo (1969–), Zambian author and 
economist whose work has challenged traditional 
views about aid and development in Africa.

Some inquiries worth pursuing:

Here are some questions being posed by those working 
and researching in developement.

•  What responsibility should countries have to each 
other in relation to development?

•  How should we describe the world in terms of levels 
and types of development?

•  What defines poverty?

•  How much social and economic inequality is 
desirable? How much is inevitable?

•  Is there such a thing as “good” aid or effective 
charity?

•  What are the impacts of celebrity-driven aid?

•  How are perceived levels of happiness related to 
human capability and development?

•  How should societies balance stability, rights and 
freedoms, in terms of development?

•  What is the long-term impact of HIV and AIDS on 
development?

•  How can the world best respond to global health 
issues?

•  What will be the impact of China’s growing 
involvement in international aid efforts?

•  How does migration affect development?

 Where on earth?  
(useful information, interesting organizations, 
multiple perspectives)

• Oxfam—“An international confederation of 15 
organizations working together in 98 countries and 
with partners and allies around the world to find 
lasting solutions to poverty and injustice”  
(http://www.oxfam.org).

•  Grameen Bank—A community development bank 
that started in Bangladesh in the 1980s, offering 
small loans, mostly to women. It has loaned over US 
$11 million since its inception and has a recovery 
rate of over 96% (http://www.grameen-info.org).

•  Human Development and Capabilities Association—
Launched in 2004, the HDCA promotes multi-
disciplinary research on areas including poverty, 
justice, well-being and economics  
(http://www.capabilityapproach.com).

•  Tony Blair Faith Foundation—The “Faith and 
Globalization” initiative explores the role of religious 
tradition in economics, development, global health, 
poverty and justice, and business ethics  
(http://www.tonyblairfaithfoundation.org).

“A person may cause evil to others not only by 
his actions but by his inaction, and in either 
case he is justly accountable to them for the 
injury.”  John Stewart Mill, British philosopher, 

political economist and civil servant
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“Social and economic inequalities are to 
be arranged so that ... they are to be of the 
greatest benefit to the least-advantaged 
members of society.”  John Rawls, US philosopher



•  International Monetary Fund—IMF, works to achieve 
“global monetary cooperation” with a controversial 
history of providing aid and loans to very low 
income countries (http://www.imf.org).

•  World Health Organization—the UN’s coordinating 
authority on health whose responsibilities include 
tracking diseases, research, prevention and 
cures. Arguably, their biggest success was their 
involvement in the eradication of smallpox during 
the 1970s (http://www.who.int).

•  Institute of Development Studies—IDS, based in 
the UK, combines research and teaching on a range 
of development issues, including vulnerability and 
poverty reduction (http://www.ids.ac.uk).

•  Norad—A progressive Norwegian government aid 
agency that helps to manage Norway’s overseas 
development work; its focus is reducing poverty by 
working with governments, civil society institutions 
and private industry (http://www.norad.no).

 Quick connect  
(fast wins, easy entries into the discussion)
In many contexts, students have an idea that 
development is something that happens far away, 
when in fact many local expressions of poverty and 
inequality have much in common with international 
development. During any time of crisis, students 
and their families are often attentive and interested 
in thinking about the causes and effects of disasters 
and emergencies. Online resources make it easy to 
compare perspectives and priorities that are published 
around the world. Here are some ideas for beginning 
discussions about development.

•  Observe UN world days.

  •  World Water Day, 22 March

  •  International Literacy Day, 8 September

  •  International Day of Rural Women, 15 October

  •  World Food Day, 16 October

•  Explore Gapminder to turn data into interactive 
graphics and visualize world development.  
Students could develop hypotheses based on  
the patterns before investigating the data  
(http://www.gapminder.org).

•  Use the policies and work of national government 
organizations to investigate some of the intricacies 
of development (for example, the UK Department 
for International Development, Japan’s Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, China’s Ministry of Commerce, and 
Canada’s International Development Agency). The 
Guardian has an online section devoted to global 
development stories (http://www.guardian.co.uk/
global-development). Most agencies have case 
studies and research available to increase awareness 
of aid and development.

•  Introduce technical issues by examining the work of 
a single organization. Examples include the World 
Bank’s International Development Association 
(works with the poorest countries and lends money 
at exceptionally low interest rates); the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (sets 
international standards on a wide range of concerns 
and makes predictions that influence national 
and international policy); and the Oxford Poverty 
and Human Development Initiative (work based 
on Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach, aiming to 
improve measurements of poverty).

 Built-in  
(disciplinary applications)
IB programmes offer many opportunities within and 
beyond traditional disciplines to inquire, act and reflect 
on global challenges surrounding development. In the 
Primary Years Programme (PYP), every transdisciplinary 
theme can frame explorations of development. Younger 
students are inherently curious about the world, and 
their fascination with difference, combined with a 
strong sense of fairness, can initiate many important 
dialogues. PYP concepts of function, causation, 
connection and responsibility are just as relevant for 
students in the Middle Years Programme (MYP), along 
with explorations of identity and global interactions. 
Many students will be interested in developing PYP 
exhibitions and MYP personal projects that intersect 
with development challenges at home and abroad.

Diploma Programme (DP) courses that can consider 
development include many group 3 (individuals and 
societies) courses: environmental systems and societies 
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“Human development, as an approach, is 
concerned with what I take to be the basic 
development idea: namely, advancing the 
richness of human life, rather than the richness 
of the economy in which human beings live, 
which is only a part of it.”  Amartya Sen, Indian 

economist

“The objective of development is to create an 
enabling environment for people to enjoy 
long, healthy and creative lives.”  Mahbub ul Haq, 

Pakistani economist and political theorist, founder of 

the Human Development Report



(interdisciplinary), information technology in a global 
society, geography, history, economics, business and 
management, and global politics. In the world studies 
extended essay, students can focus on economic 
and human development in both its local and global 
dimensions. 

In all IB programmes, development issues offer many 
opportunities to practise important approaches to 
learning, especially in terms of research and critical 
thinking. Local and national debates often provide 
good case studies on issues that reflect and affect 
international development policies.

Language and literature: Literature can inspire empathy 
and promote understanding of people and ways of 
life from many parts of the world, including personal 
experience and social challenges. In non-fiction texts, 
students can investigate media responses to global 
crises and disasters, including the analysis of how 
local and international communities respond: What 
happens when aid stops? What effect can big charitable 
campaigns have on people’s perceptions of other 
countries and their inhabitants? How are images used 
to persuade or exploit? As students encounter different 
perspectives and priorities with respect to global issues 
and events, they can gain further understanding on how 
development is viewed across a range of countries and 
regions.

Mathematics, science and technology: Science and 
mathematics offer powerful tools for exploring and 
measuring development. Sophisticated mathematical 
concepts and calculations are often used in the social 
sciences to focus on development concerns. Students 
can learn how to analyse and interpret quantitative 
measures of development; decide how to describe 
poverty, development and international debt 

mathematically; investigate and evaluate new and 
existing technologies (including the basic science that 
informs them) as potential solutions to development 
problems (for example, water, energy, sanitation and 
banking); consider the impact of those technologies—
both positive and negative—on society and the 
environment; and design creative solutions of their own 
for everyday problems faced by people living in poverty.

Humanities and the arts: Humanities can help 
students to understand the history of development 
and its historical and ideological links to colonialism 
and trade; the impact of the industrial revolution; and 
contemporary international relations and global politics. 
Geography links social and environmental aspects 
of development and offers tools for describing and 
comparing place and space. The arts can powerfully 
and imaginatively capture and communicate multiple 
perspectives with regard to family, environment and 
quality of life—and what is considered valuable. 
Cultural resources, and the importance of preserving 
them, are an important aspect of many discussions of 
development.

Business, management and economics: Increasingly, 
business operates on a global scale, and the decisions of 
companies and consumers can affect the lives of people 
far away. Development involves the study of trade and 
reforms intended to make it more equitable; aid and 
debt; transnational corporations and international 
institutions such as the World Bank and IMF; corporate 
social responsibility and the impacts of migration. 
International and development economics are required 
components of the DP economics syllabus.

Personal, health and social education: Development 
can be explored by examining factors that have an 
impact on everyday life—our health, happiness and 
the choices we make—and comparing these to people 
whose lives are unfamiliar to us or who live elsewhere 
in the world. Discussions of development often include 
consideration of “quality of life” that can encompass 
personal well-being, education, leisure time and 
housing. Personal decisions and their consequences 
form important aspects of development issues such as 
migration, gender equalities, and family life. On both 
personal and global scales, relationships are complex 
between health, education and opportunity.

 DIY  
(additional resources to consider when 
developing your own inquiry into global 
challenges)

• International non-governmental organizations 
(INGOs) working in development include Oxfam, 
WaterAid, Practical Action, International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent, Christian Aid and Action Aid—
all produce resources for teachers and students, 
including academic research.
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“Gross national product measures neither 
the health of our children, the quality of 
their education, nor the joy of their play. It is 
indifferent to the decency of our factories and 
the safety of streets alike. It does not include 
the beauty of our poetry or the strength of 
our marriages, the intelligence of our public 
debate or the integrity of our public officials. 
GNP measures neither our wit nor our courage, 
neither our wisdom nor our learning, neither 
our compassion nor our devotion to our 
country. It measures everything, in short, 
except that which makes life worthwhile.”  
Robert Kennedy, US Senator and Attorney General



•  The Global Poverty Project works to raise awareness 
of extreme poverty; this group maintains a bank  
of ideas for learning more and taking action  
(http://www.globalpovertyproject.com).

•  The United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) organizes a network of groups who 
advocate change and connect countries with 
knowledge and other resources. The UNDP provides 
a useful “beginner’s guide” to development 
education, including the millennium development 
goals (http://www.undp.org).

 Global engagements  
(ideas for student action and service 
learning)

• Model United Nations offers plenty of potential 
for debating local, national and international 
development challenges (http://www.wfuna.org).

•  The World Bank offers interactive events that use 
crowdsourcing to spark innovation and imagination 
directed towards making a better world (https://
wbchallenge.imaginatik.com/).

•  Charity events and fundraising can be meaningful 
learning engagements. Students can investigate 
the role of NGOs, the work they do and how they 
spend their money. Organizations like Charity 
Navigator report on the financial transparency and 
effectiveness of many charitable organizations. 
Oxfam has produced a guide for fundraising in 
schools, and Giving Nation provides lesson plans 
and materials for students who plan fundraising 
events.

 Find out more  
(journals, books)

• Allen, T and Thomas, A (eds). 2000. Poverty and 
Development into the 21st Century. Oxford University 
Press.

•  Arndt, HW. 1987. Economic Development: The History 
of an Idea. University of Chicago.

•  Bates, R. 2001. Prosperity and Violence: the Political 
Economy of Development. WW Norton & Co.

•  Boserup, E. 1970. Woman’s Role in Economic 
Development. Allen & Unwin.

•  Moyo, D. 2010. Dead Aid: Why Aid Is Not Working 
and How There Is Another Way for Africa. Douglas & 
Mcintyre Ltd.

•  Nussbaum, MK. 2011. Creating Capabilities: The 
Human Development Approach. Belknap Press.

•  Polanyi, K. 1944. The Great Transformation: The 
Political and Economic Origins of Our Time. Beacon 
Press.

•  Sen, AK. 1999. Development as Freedom. Oxford 
University Press. 

•  Stiglitz, J. 2003. Globalization and Its Discontents. 
WW Norton & Co.

•  Wolfensohn, J and Bourguignon, F. 2004. 
Development and Poverty Reduction: Looking Back, 
Looking Ahead. The World Bank.

There are often relevant articles on development in 
The Economist and New Internationalist magazines. 
They offer a range of opinions on the subject. For 
peer-reviewed academic research, the Journal of 
Development Studies is a good source of current 
thinking.

United Nations’ millennium development goals

Eradicate extreme 
poverty and hunger

Achieve universal 
primary education

Promote gender 
equality and empower 
women

Reduce child mortality 
rates

Improve maternal health Combat HIV/AIDS, 
malaria and other 
diseases

Ensure environmental 
sustainability

Develop a global 
partnership for 
development

For more information visit: 
http://globalengage.ibo.org
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“A global human society, characterized by 
islands of wealth, surrounded by a sea of 
poverty, is unsustainable.”  Thabo Mbeki, South 

African politician

“Global inequalities in income increased in the 
20th century by orders of magnitude out of 
proportion to anything experienced before. 
The distance between the incomes of the 
richest and poorest country was about 3 to 1 
in 1820, 35 to 1 in 1950, 44 to 1 in 1973 and 72 
to 1 in 1992.”  Human Development Report 2000, 

United Nations Development Programme


