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In 1963 at the second World Food Congress, US President
Kennedy said, ‘We have the means, we have the capacity to
wipe hunger and poverty from the face of the earth in our
lifetime, we need only the will’. A few years later, the early
pioneers of development education began an ambitious
attempt to create that will. Since then, the goals of
development education have gradually broadened in
response to new interpretations of development (e.g. the
Brandt Commission Report 1980 and the Brundtland Report
1987) and of education (emphasising active and interactive
learning and targeting not only knowledge but also
understanding, skills, attitudes, and values).

More recently, Agenda 21 (UNCED 1992), with its call
for the integration of development education and
environmental education, has moved mainstream
development education even further from its original goal,
with education for sustainable development being widely
interpreted as education for sustainability in the local
community. (Pond-dipping,
recycling, and environmental
audits have little to do with
global injustice, although with a
bit of imagination links can be
found.) The national curriculum
(QCA 1999) is generous with references to sustainability but
has little to say about global injustice and does nothing to
encourage teachers to promote understanding of the
structures responsible for global poverty and hunger, such as
unfair trading relationships, onerous debt servicing
obligations, and domination by greedy transnational
corporations.

Poverty is also a human rights issue. Article 25 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) states:

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate
for the health and wellbeing of himself [sic] and of his
family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care
and necessary social services...

However, the national curriculum says nothing about these
rights, apart from a single brief reference to the UDHR in
Key Stage 3 History. Sara Slater of the Human Rights in the
Curriculum Project asks: ‘If young people, the decision
makers of the future, do not have access to information
about the IMF, the World Bank, indebted countries, and

resultant poverty, then how can we expect them to be
genuinely participative citizens in a world economy?’(Slater
1999).

Veteran development educators can no doubt create the
necessary opportunities without specific guidance from the
national curriculum; and indeed, it may be seen as a
challenge for the teaching profession ‘to liberate itself from
the perceived constraints of the curriculum’ (Chowdhury
2000: 10). However, this must be difficult for new teachers
who receive little or no prior training in global education
(Forum for the Future 1999). The Department for Education
and Employment publishes a booklet which outlines some
interesting possibilities for global education in the national
curriculum (DfEE 2000), but this is addressed to
headteachers and governors, not ordinary teachers. The
Development Education Association also publishes guidance
for globalising the national curriculum (DEA 1995, 1996,
1998), and local development education centres offer support

to teachers who wish to work
with development issues – but
they tend to reach only those
teachers who already appreciate
the need for development
education.

Three surveys
Do British children know or care much about developing
countries? A recent series of surveys intended to reveal the
attitudes of British children towards developing countries
and their problems should be of great interest to global
educators. The results of the following three surveys are
considered in this article:

• Children’s knowledge of global issues: a survey
conducted by MORI (Market Opinion Research
International) on behalf of the DEA, involving 4245
pupils in 179 middle and secondary state schools in
England and Wales (hereafter referred to as MORI
1998).

• A survey to establish the provision of education for
sustainable development in schools and the
understanding of school leavers: a survey carried out by
BMRB Social on behalf of the Sustainable Development
Education Panel, involving 1000 students in Year 11 at
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751 schools in England and Wales (hereafter referred to
as BMRB 1999).

• Attitudes of schoolchildren to international development:
a survey conducted by MORI for the Department for
International Development, involving 2767 pupils in 115
middle and secondary state schools in England and
Wales (hereafter referred to as MORI 2000).

Each of the surveys addressed a number of interesting
questions, of which only the most relevant will be dealt with
in this article. Terms used in the surveys, such as ‘third
world’ and ‘developing world’, are reproduced here in
preference to newer, equally problematic terms.

How much do children know about
developing countries?
In MORI 2000, children were asked: ‘Which of the
following, if any, best describes how much you know about
developing countries?’ Only 10%
chose the option ‘I know a lot
about them’, but 69% selected the
response ‘I know at least something
about them’. In MORI 1998,
children were given a list of topics
and asked to select the ones they knew at least something
about. A majority believed they knew at least something
about the reasons for famine (64%) and the third world’s
economic problems (51%). In the BMRB 1999 survey,
children were asked if they had learned about certain topics
at school. Their responses indicate that most of them had
learned at school about poverty in the developing world
(79%) and global economic issues such as third world debt
(71%). Unfortunately, none of the three surveys clearly
shows what children actually knew, understood, or had
learned about developing countries. A similar survey in the
Irish Republic (DEFY 2000, survey conducted in 1999)
included a number of open questions about the causes of
poverty which produced responses such as unemployment
(28%), no money (26%), bad governments (13%), and
overpopulation (11%), but none referring to debt or unfair
trade.

What are children’s sources of information
about developing countries?
Among the main sources of children’s information about
developing countries, television dominated both MORI 1998
(82%) and MORI 2000 (TV news 83%). In BMRB 1999, a
similar question referred only to sources of information
about social and economic issues without mentioning
developing countries: school was given as the major source
of information by 58%, and television by only 39%. The
Irish survey mentioned above supports the two MORI
surveys, showing television (70%) as the predominant source
of information about the third world. As for the role of
school, in MORI 1998, 74% chose school as one of their
main sources, whereas in MORI 2000 the figure was down
to 47%, overshadowed not only by television but also by

newspapers and magazines and by charities (a category not
offered in 1998). Other significant responses to MORI 2000
included family and friends (31%), the internet (30%), books
(22%), and church/religious activities (21%).

Do children want to know more about
developing countries?
Respondents to MORI 1998 wanted to know more about the
reasons for war (49%), human rights abuses (48%),
destruction of the environment (39%), the third world’s
economic problems (37%), famine (36%), environmental
problems caused by some large companies (33%), and
overpopulation (30%). Other options were not offered. Only
12% of respondents did not want to know more about any of
these issues. On a subsequent question, 70% agreed that
people of their age needed to know more about global issues.
Of those responding to MORI 2000, 70% wanted to know

more about what is happening in
developing countries, and school
was at the top of the list – at 36%,
just above television news – for
preferred sources of such
information (BMRB 1999 did not
investigate this question).

Do children care about the problems of
developing countries?
The responses to MORI 2000 indicate that most children
were either very concerned (32%) or fairly concerned (37%)
about the fact that in many developing countries there are
people who do not have enough to eat, cannot go to school
to learn to read and write, or cannot always get basic
healthcare (see figure). While their responses to the second
section of the survey suggest that their concern may be
related to perceived threats to their own security, such as
conflict and war, disease, danger for tourists, damage to the
global environment, and loss of jobs, these may not have
occurred to them if they had not been mentioned in the
survey.

In the third section of MORI 2000, children were asked,
‘How do you think you can help people in poorer countries?’
and were given eleven options. This question tells us nothing
about willingness to help, nor about whether the children had
ever considered helping in any way, but the fact that only 5%
of the children thought they could not help is encouraging.
The most popular options were giving money to charity,
raising money through sponsored events, and buying
fairtrade goods. MORI 1998 is less encouraging: 55% of the
respondents felt powerless to do anything to change the
world, with only 14% disagreeing with this view. This differs
greatly from the results of the DEFY survey in which 70%
of Irish children aged 12 to 17 felt that young people could
help bring about improvements in their world.

BMRB 1999 looked at actual involvement and reveals a
much brighter picture than MORI 1998: 82% of girls and
69% of boys had some involvement with Comic Relief
(which took place just 6 weeks before the interviewing),
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36% of girls and 24% of boys were involved with Oxfam,
and 42% of females and 16% of males had taken part in a
24-hour famine campaign for ActionAid. A quarter of all
respondents said they gave money regularly to ‘poverty’
charities, or encouraged their families to do so, and only 1 in
10 never contributed. More than half bought or urged their
families to buy fairtrade products, though only 7% did so
regularly. Finally, 87% agreed that people should be prepared
to make sacrifices to improve the quality of life for others,
while 88% did not support the view that the third world
should deal with its own problems and not look to the world
for help.

A message to educators
The three surveys convey several important messages for
educators. First, children are apparently receiving more
information about developing countries from the mass media
than from school. The predominance of TV news as a major
source of information is a cause for concern. According to
DFID (2000), British TV news tends to ignore the poorest
and least developed countries unless there is a conflict or
disaster, and other programmes cover these countries only in
relation to sports, travel, or wildlife. Thus the dominant
perceptions are generally negative or superficial. As long as
information contributed by television contributes to a
balanced and accurate perspective, it should be welcomed. If,
on the other hand, it creates misleading or excessively
negative impressions, it is problematic. It is possible to
mitigate problems of this kind at source through training in
critical information processing: distinguishing between fact,
supposition, opinion and dogma, looking for coherent
arguments and credible support, and so on. Pupils can also
be asked to keep journals describing what they learned from
and felt about relevant programmes, enabling teachers to
identify and discuss any misunderstandings. A website

warning teachers about problematic broadcasts would be
very useful.

The influence of newspapers is also a cause for concern.
With the ‘demise of the newspaper foreign correspondent’
(Coulter 1990), nearly all international news is now supplied
by a handful of agencies, all based in the west and
dominated by western viewpoints. The DEFY survey
indicates that around 70% of young Irish people believe their
national media presents a fair picture of what goes on in
developing countries. A comparable figure for Britons might
be a warning signal for educationalists, particularly in view
of the low standards of journalism that prevail in the tabloid
press.

Another clear message is that children want to find out
more about developing countries and from various sources.
The BMRB 1999 survey showed that 82.5% of the schools
surveyed provided at least some education about
development issues. This is not enough. Now that
sustainable development has become a key element of the
national curriculum, aspects of development education
should be taught in all schools, the policies of all schools
should reflect development education principles, and
OFSTED (Office for Standards in Education) inspectors
should be urged to give credit for successful development
education programmes. Also, teacher education colleges
should ensure that future teachers are given a thorough
understanding of development education, and the Teacher
Training Agency should provide clear guidelines.

Third, children are evidently concerned about the
problems of developing countries and many have already
made a contribution of some kind. It is important for
teachers to encourage and support them and to stimulate
further interest and enthusiasm by building relationships
with schools in developing countries, inviting local residents
with strong links to developing countries to come and give



talks, taking part in projects such as On the Line, integrating
classwork with events such as Jubilee 2000, Red Nose Day,
and One World Week, supporting voluntary fundraising
activities, showing some of the many excellent documentary
films supplied on request by UN affiliates and aid agencies,
and introducing success stories from the developing world.

The surveys have provided some useful information, but
much more is needed. Future surveys should employ a wider
variety of question formats (not only multiple-choice but
also open-ended, true/false, sentence completion, and so on)
to find out what children actually know and feel about
developing countries and development issues and what
teachers assume they have taught their pupils in order to
gauge the effectiveness of school education and the extent to
which outside sources – such as the mass media – contribute
to or detract from children’s knowledge, understanding, and
attitudes. A question related to perceptions of media
credibility, similar to that included in the DEFY survey,
would also be useful.

Agenda 21 has given a significant boost to environmental
education but has provided little stimulus for education that
confronts the issue of global inequity. Vague, token
references in the national curriculum to social justice and
interdependence are not enough when our comfortable
lifestyles are being sustained only thanks to a cruel global
system which kills thousands of children everyday through
hunger and disease and impoverishes a fifth of the world’s
people. We seem to be incapable of changing that system
ourselves – but we can at least inspire and empower the next
generation to change it.
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