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Making Sense of a Globalizing World: 

Adolescents’ Explanatory Frameworks for Poverty 

 

Abstract 

This research examined adolescents’ explanatory frameworks for global poverty during 

their participation in an international studies program. Poverty, like other persistent social 

problems, has taken on new dimensions and scale due to globalization. International 

development theories were employed to analyze the range of their responses. The data 

showed that the students synthesized a range of information to make multifaceted 

explanations for poverty that included the role of globalization in structuring poverty. 

These findings suggest that adolescents can develop “synthesizing minds” although all 

students will not interpret the same information in the same way. Implications for the 

development of global citizenship in terms of the formation of ethical responsibilities to 

resolve social problems are also discussed.   
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Making Sense of a Globalizing World:  

Adolescents’ Explanatory Frameworks for Poverty 

This article explores adolescents’ thinking about a major social problem, poverty, 

as a means to examine how the social studies curriculum can incorporate current 

globalization scholarship. I focus on their explanations for poverty because in a 

globalizing world the rapid emergence of new knowledge requires interpretive abilities to 

navigate the vast amount of information as well as to comprehend the increasing 

complexity of social issues (Gardner, 2007a). Although there is a tradition of issues-

centered teaching in social studies education, classroom teaching provides little time for 

deeper understanding and interpretation of complex ideas (Hahn, 1999). As well, there is 

surprisingly little research on social problems in social studies education.1 The concept of 

causality, in particular, is not effectively taught (Berson & Berson, 2007). In fact, much 

of the research on adolescents’ explanations of complex phenomena occurs in science 

education and cognitive science (e.g., Treagust & Harrison, 2000).  

Poverty,2 like other persistent social problems, has taken on new dimensions and 

scale due to globalization (Kerbo, 2006).3 Although poverty has been an enduring 

problem in human societies (Geremek, 1994), the extent and pace of contemporary global 

economic interdependence has raised inequalities to new levels. As a result, Landes 

(1998, p. xx) asserted that  

Now the big challenge and threat is the gap in wealth and health that separates 

rich and poor… Here is the greatest single problem and danger facing the world 

of the Third Millennium. 
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Social problems now need to be understood in a global context rather than regionally or 

nationally. Although the most extreme differences in poverty levels are between 

developed and less economically developed countries (LEDCs) (Pogge, 2002), still much 

of the attention to poverty and social inequality4 in the scholarly literature focuses on 

race, class and gender within the U.S. national context (Bata & Bergesen, 2002).  

These issues suggest that there is a need for learning about social problems, such 

as poverty, as global issues. Past research on the causal understandings of poverty, 

particularly from the field of sociology, has focused on personal characteristics, such as 

ethnicity or social class (e.g., Hunt, 1996). As well, there is little research in general on 

individuals’ explanations for poverty, and most of the research on this topic studies adults 

rather than adolescents (Shek, 2002). Methodologically, there has been an emphasis on 

survey research methods in order to ascertain statistically generalizable findings (e.g., 

Shek, 2002; Smith & Stone, 1989). Overall, there have been few attempts to understand 

qualitatively how individuals reason about social problems or imagine alternative futures 

(Hicks, 2002).  

My interest in this topic is rooted in the capacity of education in the global era to 

facilitate the development of global citizenship. In this respect, global citizenship 

emphasizes the comprehension of ethical responsibilities within a world community and 

the consciousness to act to resolve social problems. Thus, a key dimension of education 

for global citizenship is the development of shared moral views and of identification 

with, and responsibility to, distant others in order to create a better world (i.e., moral 

universalism) (Merryfield & Subedi, 2001; Noddings, 2005). Understanding the causes of 

poverty and then imagining the extent of poverty in alternative futures can be the initial 
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steps in developing the civic agency for tackling a social problem at a global scale. This 

relationship is what Pogge (2007) referred to when he argued that for the global poor 

their “best hope may be our moral reflection” (p. 220). Such an approach promotes a shift 

from the conceptualization of poverty as a “necessary evil” in human society (Geremek, 

1994,  p. 232) toward the belief that poverty can be substantially limited or even 

eradicated through citizen action.  

This research is part of an emerging literature on adolescents’ understandings of 

global issues (e.g., Osler & Starkey, 2003). Studying adolescents’ explanations for global 

social problems can ultimately provide a starting point for making the social studies 

curriculum more relevant to the current state of the world.  

Review of Literature and Theoretical Framework  

 In this section, I first outline the research on individual’s explanations for poverty 

in terms of the types of causal factors. I focus on specific theoretical and empirical 

explanations from the discipline of history and two major theories from the field of 

international development: modernization and dependency. I then examine the impact 

that globalization is having on explanations for poverty. Lastly, I connect this review of 

the literature to the scope of this study and to the research questions.  

Researching Adolescents’ Explanations for Poverty 

Past research on explanations for poverty, primarily within the field of sociology, 

has not typically incorporated globalization as a causal factor although it has included 

other structural factors. For example, a key study examined whether individuals 

attributed poverty to individualistic, structuralist, or fatalistic (i.e., luck or chance) factors 

(Feagin, 1975). Later work (Chambers, 1992) added the factor of “ascribed deprivation,” 
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which points to the prevalence of poverty among certain social groups according to 

gender, ethnicity, class or other characteristics. More recent research with adolescents in 

China focused on four factors: 1) the personal problems of poor people, 2) social 

injustice, 3) the lack of opportunity to escape poverty,  and 4) fate or lack of luck (Shek, 

2002). Although this study used “unequal income distribution” as an item, it did not 

specifically refer to globalization as a factor. Instead the emphasis was on personal and 

national factors, such as lack of opportunity.  

Explanations for Poverty 

Many different factors have been cited to explain why poverty occurs, including 

access to natural resources, disease, overpopulation, and personal characteristics. 

However, no single explanation has gained universal acceptance and thus there is not an 

agreed-upon strategy for eradicating world poverty. Popular historical works have 

recently brought this topic to the public. For example, Landes (1998) argued that certain 

national cultural values or traits are required to successfully industrialize, and that less 

developed countries lack some of these traits. Environmentalist explanations have also 

been offered to explain differences in terms of the resources available and geographic 

conditions of early societies. Diamond (1997), for example, concluded that the European 

environment was rich in natural resources. These explanations, however, are highly 

controversial among scholars and revived the Eurocentrism critique, which suggests that 

such explanations are veiled attempts to rationalize a belief in the superiority of European 

culture. 

The field of development theory has attempted to explain the reasons for unequal 

economic, social, and political development between nations as well as to introduce 
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approaches for improving the welfare of nations. The concept of development in general 

is based on the hope for a world that is more just, inclusive, and materially affluent. The 

characteristics signifying that a country is more “developed,” however, are always a 

contested value judgment. There are a range of positions that deconstruct the meaning of 

development and the social costs of development (Rist, 2002). Nevertheless, poverty 

remains a central issue in development studies although the attention paid to it has 

fluctuated over time (Greig, Hulme, & Turner, 2007). Increased attention to poverty 

reduction in the development literature occurred during the 1990s (World Bank, 2004). 

For example, the creation in 2000 of the United Nations’ (UN) Millennium Development 

Goals as a global guide for development policy helped to re-focus attention on poverty. It 

brought world leaders together to work for the reduction of world poverty by setting 

specific, quantifiable targets for the year 2015, such as “halve… the proportion of people 

whose income is less than $1 a day.” This event also produced the UN Millennium 

Project, which is a plan to help all less developed nations meet these goals by the target 

dates (UN Development Programme, 2005).  

In the following sections, I outline the ways that development theory explains 

poverty. I chose to use development theory to frame the participants’ explanations 

because it provides complex, causal reasoning for world poverty. I outline two of the 

primary theoretical explanations for poverty and underdevelopment: modernization and 

dependency theories. Although there are critics of these theories, and in fact many 

thinkers in the development field have moved to a post-development paradigm (e.g., Ziai, 

2007), they remain two of the most widely disseminated and cited explanations for world 

poverty. Disciplinary approaches also influence which causal factors are attributed to 
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poverty. For example, economic measurement focuses on individual factors and 

overlooks structural factors. This approach neglects “the analysis of culture, identity, 

agency and social structure that are central to the processes that create wealth and 

poverty” (Greig, Hulme, & Turner, 2007, p. 20). Lastly, I will outline new insights that 

globalization brings to this topic.  

Modernization theory and poverty. Modernization theory refers to a variety of 

perspectives that arose in the 1950s and 1960s, which maintain that nations move through 

defined stages of evolution and that the model of industrialization that Western nations 

underwent is the path to advance through the stages (Harrison, 1988). Modernization 

theorists generally split the world into two categories of societies: “developed” (or 

modern) European and North American nations and “underdeveloped” (or traditional and 

primitive) nations comprised primarily of former colonies of developed nations.5 

Underdeveloped nations are expected to benefit from the diffusion of modern economic 

models (e.g., industrialization) as well as the social, political, and cultural institutions and 

values of developed nations. Based in social evolutionary theory, modernization theory 

portrays societies as adaptive systems that can progress to new stages, although the 

process is neither unilinear nor inevitable. Talcott Parsons, one of the main thinkers 

within this tradition, asserted that there were “evolutionary universals” that societies 

needed to adapt in order to move from traditional to modern, such as bureaucratic 

organization (Parsons, 1964).  

In terms of explaining poverty and underdevelopment, modernization theory 

emphasizes factors internal to nations (Greig, Hulme, & Turner, 2007). For example, 

“primitive” cultural values are considered barriers to economic growth. Examples of the 
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contrasting values of traditional and modern society included religious vs. secular beliefs, 

strong authority vs. democracy, and tradition vs. change. The modernization solution 

therefore calls for changes in traditional culture through adapting the values of developed 

nations, especially related to work and democratic values, as part of the transition to an 

industrial society. This resulted in a plan or map based on a historical model of 

development of the West (Rapley, 2002).  

Dependency theory and poverty. Latin American scholars, particularly Raúl 

Prebisch and Fernando Henrique Cardoso, helped to formulate dependency theory during 

the second half of the 1960s as a critique of modernization. Like modernization, 

dependency is not a single, unified theory but includes several strands of thought, 

including liberal reformist, Marxist, and world systems. Dependency scholars (or 

dependentistas) asserted that modernization was a Eurocentric rationale for imperialist 

powers to continue the exploitation of the predominantly non-white, less developed 

countries (Escobar, 1995). Its main contention is that the world system splits countries 

into a wealthy center or core (advanced industrialist nations) and a poor periphery 

(primarily in Latin America, Asia, and Africa).6 Consequently, this division cuts along 

lines of race and ethnicity. The structure of the world system is the primary cause for the 

success of the economies of the nations at the center because it ties them to the 

subjugation of the economies of the periphery. It follows that the position of wealthy 

countries can only be maintained at the economic expense of less developed countries, 

which is the reason that wealthy countries seek to perpetuate this relationship.  

Dependency theory emphasizes external influences to explain underdevelopment 

and poverty. Dependency is primarily an externally imposed condition on less developed 
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countries that is maintained through the exercise of political and economic power. 

Cardoso and Faletto (1979) also highlighted the ways elites in less developed countries 

collaborated with foreign business interests to profit at the expense of the major 

population. Dependency theory explains that the international division of labor into 

producers and suppliers (of cheap labor and raw materials) causes the poverty of less 

developed countries, which  places restrictions on their development (Packenham, 1998). 

Thus, nations are poor because of the way that they were integrated into the world 

economic system, not due to internal issues such as a lack of resources or ineffective 

political organization.  

Globalization and poverty. Globalization has had a profound influence on 

questions of world poverty. The global economic order has increasingly made less 

developed countries dependent on developed countries. An example of this dependency is 

the prediction of then President James Wolfensohn of the World Bank that the economic 

damage sustained from the 9/11 attacks would cause the deaths of “tens of thousands 

more children” and drop millions below the poverty line (World Bank, 2002, p. 1). The 

World Trade Organization (WTO), and the neoliberal economic thinking that it 

represents, has been criticized for its lack of concern for resolving poverty despite its 

claims that free trade and open markets benefit the poor through a trickle-down effect. 

Pogge (2007) argued that the problem is not globalization or open markets, as such, but 

that wealthy nations limit their markets to less developed countries in collusion with 

corrupt, undemocratic governments to the severe detriment of the poor. Thus, the global 

order “perpetuates severe poverty for many who cannot resist this imposition” (p. 218).  
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Opinion is divided over whether economic globalization, in terms of free markets 

and an interdependent world economy, is worsening poverty and income inequality or if 

it will ultimately be the solution once we learn to tame it. There is substantial evidence 

that economic globalization is causing increased poverty worldwide (Isaak, 2005). Some 

scholars see the effect as bringing marginalized populations into the world economy but 

only as providers of cheap labor and not as consumers (Klein, 2002). These conditions 

have been referred to as “imperial globality,” part of a new system for subjugating less 

developed nations and their people (Escobar, 2004). However, Sachs (2005), while 

recognizing that globalization is currently hurting many populations, argued that 

globalization does not inherently cause poverty and that it has the potential to help to 

alleviate it. This perspective, in line with modernization theory, argues that access to 

markets and to modern technology is the key to overcoming poverty (Friedman, 2006). 

Still others have argued that globalization both alleviates and causes poverty, while 

questioning whether these effects are separable (Comeliau, 2002).  

Scope of Study and Research Questions 

In an effort to fill in some of the gaps in the existing research literature, this 

research explored adolescents’ explanations for the existence of world poverty during 

their participation in an international studies program for high school students, the 

Pennsylvania Governor’s School for International Studies (PGSIS). My goal was to 

understand how they prioritized different explanations for poverty. The emphasis was on 

adolescents who were learning about globalization in order to examine the extent to 

which they used it as a meta-level explanation for poverty. Due to the focus on 

international relations in the PGSIS (although not specifically on poverty), I expected that 
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the participants would associate structural (i.e., social inequalities within nations) and 

international (i.e., inequalities between developed and less economically developed 

nations) factors with poverty. However, because there is a strong “blame the victim” 

attitude about poverty in the United States (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson, & Tagler, 2001), I was 

also interested in the extent to which the participants would favor personal responsibility 

explanations that draw on their learning about social problems from other sources.  

I attempted to answer two main research questions related to the participants’ 

thinking about poverty:  

1) What explanatory frameworks do adolescents use for the causes of poverty in 

the world today? 

2) How do adolescents imagine and explain the extent of poverty in the future and 

their own responsibilities?  

I used the concept of “explanatory framework” to focus on the participants’ range of 

causal explanations for poverty rather than on their knowledge of the topic. An 

explanatory framework is the basic conceptual structure of ideas and beliefs with which a 

person rationalizes complex social issues, a process which involves the interpretation of 

given knowledge about the topic (Stafylidou & Vosniadou, 2004). In contrast to survey 

approaches that are standard in this research area (e.g., Shek, 2002), an explanatory 

framework is especially suited to exploring the richness and depth of their thinking about 

complex social problems.  

I also explored the ways that the participants imagined the extent of and reasons 

for poverty in the future. Making future predictions about major world problems is a 

cognitively demanding exercise that is rarely part of public education (Hicks, 2002). 
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Moreover, the act of imagining alternative futures and their own responsibilities to such 

global problems can be considered an initial step in the development of civic agency for 

acting on social problems as global citizens.  

Methodology 

Explanatory Framework 

An explanatory framework is an account for the existence of a phenomenon that 

is guided by a particular belief about its causes (Stafylidou & Vosniadou, 2004). In 

contrast to a theory, which is a more formal and comprehensive explanation, an 

explanatory framework is based on one’s implicit interpretations of knowledge and ideas 

that bear on the existence of a phenomenon. An explanatory framework is informal in the 

sense that the individual has not articulated it. The explanations are also framed by meta-

level beliefs about socioeconomic inequalities, such as individualistic and structuralist 

understandings of how society functions (Smith & Stone, 1989).  

An explanatory framework differs from other concepts used to study individuals’ 

interpretations of complex phenomena, such as conceptual change (e.g., Limón & Mason, 

2002) and worldview (or weltanschauung) (Van Petegem & Blieck, 2006). Conceptual 

change is focused on the cognitive processes that individuals undergo when acquiring 

knowledge that requires a reorganization of their conceptual structures. A worldview 

generally describes a fixed belief system for interpreting the world, such as religious faith 

or political ideology. Although these concepts would provide related information, the 

notion of an explanatory framework best fit my research goals for this study because I am 

interested in: a) the ways adolescents’ make sense of the causes of poverty, rather than 

modifications to their conceptual structures (i.e., conceptual change); and, b) a specific 
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focus on their informal explanations and causal reasoning in light of learned concepts and 

information, rather than on deeply held and fixed beliefs (i.e., worldview).  

Explanatory frameworks reflect the ways that individuals make sense of the vast 

amount of extant information on complex phenomena. This is a particularly significant 

skill in the world today. Gardner (2007b) elaborated on the need for new types of 

thinking in the world today. One of these types is the “synthesizing mind,” which is the 

ability to sort through and make sense of the massive information available about 

complex social issues. Also, poverty is not an easily perceptible concept for most people 

because it crosses concrete and abstract, and micro and macro, levels of thinking. Such an 

ability to synthesize and interpret the broad range of information is especially relevant to 

understanding the current context of poverty, which globalization has made more 

complex (see Horton & Patapan, 2004). Considering this knowledge terrain, I argue that 

social studies education should facilitate the development of adolescents’ ability to 

interpret information and to comprehend a range of positions on major social issues. 

For this research, I understood an explanatory framework as having two main 

components: 1) the adolescents’ reasoning for the phenomenon’s existence, and 2) their 

predictions for its existence in the future based on their casual explanations. The 

participants did not study poverty in depth during the PGSIS, and therefore I expected 

that their beliefs about causality would be primarily tacit and informal. This is important 

because I am interested in identifying their application of knowledge and ideas to real 

world problems rather than mapping cognitive functions. Furthermore, the students’ 

beliefs about poverty in the future provide additional insights: imagining the future 

requires complex thinking and judgments that draw on current knowledge and beliefs,  
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and it helps individuals to think about how they can contribute to improving the world 

(Hicks, 2002).  

Context 

The PGSIS is a five-week summer program that was initiated in 1984 by the 

Pennsylvania State Department of Education, which also provides a majority of its 

funding. It is one of three Governor’s Schools for international studies in the United 

States. The students follow a core curriculum and select a concentration area. The core 

curriculum consists of the following courses: Global Issues, Intercultural 

Communication, International Political Economy, Negotiation and Diplomacy, Global 

Citizenship, and Language and Culture (Brazilian Portuguese or Japanese). Each of these 

courses is attended approximately twice weekly for 1 hour each class.  

The PGSIS is a highly selective program that accepts students from state 

intermediate units proportional to their population. There are four selection criteria for 

acceptance: 1) academic achievement, 2) leadership, 3) achievement in learning a second 

language, and 4) interest in global issues. The selection process also includes high 

academic and extracurricular achievement, recommendations from teachers and written 

essays on international issues. Poverty was not a specific curriculum topic, although it 

was covered in several courses, especially in Global Economic Perspectives and Cultural 

Geography. Activities like the Hunger Banquet7 and ICONS8 also addressed this topic. 

The curricular focus in these courses and activities was on the global economy and 

inequality. The courses emphasized academic theories and practices about global topics 

while consistently providing opportunities for the students to develop their own views 

through class discussions and written assignments.  
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Participants 

 Of the 100 students attending the PGSIS, 77 provided informed consent to 

participate in this research and completed the program. I interviewed 20 of these 77 

students. The director purposively selected students to nominate for the interviews 

according to the criteria of high engagement in the program and the ability to articulate 

their beliefs clearly. The sample included 10 male and 10 female students and was also 

diverse in terms of geographic area and ethnicity. Eighty percent of these students were 

born in the United States and 20% were born outside the United States. Also, 35% were 

ethnic/racial minorities, including two African American, three Asian, and two Latino 

students.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

This research is situated within the qualitative, interpretivist research paradigm in 

order to focus on the ways that adolescents make meaning of social phenomena. 

According to such an approach, the analysis was inductive and focused on identifying 

patterns of meaning in the participants’ perspectives on, and narratives of, reality 

(Schwandt, 2000).  

The data was collected as part of a larger research project on the adolescents’ 

beliefs and learning about global issues. In this article, however, I only report on the 

students’ responses to questions regarding poverty. I used semi-structured interviews to 

investigate the participants’ thinking. The interviews occurred during the final week of 

the program and lasted between 20 and 45 minutes. The data derive from the following 

three questions students were asked about poverty and the extent of poverty 100 years9 

from now: 
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1. In light of globalization, how do you explain why some countries are wealthy 

and others are not? For example, why does Latin America suffer from poverty 

more than North America?  

2. How will the world look differently in 100 years, especially in terms of 

poverty and conflict? 

3. What should US citizens do about poverty in the world? Do we have a 

responsibility to do something?  

In the interviews I did not specifically define poverty (whether as material deprivation, 

empowerment, discrimination, etc.) in order to avoid influencing their explanations.  

The interviews were transcribed and coded using the constant comparative 

approach (Strauss, 1987). For their explanatory frameworks, I coded the interviews 

inductively according to the themes that emerged while reading and re-reading the 

transcribed interviews. I then compared these deductively with the development theory 

literature on poverty. For the data on their future visions and responsibility to address 

poverty, I also coded the transcripts inductively and compared the participants’ responses 

with their responses for the explanatory frameworks. I contacted the participants 

approximately three months after the program ended so they could check the 

transcriptions for accuracy and clarify their statements. The PGSIS Director also received 

results from the research.  

Because I asked the students to provide the single most important explanation for 

poverty, most of their responses fit within only one of the categories. However, a few of 

the students’ responses related to two categories. In these cases, I chose the one that they 

most strongly emphasized according to the parameters of the category. For example, the 
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responses were most likely to overlap with the categories of Failed Modernization and 

Exploitation by Wealthy Nations (see below), which both drew on the legacy of 

colonization but were distinguishable by whether they emphasized internal or external 

factors and if they mentioned the exercise of power.  

Limitations 

Due to the small sample and the uniqueness of the PGSIS program, 

generalizability was not an aim for this research. Instead, the goal is to provide insight 

into the process of teaching and learning global issues in the context of globalization. 

This research also acts as an exploratory case study to contribute to the planning of 

further research with diverse samples. Another limitation is that the study does not 

specifically link the students’ learning to the PGSIS. Therefore I do not make causal 

claims about what the PGSIS curriculum taught the students specifically about poverty.  

Findings 

The findings are arranged in three sections. The first outlines the participants’ 

explanatory frameworks for world poverty, the second examines their future visions of 

poverty, and the third describes their thinking about their personal responsibility to 

address poverty.  

Explaining World Poverty 

The participants in this study explained the existence and distribution of poverty 

in the world according to three frameworks: 1) Unequal Resource Distribution, 2) Failed 

Modernization, and 3) Exploitation by Wealthy Nations. In the following pages, I draw 

on the data to describe each of the three frameworks.  
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Unequal resource distribution. Four of the 20 participants drew on the belief that 

poverty is a function of the unequal distribution of resources in the world. In this account, 

less developed countries lost the competition for resources. This explanation places the 

causes in a distant past and lacks human causality, although they did allow for some, 

although vague and minimal, human involvement. For example, Leo10 settled on the 

notion of “different resources” that were a result of “the luck of the draw.” His framing of 

the problem placed it out of the control of people or governments, which would require 

some notion of intentionality. Carlos was even more specific in explaining that “I’ve been 

to poor sections of Mexico which I think are poor because of their geographical setting. I 

don’t think it’s anybody’s fault.”  

All of these students referred to a vague past characterized as apolitical and 

lacking conflict. Jason explained this thinking:  

Some things happened a long time ago and their [less developed countries’] 

power started slipping and others gained more and they’ve not been able to get the 

upper hand. So it basically has stayed that way until now.  

Jason’s comments place emphasis on continuity with the past for explaining the 

economic level of nations in the world today. This perspective minimizes causal factors 

in favor of an equilibrium view of the world that has little relation to contemporary 

conditions. Specifically, his use of the term “slipping” suggests a natural process that 

lacks conflict over resources.  

  When asked to explain the reason for poverty, Tracy referred to the way that her 

history education presented different views of the United States and the rest of the world. 

She reflected on this topic:  
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I think about this sometimes especially when studying history. I guess from 

learning history from a very U.S.-centric point of view, it always seemed like we 

just kind of popped up and became wonderful overnight and meanwhile all these 

other places had gone through cycles of empires and falling apart and all these 

good things and terrible things… Why is it not Easternization? I guess it’s partly 

timing and how the course of things in history played out. It’s almost just chance.  

Tracy asserted that development is due to “chance” while recognizing that her history 

education presented the United States in a special light immune to historical vicissitudes. 

While recognizing the ethnocentric bias in her own history education and questioning the 

Western worldview, she falls back to the historical “course of things” to explain why 

some areas of the world are poor and others are not.  

Failed modernization. A second explanatory framework reasoned that poverty 

results from a nation’s failure to develop a modern economy and institutions. Nine of the 

20 participants drew on this framework. The primary factors were internal: corrupt 

governments, low levels of education, and political disorder. However, many of these 

participants also asserted that external colonization created these internal factors in less 

developed countries, suggesting a more complicated picture.  

The prevalence of corrupt governments was one of the primary explanatory 

factors for these participants. Sofia, who emigrated from South America, remarked:  

I think South American countries, they are infamous for corrupt governments and 

payoffs and I don’t know how you could solve that. There are so many poor 

people, and how would they go against the government in order to make it more 

democratic?  
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Sofia pointed to internal reasons for poverty in South America, blaming corrupt and 

inefficient governments. However, she and the other students in this category did not 

place the blame solely on internal factors but pointed to a relationship between European 

colonization in less-developed countries and their weak institutions. As such, they had a 

well-articulated notion of cause and effect for the problem of poverty.  

For example, Vanessa discussed the political impact of colonization on African 

countries and linked this with the prevalence of social, political, and economic problems. 

When asked about the causes of poverty, she made the following comments:  

I’d say from what I’ve seen, remnants of colonization and imperialism that are left 

in the world. If you take a continent like Africa, their boundaries haven’t been set 

by themselves. They were put in place by European powers that cut here and cut 

here and cut here and forgot that those people were already living there before 

they got there and had set their own boundaries. So there’s a whole geographic 

conflict… With so much social and political instability because of war, you’re 

never going to have economic prosperity because you’re still concentrating on the 

little things like where is my land, where is your land.  

For Vanessa, flaws in the geopolitical organization of less developed regions of the world 

are at the root of poverty because they perpetuate conflict that prevents economic 

development.  

  One participant, Thomas, pointed out that colonization was not identical in all 

regions and he linked poverty today with past racial discrimination, which was a central 

function of the colonial project (Willinsky, 1998). He distinguished between the colonies 

that developed in North America, which were predominantly European, with those in 
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what are today less-developed countries. The latter he suggested were treated differently 

because the colonial populations were largely non-European. North American colonies 

were different because “you were still a European and you looked like them and so you 

were still human.” Along these lines, Kavi argued that poverty in former colonies was 

based on their relationship with Western nations:  

Basically it’s about how many connections they had to the dominating powers of 

the world before and when they started becoming developed and what kind of 

support they had. Like Israel was a new nation but it was strong from the start 

with determined people that wanted to make their own nation.  

For Kavi, colonization created different classes of countries that ultimately determined 

the extent of poverty in the world.  

 Steven made the case that the primary effect of colonization was slowing down 

the development of the colonized nations. Colonization for him was relevant because 

development requires time and it slowed down their entry into the global market system. 

Steven commented:  

Because the African countries didn’t gain independence until the 60s, 70s or 80s 

maybe, I don’t think they were given enough time and globalization has grown 

way too much for them to even be given an optimal chance to be able to grow. I 

think China is so far back, but I mean they could be just as strong as America 

now.  

From this perspective, countries were unable to modernize economically because of their 

late entry into the international political and economic system due to colonization.  
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Exploitation by wealthy nations. The third explanatory framework that the 

remaining 7 participants adopted attributed poverty to the exploitation of less developed 

nations. This framework emphasizes the explicit intent to keep less developed countries 

marginalized in the world system and draws indirectly on the concept of the center and 

periphery to explain their positions in the economic order. A key difference with this 

framework is the central role of the exercise of power in the creation of poverty, rather 

than due to the chance of resource distribution or to historical legacy. Edward most 

clearly articulated this position:  

The way I see it is as a power issue. I think that just in a very general history of 

the world, there was an individual group with power. And with power comes 

monetary ability. And the group with power kind of pushes the other groups 

aside. That’s the way I look at… and a lot of it has to do with what we talked 

about in class, white privilege, and the desire for one group to maintain this 

position. The belief that they are better than everyone else and that’s just where a 

lot of these ideas went.  

Edward portrays a world that is based on intra-national conflict over resources and 

power. Like Kavi, he also refers to the role of racism in terms of the subjugation of non-

white ethnic groups. 

 Cristina also viewed the world as shaped by the exercise of power. She was 

particularly critical of the way that foreign policy perpetuated poverty in less-developed 

countries. She used as an example the way that wealthy countries collaborate with corrupt 

governments, thereby legitimizing their position. She commented:  
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I think a lot of it is not only the exploitation of the governments to the people but 

also the richer nations to the poorer nations. For instance like I know of how in 

the past America has supported some, officially democratic, but very bad 

dictators. Because they’ve gotten our business to be in those countries and then 

they’ve in turn taken a lot of the profits from it and hurt their people in general. 

So I think that once a nation is supporting corrupt governments it plunges those 

people into poverty.  

Cristina’s view of international relations led her to explain poverty as an outcome of 

political machinations between governments in wealthy and less developed nations, 

without any regard for the people of the country. Her comments described a system of 

collaboration between wealthy nations and elites in less developed nations to profit 

without regard for the poverty it created, a principle insight of dependency theory 

(Cardoso & Faletto, 1979).  

 Three of the participants in this category linked exploitation to economic 

globalization as the current mechanism of the exploitation of less developed nations by 

wealthy nations, as Jessica remarked: “I think now it’s the global capitalist system that 

really pushes it [poverty].” Andrew framed his explanation for poverty in terms of 

competition:  

It’s sort of like a human instinct of competition and getting one up on the people 

around you. Sort of that the ends justify the means and getting up on the ladder. 

We all want what’s best for us and we can be selfish. You look at markets and it’s 

all about the best surviving basically. Whether that’s ethical or acceptable is 

another question but it’s just what’s been happening.  
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Andrew viewed relations between nations as a competition in which nations do anything 

they can to get an advantage. A third participant, Stacy, suggested that poor nations were 

unable to develop because they were restricted from participating in global economic 

markets.  

Without a level playing field, these participants questioned the morality of 

wealthy nations’ dealings with less-developed countries, which they characterized as 

exploitative and neo-colonial. Jessica explained, referring specifically to the actions of 

the United States:  

I think the developed countries really need to change. We are going into this new 

millennium, not with a new look on our responsibilities in the world, but we’re 

looking at it only for our self-interest. America’s perception of its role in the 

world needs to change. It doesn’t just need to be the leader who has all the nuclear 

power to use towards the rest of the world. I think that with policing comes the 

responsibility to develop the rest of the world.  

Jessica understood international relations as driven by national self-interest, placing the 

ethical responsibility for creating a more equal world on developed nations. She believed 

that the United States and other developed nations have not yet adopted this 

responsibility and that the eradication of poverty is not even on the international agenda.  

Future Visions of Poverty  

In addition to their explanations for poverty in the world today, the 20 participants 

were also asked to predict the extent of poverty in the future. The participants were 

mainly pessimistic about the extent of poverty in the future. Seventeen of the 20 
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participants believed that world poverty would be greater in 100 years. In general, they 

expressed little faith in world leaders to reduce poverty.  

The three optimistic participants, Ana, Jessica and Janet, discussed different 

reasons for a reduction in absolute poverty in the future. They pointed to social and 

technological changes as the primary factors, such as greater global awareness and the 

spread of the Internet. However, an important part of their optimism was faith that their 

generation could make changes. Jessica expressed this sentiment:  

I think social problems are improving and I’m also optimistic because I’m really 

into this stuff. If all kids my age were really into changing the world then maybe 

we’d be in better shape. But that’s why I’m optimistic. It’s the conflicts over 

things where you can’t change people’s values that make me nervous. 

Although this was an uncommon view among the adolescents interviewed, it further 

indicates a lack of consensus on the relationship between globalization and poverty.  

The 17 participants who believed poverty will worsen in the future gave two 

primary reasons: 1) the inequalities of globalization and 2) the maintenance of privilege. 

Both of these extend aspects of the “Failed Modernization” and “Exploitation by Wealthy 

Nations” frameworks outlined in the previous section. However, there is a recognizable 

shift toward globalization and related problems as explanations for poverty in the future. 

The fatalistic explanatory framework, “Unequal Resource Distribution,” was not 

represented in their views for the future. Instead they focused on the ways that nations 

and the world system influence poverty. I will elaborate on these reasons and outline their 

connections with the participants’ explanatory frameworks.  
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The inequalities of globalization. One explanation for the worsening of poverty in 

the future was the inequality that globalization created, an explanation offered by 12 of 

the 17 participants. These students came from each of the three explanatory framework 

categories. They linked poverty with increasing economic and political 

interconnectedness. Five participants also mentioned other global problems that have 

intensified under globalization, such as global warming.  

As Steven remarked, “I believe it [globalization] is going to do another 

Reaganomics where the richer will get a lot richer and the poor will get a lot poorer.” For 

these students, nations are not the problem but it is the economic system in which they 

operate. Vanessa explained this position:  

With globalization, if you just look, people are being paid less and less because 

there’s always somewhere cheaper to go. So I think we have to fix the system that 

we have which benefits the oppression of others. We have to fix that. We can’t 

have a zero-sum system. 

Vanessa made the case that globalization too easily allows the exploitation of workers. 

Another student, Beth, held a complex notion of globalization’s effect on poverty and 

wealth:  

Unfortunately, what I’ve seen as far as the effects of globalization is that it kind of 

creates a dichotomy and we’ve seen even more of that in the United States. In all 

areas you are seeing a richer rich and a poorer poor… If it continues at the speed 

that it is then I think that it will separate more because globalization is really great 

and it helps a lot of people to get a lot of money, but I think it does create the 

separation.  
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Beth argued that globalization does create wealth as some scholars claim but that it does 

so in an unequal manner that creates greater disparities of wealth.  

The maintenance of privilege. Eight of the 17 participants believed that poverty 

would worsen 100 years in the future because wealthy nations would seek to maintain 

their economically advantageous positions. Participants who held this view expected that 

the neocolonial relations between developed and less-developed countries that are in 

place today would continue. These participants came from all three of the explanatory 

framework categories but were primarily from the “Failed Modernization” and 

“Exploitation by Wealthy Nations” categories.  

As Alicia suggested, “Somebody has to give up something and it’s not happening. 

Nobody wants to give up anything. I think you can apply that globally.” Brian, for 

example, sees a direct continuum between the contemporary political status of the world 

and the world 100 years from now. He commented:  

Tough to say. But based on what’s been going on now and the fact that I believe 

history repeats itself unless it’s corrected, I mean, other developing countries will 

come up further in the world. They can only come so far and the developed 

countries will maintain themselves unless something catastrophic happens.  

For Brian, poverty is not a naturally occurring phenomenon but is held in check by the 

world system.  

 Another participant, Stacy, made the case that the nation state system is inherently 

flawed. She suggested that it creates an unequal playing field that relegates some nations 

to less-developed status: 
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I don’t think you can eradicate poverty. If you can’t create unified power, you 

can’t create unified equality. The separation is going to keep growing and the 

separation is always relative. Even if the standard of living for the whole world 

increases, it’s always going to increase exponentially faster somewhere. The gap 

is always going to be there. It depends on the power and the fact that people are 

not willing to share the power.  

Stacy’s reference to “unified power” points to a belief in the need for a supranational 

level of authority to address the embedded nature of poverty although she does not 

specify what form this would take. She and the other participants in this category viewed 

the international system as inherently unequal and poverty as one of its effects.  

Responsibility to Address Poverty 

The final topic that the students were asked about in the interviews was whether 

we as U.S. citizens have a responsibility to address the problem of poverty across the 

world. Their responses raised two related issues. The first is that all but 3 of the 20 

students believed that we have a strong responsibility to help to end poverty in the world. 

However, for 6 of these 17 students this “we” referred to what the government should do 

rather than to individuals. The remaining 11 students believed that individuals could 

effect change although they held different views about what they could personally do.  

Not our responsibility. Steven, Ana and Sofia were the only 3 students who 

questioned the notion that the United States and its citizens have responsibility to resolve 

poverty in the world. The primary basis for their position was that this responsibility is 

“unfair” because it undermines our nation’s freedom to develop economically. Sofia 

summed up this perspective:  
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I don’t think that America should act as the general philanthropic nation because 

then how are we supposed to move on and be competitive with other nations? I 

think we should give some effort to try to improve other countries around the 

world, but I think that they should be given the opportunity to help themselves 

because every country needs certain things. People say democracy is the best way, 

but maybe not.  

Sofia’s argument rests on the principle that all nations should be free to pursue their own 

development without the interference of other financial responsibilities. However, as the 

last sentence of her statement shows, her position is also based on her suspicion of efforts 

to help less developed countries and the conditions that are attached to seemingly 

innocuous and friendly foreign aid. Sofia referred to efforts by the United States to spread 

democracy to other world regions, a topic the students studied during the PGSIS.   

Government intervention. The 6 students who referred to the government believed 

that poverty was too large of a problem for individuals to have any real impact. Jason 

explained:  

There is stuff an individual can do but to make a difference it requires so many 

other people that it just won’t happen. I want to be optimistic and I want to help. I 

had to realize that it’s not really possible. You can’t solve this stuff individually.   

Jason’s view, which was typical of the students in this category, reflects a lack of faith in 

individual agency to address such a persistent world problem.  

 These students suggested that the primary actions governments should take were 

foreign aid and diplomacy. Four students who advocated foreign aid tended to see the 
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solution to poverty as primarily a matter of the distribution of money from developed to 

less developed countries. Leo’s comments reflect this position:   

Take a few billion dollars from that huge budget and put it into providing for 

people the things we are lucky enough to have. We don’t need to go invade 

countries to change their entire way of life. Provide them with food and other 

services and help the government. The problem is that these people have a 

negative viewpoint of America and the Western world.  

Two of these four students (Leo and Jason) also explained poverty in terms of “Unequal 

Resource Distribution,” clearly reinforcing their view of poverty as fatalistic and due 

primarily to the “luck” of material distribution rather than political factors. Although not 

going so far as to blame poverty on developed nations, these students suggested that the 

United States has a responsibility to provide humanitarian aid to address poverty, but 

should not attempt to “change their entire way of life.” 

Two students, Cristina and Vanessa, suggested that the United States government 

should act through diplomacy to pressure other nations to pay more attention to local 

poverty. Cristina discussed this topic: 

I think that when supporting governments they [the United States government] 

should be aware of all the things that the governments do domestically although it 

shouldn’t be putting our ideals onto other people. If we support governments, we 

should let them know the things and freedoms that we believe in and try to push 

and make sure they are happening. And when we’re doing business, we should 

care about the country and make sure that their people are succeeding in some 

way and not being cheated out of money. We’re being blinded by economics.  
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Cristina asserted that the prevention of poverty requires the exercise of political 

influence. She is conscious of the circulation of power at the international level in terms 

of how it can work to eradicate social problems, which is consistent with her explanatory 

framework for poverty as the exploitation by wealthy nations.  

Personal agency. The 11 students who believed that U.S. citizens have a personal 

responsibility to act in order to address poverty were optimistic about the potential for 

change despite the magnitude of the problems. Tracy described her thinking about the 

issue of responsibility:  

Well, we should do as much as humanly possible. I think we can do as much as 

we think we can do. The question for me is how. Coming out of a lot of the 

classes [at PGSIS], I’m like, “Now where do I sign up to fix the world?” 

Whatever you can do, it’s not enough but it’s good that you’re doing that.  

The sense of personal agency in the face of overwhelming problems typified the beliefs 

of this group of students. Tracy recalled how her agency developed through learning 

about the problems during the PGSIS while at the same time she gained a realistic sense 

of the scope of the problem.  

These students based their position on the feeling of solidarity with peoples across 

the world and the sense of belonging to a world community. Brian, who is African 

American, expressed the sentiment of solidarity across the human race most succinctly:  

I think of it as all of us should shoulder some responsibility. Because at one point 

or another, we were all a part of the developing world but advanced much quicker 

than the rest of the world did. People may not want to say it, but at one time, they 

were all part of the developing world.  
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Based on cosmopolitan principles, Brian makes the case that we all have the 

responsibility to act because we are fundamentally human. He even reasons that, at least 

symbolically, all people come from and were “part of the developing world” in the sense 

that all nations have historically experienced economic hardships before “advancing.”  

 The belief that the general population is unlikely to take action to resolve global 

problems was a motivating factor for these students. Three of these students specifically 

mentioned that the most important ingredient is greater awareness and the willingness to 

act on international problems in addition to domestic ones. As Alicia remarked, “People 

look at things on TV and say ‘oh, how horrible’ and then go back to their dinner.” Kavi 

also described this situation:  

If it’s not happening in America, people ignore it. People are on top of domestic 

issues like gay rights or the federal budget but poverty around the world is 

recognized by few people. Like the situation with hunger, personally for me, that 

was a big shocker. There is such a big disparity between income groups.  

Kavi highlighted the relationship between awareness and action, particularly in terms of 

the relative isolation from world realities that many people in the United States 

experience.  

This insight led the majority of these students to suggest the need for greater 

knowledge and awareness of global issues in the United States. In fact, all of these 11 

students suggested that “making people aware,” as Janet stated, is the most important 

action that they could take to help to end poverty. They connected the awareness 

developed in the PGSIS with their intentions to take action, mentioning activities such as 

giving charity and volunteering, working directly with poor communities at home and 
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abroad, and petitioning the federal government to act. These students also recognized the 

challenge to spreading awareness about the world and generating concern for global 

problems. Thomas described the enormity of the task:  

You’d have to learn different values. If you grow up in an environment where 

everything is competition then you’re not going to solve world poverty. I think 

there has to be a way to make peace and get people to work together.  

These comments echo Pogge’s (2007) assertion that efforts to help the global poor start 

with the “moral reflection” of people in developed countries. Thomas’s call for a change 

in moral values from competitive individualism to moral universalism points to the 

significant role of global citizenship in these efforts.  

 When discussing ways to raise awareness about global issues, these students 

reflected on their own schools and experiences as students. Janet best expressed this 

connection between raising awareness about global issues and schooling:  

I just think that making people aware is something that I should be doing. 

Education in school is another thing. We don’t have global issues classes in 

schools. We only learn American history so we can learn from our mistakes in 

American history. But that doesn’t help me where I am right now.  

She highlighted the importance of both individual efforts to raise awareness and the 

systemic role of schooling. Janet’s comment that her previous learning did not “help me 

where I am right now” is a poignant message about the need for global education in the 

social studies.  

Discussion 
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The participants’ explanatory frameworks combined and drew significantly on 

academic approaches to poverty. These results suggest that they synthesized a range of 

information to make multifaceted explanations for poverty. It is somewhat surprising that 

none of the participants used individualistic explanations to explain poverty (Feagin, 

1975), such as lack of work ethic and low intelligence or ascribed deprivation of certain 

social groups (Chambers, 1992). Their international focus contrasts with the American 

public, which typically attributes poverty to individualistic causes over external and 

structural causes (Smith & Stone, 1989) or to some combination of these two causes 

(Hunt, 1996). It is possible that the PGSIS guided the participants to explain poverty in 

terms of nations, world regions, and level of development distinctions.  

The explanatory framework least adopted was the “Unequal Resource 

Distribution” position (4 participants). As discussed by Jason, this view emphasized 

determinism and continuity with the past to explain poverty. This perspective is fatalistic 

(Feagin, 1975) in the sense that it explains poverty according to the fortune of living in a 

place with better natural resources; culture, politics, and other human constructions are 

not factors. A fatalistic explanation has also been prevalent in high school history 

textbooks, especially in U.S. history, which tend to overlook the exercise of power and 

colonialism in the ascension of the United States (Loewen, 1995).  

The 9 participants who adopted the “Failed Modernization” framework explained 

poverty according to the inability of some nations to transition to modernity by 

constructing modern political and social institutions. The notion of progress as based on a 

Western model is evident as are implicit notions of what is modern and primitive. 

Echoing modernization theory, the participants used internal and structuralist factors, 
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such as political corruption, to explain poverty in developing nations (Harrison, 1988). 

The most common explanation for the inability to modernize involved the lingering 

effects of European colonialism.  

This framework combined modernization principles with a social injustice 

explanation (Shek, 2002) that emphasized the historical role of colonialism, as Vanessa, 

Thomas, and Kavi specifically discussed. To explain the role of colonialism, this view 

incorporated factors from modernization as well as from its critique, dependency theory. 

Kavi, for example, even began to outline the parameters of the dependency notions of 

core and periphery nations in stating that “it’s about how many connections they had to 

the dominating powers of the world before.” This understanding of modernization and 

dependency theories as related rather than diametrically opposed has also been outlined 

in academic work (e.g., Packenham, 1998), although it has not been widely adopted.  

 The third explanatory framework was “Exploitation by Wealthy Nations,” which 

7 of the 20 participants held. It focused on wealthy nations’ exercise of power to 

subjugate less developed nations and thus is closely aligned with the principles of 

dependency theory. The participants who held this viewed explained poverty in structural 

and external terms that portrayed the production of winners and losers, as Edward 

asserted. Cristina also discussed how wealthy nations contributed to the perpetuation of 

poverty in less developed nations by supporting corrupt governments and the ruling class 

for their own benefit.  

 Three of the participants in this category were specific about the ways that 

globalization acted as a mechanism through which power was exercised. They believed 

that global markets are inherently unequal and contribute to the creation of poverty, in 
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contrast to scholars who believe that globalization is the best hope for resolving poverty 

(e.g., Sachs, 2005). Yet their views conflicted over exactly how the global economy 

perpetuated poverty. For example, Andrew suggested that there is little protection for 

weaker nations within the global economy and thus that powerful nations could use it for 

their own gain. Stacy, however, explained that the restriction of entry into global markets 

by powerful nations perpetuated poverty. At question, then, was whether the global 

economy was inherently a cause of poverty or if its manipulation by wealthy nations was 

the problem.  

Although few participants referred to globalization in their explanatory 

frameworks (only 3 of 20), the majority (12 of 20) referred to global factors, especially 

the global economic system, in their future visions. This finding suggests that 

globalization remains an elusive and abstract phenomenon that is difficult for adolescents 

to connect to their experiences. The participants believed that globalization would have 

an increasingly significant impact on poverty in the future. Nine of these 12 students 

believed, however, that it will have a negative impact. Also, 3 of the 4 participants who 

explained poverty due to the unequal distribution of resources referred to globalization as 

the single greatest factor affecting poverty in the future. Their responses suggest that 

most of the participants began to see poverty as a complex social problem with multiple 

causal factors by differentiating between, and in some cases connecting, historical, 

contemporary, and future factors.  

Finally, the data indicated that the students’ explanatory frameworks informed 

their beliefs about the responsibility to address poverty. The students with the fatalistic 

view that poverty is caused by the unequal distribution of resources were less likely to 
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believe in personal responsibility to address poverty. Three of these 4 students favored 

the action of the federal government to address poverty by redistributing resources 

through foreign aid. However, 10 of the 11 students who favored personal responsibility 

considered the role of external factors (e.g., colonialism) in the creation of poverty and 

understood inequality as a function of the world system. Their feeling of connection and 

solidarity with distant peoples grounded their belief in personal responsibility and civic 

agency.  

Conclusions 

One of the premises of this research is that it is educationally valuable for 

adolescents to learn about the complexity of social issues and to have the opportunity to 

synthesize the available information to construct personal explanations. The significance 

of this research is in the ways that it shows adolescents’ understandings and sense-

making of complex social phenomena. The students’ thinking also illustrates the 

contested nature of social issues, particularly in light of globalization, and the lack of 

simple explanations.  

There are several implications of this article for social educators. First, rather than 

emphasizing a testable, “correct” answer for social problems, the social studies 

curriculum should focus on assessing explanations to ensure that students do not adopt 

erroneous, unfounded,  or biased accounts. The findings suggest that incorporating global 

social problems in the social studies curriculum can help to alleviate the “mechanistic 

mindset” prevalent in public education that avoids complexity and interdisciplinarity 

(Selby, 2007). The increasing complexity of learning about social problems and the range 

of explanatory frameworks that the students adopted, indicates that unilinear 
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explanations, such as are often found in textbooks, will not prepare students to 

comprehend social problems.  

Second, adolescents can develop “synthesizing minds,” although, particularly in a 

global age in which information is ubiquitous, not all youth will interpret and make sense 

of the same information in the same way. Yet it is significant that the students’ 

interpretations remained within the bounds of, and reflected, current academic debates. 

Their multiple perspectives were based on the academic discourse about poverty and the 

real difficulties in finding consensus on how to solve it, which they assessed and 

combined in personal ways. This combination of factors within the confines of the 

academic discourse on poverty typifies the notion of information synthesis.  

Third, adolescents also need to learn about the global scale and dimension of 

poverty and other social issues in a way that connects to their previous learning. The low 

number of students (3 of 20) who made globalization a central factor in their explanatory 

frameworks for poverty indicates that, despite the emphasis on globalization and global 

issues in the PGSIS curriculum, they still had difficulties connecting national and global 

factors. Learning about such issues at a global scale can be scaffolded onto their existing 

beliefs, while at the same time questioning their preconceptions of social issues.  

Studying and interpreting complex social issues is a powerful and practical way to 

make global citizenship one of the organizing concepts in the social studies classroom. 

This research also shows that not all students are ready to take on moral responsibility 

and solidarity at a global scale, which are key elements of global citizenship. My hope is 

that researching adolescents’ explanatory frameworks for complex social phenomena and 

their visions for the future will further connect the social studies curriculum with the 
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changing practice of citizenship in the global era. Such an approach can help to present 

global citizenship as a concrete practice. Adolescents’ beliefs about topics such as 

poverty are likely to impact their sense of personal responsibility toward addressing 

poverty as well as how they vote in national elections. Also, without a comprehensive 

and in-depth understanding of the changes in the world due to globalization, especially in 

terms of social problems, it may be impossible for individuals to develop the global 

consciousness and a sense of responsibility to distant others that are needed for solving 

social problems and, ultimately, for creating a better future. 
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1 One reason may be the interdisciplinary nature of social problems, such as world 

poverty, and the disciplinary focus in much of social studies research. For example, in a 

review of research trends between 1973 and 1997 in Theory and Research in Social 

Education, social problems only comprised 6% of the articles on curriculum and concept 

learning was only a topic in 13% of the articles on learner outcomes (Ehman, 1998). An 

examination of issues since 1997 also shows a dearth of research on the learning of social 

problems. In fact, poverty is not part of the title of any article ever published in the 

journal.  

2 In 2006, the World Bank reported that the total number of people living below the 

$1/day poverty threshold was 400 million and about 1 billion people were below $2/day 

(World Bank, 2006). These statistics represent a reduction during the past 25 years 

although in some regions, most notably sub-Saharan Africa, the number living below the 

poverty has nearly doubled during the same period. However, the use of economic 

statistics to define poverty is controversial because it suggests that market-based, 

economic development is the only solution (Greig, Hulme, & Turner, 2007). Other 

approaches, such as Sen’s (2001) concept of development as freedom, assert that the 
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basis for measuring poverty should be human—rather than economic—development, 

which includes basic capabilities such as literacy, raising a family, and participation in 

social activities.  

3 A primary element of globalization is the expansion of the world economy, which has 

been ongoing for centuries. For example, the scale of income inequality between world 

regions has rapidly increased dramatically since 1820 (Maddison, 2001). However, the 

recent pace of globalization, economic and otherwise, has raised new concerns.  

4 It should be noted that poverty and inequality, although related concepts, are 

distinguished by development theorists and present different policy implications (Lister, 

2004). For the purposes of this research, a formal distinction was unnecessary.  

5 Some scholars have also explored the possibilities of non-Western modernities, such as 

in China (Hayhoe, 1992).  

6 Wallerstein (1974) later modified this to include an additional category, the 

semiperiphery. 

7 The Hunger Banquet is an Oxfam simulation that helps participants to understand the 

distribution of hunger and poverty across the world. Participants are assigned to high-, 

middle-, or low-income groups and given an appropriate meal. See 

www.hungerbanquet.org. 

8 International Communication and Negotiation Simulations (ICONS) is a simulation 

program based at the University of Maryland in which teams of students attempt to 

resolve major international issues through negotiation and conflict resolution. See 

www.icons.umd.edu. 
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9 The concept of the 200-year present, in which a person’s life is connected 100 years in 

the past and in the future through people alive who were born 100 years ago and people 

born who will live for 100 years, has been suggested as concept for orienting the social 

imagination toward the construction of a better future (Boulding, 1988). This time span 

reminds us that our social space reaches into the past and the future. 

10 To ensure confidentiality, all names of the participants have been changed. 
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