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Development. People around the world clamor for more of it and oust government leaders 
for failing to achieve it, but what exactly is “development?” If development were sitting in 
front of you on the sidewalk, how would you know it, and what would it look like? In this 
course we will unpack the deceptively simple word “development” into different specific 
aspects, each with concrete outcomes for human well-being: economic/material wealth, 
education, health, political institutions, (in)equality, and happiness. We will look at how 
our understanding of the distribution of “development” among countries, and historically 
over time, changes when we view it through each of these different lenses. We will 
consider whether these different aspects of development tend to reinforce each other, and 
try to understand cases when they do not.   
 
Course Goals 
By the end of this course, you will be able to… 
• Think and speak knowledgably about “development”  
• Understand the strengths and shortcomings of development indicators, and the 

consequences of those shortcomings 
• Read critically and contribute intelligently to conversations about development  
• Analyze the various components of development and the effects they have on human 

well-being.  
• Analyze connections among different aspects of development 
 
Teaching Philosophy 
• I aim for class to take the form of a dialogue. By the end of this course, I hope you will 

be a more curious and thoughtful human being, and I will endeavor to create the 
classroom environment that will make that possible. Educational research shows, 
however, that students learn more when they engage with difficult and complex ideas 
themselves. So please expect to roll up your sleeves and “get dirty” in the business of 
your own education.  
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• The purpose of this class is to further improve your analytic thinking and writing skills 
at the college level.  With this in mind, the class is heavily driven by your enthusiasm 
and engagement. Small group work and class discussion are the foundation of the 
course, supplemented with occasional mini-lectures.  

• Doing the reading is absolutely essential for you to be a contributing member of our 
learning environment. It is absolutely okay if at the end of a reading you feel you have 
more questions than answers! That is what class is for. Contribute your questions to 
our class dialogue because chances are someone else was wondering the same thing.  
 

• My job as your professor is to make your lives easier, not more difficult (within reason). 
If you are putting your all into the class, you also will find me willing to go out of my 
way to assist you.  If at any time you feel the pace of the course is too fast or too slow, 
if I have said something confusing and could repeat it more clearly, if some topic is not 
adequately covered to fill your needs…you need only speak up.  You will find me very 
responsive to student suggestions.   

 

• You are a very important part of our intellectual community, but of course you are not 
the only important member of our community. The course will necessarily endeavor to 
meet the needs and passions of a diverse body of students. Sometimes material one 
student finds “too simple” is something another classmate is silently struggling with, 
and vice versa. Also, I hope you will be not only understanding, but enthusiastic, 
about material that may fall outside of your immediate interests. Intellectual curiosity is 
the hallmark of a brilliant mind and the fuel for generating future growth. 

 
Ground Rules for Discussion 
 

Listen and respect each other’s opinions. Critique the idea, not the person. 
What is said in discussion stays in the room. Dare to be a devil’s advocate. We want to 
challenge ideas and assumptions. 
 
Required Texts  

• Banerjee & Duflo. Poor Economics: A Radical Rethinking of the Way to Fight Global 
Poverty (Available at the bookstore or online). On Syllabus as “PE” 

• All others: Library eReserves. If you have difficulty accessing reserves, please contact 
the library directly.  

 
Method of Evaluation  

20%    Class participation, reading groups, attendance, and preparation 
20%    Development Briefs (4 out of 6 options -- 5% each) 
30%    Midterm 
30%    Final Exam 
 

   98-100 (A+)  88-89 (B+)  78-79 (C+)  68-69 (D+) 
   93-97 (A)  83-87 (B)  73-77 (C)  60-67 (D) 
   09-92 (A-)  80-82 (B-)  70-72 (C-)     0-59 (F) 
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Written Assignments: Development Briefs 
All students must complete the first development brief. You must then turn in 3 out of the 
5 remaining development briefs during the semester (total 4 turned in). Briefs must be 
turned in on the dates due. They should be generally focused on the aspect of 
development covered in each section (ie something about education during the education 
section) and may engage any reading(s) covered in class since the last brief due date. 
 
Brief 1: Economic Growth & Material Wellbeing 
Brief 2: Freedoms & Choices  
Brief 3: Health 
Brief 4: Education 
Brief 5: Inequality 
Brief 6: Political Institutions 
 
Students will orally present ONE of their briefs #2-5. This will count towards your 
participation grade. Please plan accordingly. In principle you have nearly infinite 
flexibility to select a topic, so long as it falls broadly within the theme for each brief, and 
you can examine it with data from a reliable source. You are not limited to gapminder for 
the first five briefs, though most students will find it the most user-friendly source. If you 
want to use data from another source please contact me to discuss it briefly first, so I can 
offer you some guidance. The 6th Development Brief will not involve GapMinder. Instead, 
students will collectively brainstorm a list of freedoms and then voluntarily restrict their 
own freedoms for one week and write a reflection paper based on their experiences. 
 
The briefs based on quantitative development indicators (#1-5) will be evaluated on the 
following criteria: 

• Graphs & Indicators: You must include graphs in your paper that visually represent the 
relevant data somehow. The modal way to do this will be with a screen capture from 
Gapminder (see the app “Skitch”). But you must also demonstrate your increasingly 
sophisticated thinking about indicators. Discuss why you selected the indicators, why 
they are appropriate, that you know what they measure (eg if you use an index, say 
how it is created). If you considered but discounted a different measure, you might say 
why. 

• Describe & Analyze Patterns: It is important and useful to keep description and 
interpretation distinct, especially because in principle we could all agree on the former 
(e.g. that on the graph mens labor force participation decreased) but diverge on 
interpreting what that trend means or why it is occurring. So take a moment to first 
describe, concretely, the patterns that you think you are observing. You might look at 
individual countries, regional patterns, and/or the overall global distribution of cases. 
For any of these you can also look at how the relationship has changed (or not) over 
time.  
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• Reflection & Intellectual Curiosity: You have great freedom over what you select to 
write about within each paradigm, so the execution of your brief should reflect some 
interest and intellectual curiosity on your part, as well as thoughtfulness about what you 
are seeing. As you make interpretations about the data, you have an opportunity to 
practice thinking like a social scientist: what trends do you see in the data? How do you 
make sense of what you observe? How does it lead you to think differently about what 
we have been reading? 

• Demonstrate Mastery of Readings: How does your brief emerge from and reflect on 
some concrete findings discussed in our class readings? Remember to say something 
that is specific enough that someone who merely saw the article title could not have 
said the same. Instead of “The Cooley reading was on inequality so I looked at the Gini 
index” you could say “Cooley found that rising inequality destabilized democracy, 
especially where workers face deteriorating living conditions. Therefore I looked first at 
the relationship between Democracy and Inequality, and then selected cases of rising 
and falling inequality. I graphed those cases to look at changes in unemployment and 
poverty over time”   

• Concrete and Practical Future Research: Discuss one concrete and practicable future 
research project that an undergraduate student could carry out for a senior thesis or IDS 
capstone. Be concrete and focused. Instead of “A student could do more research on 
education” you might start with “Because Thailand has the highest level of female 
education among middle-income countries, I would propose to spend six weeks 
observing a school in rural Thailand to examine how girls are encouraged to participate 
in school” 

• Formatting: Double spaced in Times New Roman 12 point font. Three pages of writing 
(plus or minus a half page), not including the space devoted to the graphs. Document 
title should include your last name and the corresponding brief number, eg: 
“McDonnell Brief 2.doc” 

Late Paper Policy 
• Papers lose a half a grade for each 24 hours they are late. So, for example, if the paper 

is due in class at 9:30 AM on Monday, a student who turns it in by 5pm on Monday 
would lose half a grade. So if the baseline grade on that paper would have been a 9 
they would instead receive an 8.5. 

 
• That leaves you in control of deciding what maximizes your chances of success. For 

example, you can discern if taking an additional day (or two) will make more than a 
letter grade improvement in the quality of the paper you submit. If so, you can decide it 
is worth accepting the late penalty. That way the choice is yours. 

 
• Students may qualify for penalty-free extensions under the same conditions that 

students would qualify for excused absences from class (see below). If you had a 
routine illness and can provide a medical slip from student health services, I will give 
you a 24 hour no-penalty extension (i.e. from the time class starts on the day it is due 
until the same time the next day). You are responsible for staying on top of your work 
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and not waiting until the last minute to complete your work, so coming down with the 
flu the day before a paper is due will not qualify you for a week’s extension. In the 
event of prolonged illness or the death of a loved one, the best course of action is to 
seek extensions through your academic dean or the Office of Student Affairs. 

 
Participation & Preparation Policy 
• This class uses discussion, the cornerstone of your college experience.  Reading and 

thinking will make you a student, but debating ideas together will make you an 
intellectual.  Therefore, in this course, YOU NEED TO TALK. Expressing your ideas with 
the others in the class is the ideal way to learn (and it is an integral part of your grade).  

• If you are a student who struggles to communicate your ideas in front of a group, please 
arrange to see me privately during office hours and we will discuss strategies for helping 
you be more actively involved in class. 

• YOU CANNOT PARTICIPATE WITHOUT ATTENDING CLASS.  If you cannot attend 
class, please notify me as soon as possible beforehand (see attendance policy). 

• It is remarkably difficult to meaningfully participate if your body is in class but your 
eyes and your mind are on twitter, facebook, or elsewhere. We will decide collectively 
what the class’ policy on the use of laptops and electronic devices will be, and all 
students will be expected to abide by that policy. Violations of the agreed-upon policy 
will result in a reduction of the student’s participation grade. 

• If you are not prepared for class, then you are not ready to be a member of our learning 
community. I have taught long enough to know the difference between a student who 
has read and thought about the material and a student who is trying to coast.  

• Any student with a verified disability requiring special accommodations should speak to 
me and to the Office of Disability Services (574-631-7157) as early as possible in the 
quarter, preferably within the first two weeks of the course.  All discussions will remain 
confidential. 

Absence & Excused Absence Policy 
If at all possible, I sincerely appreciate an email letting me know as soon as you know you 
will not be in class. I take attendance, and I worry about you guys. Emailing to let me 
know you have missed/will be missing is a polite thing to do, but note that an email 
alerting me to the fact of your absence does not itself constitute excusing the absence. 
 

Per university policy, absences are always excused for when students are 1) representing 
the university on official business, including athletics or 2) the death or serious illness of 
an immediate family member. These must be cleared through athletics or Student Affairs. 
 

Planned Absences: Per university policy, Students are responsible for providing to the 
faculty member, no less than one week prior to the planned absence, any documentation 
the faculty member deems appropriate to verify the reason for the absence. These 
absences include legal proceedings, religious holy days, military duties, or mandatory 
job/professional school interview activities that cannot be scheduled to avoid conflict. 
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Unplanned Absences: Per university policy, students must provide appropriate 
documentation to the faculty member no later than two days after returning to class if they 
want the absence to be excused. These absences include most medical events, including 
contagious illness. Appropriate documentation would include a note from the treating 
doctor if the student has a contagious illness. More than two unexcused absences will 
impact your participation and attendance grade.  
 
If you miss a class for either an excused or unexcused absence: students are responsible 
for the content of that class. Please contact your fellow students to see if they will share 
notes from the class with you. Please do not email your professor and ask if you missed 
anything. Of course, you missed the content of our class that day, in which we discussed 
the most interesting and confusing parts of the reading, leaving students minds aflame with 
new knowledge. At least, that’s what I’m always aiming for, and generally we professors 
are always of the opinion that "something" happens in every class. Even if you disagree, it 
is good to maintain the polite fiction.   
 
If you felt very comfortable with the reading, no further action may be necessary. If you 
had questions, I am glad to speak with you about questions from what you missed. I will 
obviously not be able to replicate the entire class period, but if you come to me as an 
active engaged student with questions from the reading, I am happy to meet. If you are 
unable to make office hours because of a scheduling conflict (e.g. athletics or another 
class), please let me know and we'll look into making an appointment. You can always 
book an office hours appointment at: tinyurl.com/McDonnellOH 
 
Academic Integrity 
You are expected to know, understand, and abide by all the guidelines on academic 
honesty as described in the University of Notre Dame Academic Code of Honor located at 
www.nd.edu/~hnrcode. This course will hold you accountable to the strictest standards of 
academic integrity. Failures of academic integrity include, but are not limited to, cheating, 
plagiarizing, fabricating information or citations, facilitating acts of academic dishonesty 
by others, having unauthorized possession of examinations, submitting work of another 
person, resubmitting your own previously used work without informing the instructor, or 
tampering with the academic work of other students. If you borrow someone else’s words, 
whether oral, print or on the internet, in whole or in part, you must enclose them in 
quotation marks. If you borrow someone else’s words or ideas, you must give credit where 
that credit is due by citing the source. If you are ever in doubt, ask your Professor or 
someone at the writing center.  
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COURSE SCHEDULE  
   
NOTE: Whenever we read academic articles, take some time to look at the “methodology” 
section, because it is important to begin to understand the incredibly complex ways that 
“knowledge” and “truth” about development are produced. But do not spend too much 
time on it if you are struggling. We can talk through the methods to “decode” the 
complicated language in class; come with questions about what confused you about the 
methods. 
 
 
DEVELOPMENT: CONCEPT, MEASUREMENT & BRIEF HISTORY  
“Don’t ask me what poverty is because you have met it outside my house.  Look at the 
house and count the number of holes.  Look at my utensils and the clothes that I am 
wearing.  Look at everything and write what you see.  What you see is poverty.”   
                                                                                      —A poor man, Kenya 1997 
 
Aug 26  1. Welcome 
  

Reading: None. 
  

 
 
Aug 31  2. The Surprising Challenge of Measuring Development 

 

Reading: Merry "Measuring the World" (12p) 
 

In class:  Introduction to GapMinder 
 
 
Sep 02  3. Rethinking the Economy as Silver Bullet 

 

Reading: Brady et al "Reassessing the Effect of Economic Growth" 
(27p) 
 

  
 
 
Sep 07  4. Political Trends and Enduring Basic Needs? 

 

Reading: PE "Think Again, Again" (18p) 
Hoadley "Basic Needs Approach" (15p) 
 

  
 
 



  SOC 20550 

 -- 8 -- 

 
ECONOMIC GROWTH OR MATERIAL WEALTH as DEVELOPMENT  
 
“Poverty is pain; it feels like a disease.  It attacks a person not only materially but also 
morally.  It eats away one’s dignity and drives one into total despair.” 

—A poor woman, Moldova 1997 
 
 
Sep 09  5. Inside the Economic Lives of the Poor 

 

Reading: Banerjee and Duflo "Economic Lives of Poor" (26p) 
 

  
 
 
Sep 14  6. Poverty, Hunger, and Opportunities 

 

Reading: PE "A Billion Hungry People?" (22p) 
 

In class: Start early on your first brief! Opportunity to ask questions 
today 

 
 
Sep 16  7. Debating the Economy with Evidence 

 

Reading: El Mundo interview with Easterly & Sachs (3p)  
 

Due: Economy & Development Brief #1 
Everyone must turn this brief in 

 
 
HAPPINESS OR FREEDOM AS DEVELOPMENT  
“For to be free is not merely to cast off one's chains, but to live in a way that respects and 
enhances the freedom of others. “                                                      –Nelson Mandela 
 
“Poverty is humiliation, the sense of being dependent on them, and of being forced to 
accept rudeness, insults, and indifference when we seek help.”         —Latvia 1998  
 
 
Sep 21  8. The Curious Relationship of Income and Happiness 

 

Reading: Frey & Stutzer "Happiness & Economics - Income" (30p) 
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Sep 23  9. Freedoms & Choices 
 

Reading: Sen "Perspective of Freedom" (34p) 
 

  
 
 
Sep 28  10. The Goodness of Knowing Others 

 

Reading: Putnam "Social Capital Measurement and Consequences" 
(14p) 
 

  
 
 
Sep 30  11. Qualitative experiences of poverty reducing choice 

 

Reading: Kern & Ritzen "Heath, Ill-Health, Poverty" (26p) 
 

Due: Freedoms & Development Brief #2 
 
 
HEALTH AS DEVELOPMENT  
"In health there is freedom. Health is the first of all liberties."  
  –Henri-Frederic Amiel, Swiss Philosopher 
 

• How do poor people globally talk about ill health? What concerns are foremost for 
them? What other areas of their life are affected and how? 

• How does the voice of poor people speaking about health compare to what 
researchers say makes a successful society? 

• Why are some measures of health a better indicator of everyone’s health? What 
kinds of health indicators might be more affected by dramatic improvements only 
among the wealthy? 

 
 
Oct 05  12. Getting better health? 

 

Reading: PE "Low-Hanging Fruit for Better (Global) Health" (30p) 
 

  
 
 
Oct 07  13. How culture affects health 

 

Reading: Caldwell "Cultural and Social Factors" (16p) 
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Oct 12  14. Understanding why HIV is higher in Africa 

 

Reading: Epstein "HIV Cases in Africa" (2p) 
 

Due:  Health & Development Brief #3 
 
 
Oct 14  15. MIDTERM EXAM 

 

Reading: None. 
 

  
 
 
Oct 19  . Midterm Break 

 

Reading: None. 
 

  
 
 
Oct 21  . Midterm Break 

 

Reading: None. 
 

  
 
 
EDUCATION AS DEVELOPMENT  
“Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.”  
 –Nelson Mandela 
"The school was ok, but now it is in shambles, there are no teachers for weeks…. There is 
no safety and no hygiene." –Vila Junqueira, Brazil 
 
 
Oct 26  16. Inequalities of opportunities affects us all 

 

Reading: Thomas "Distribution of Opportunities" (p33) 
 

  
 
 
Oct 28  17. How equitable education spurred the East Asian "miracle" 
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Reading: Amsden "Industrializing through Learning" (21p) 
 

  
 
 
Nov 02  18. Thinking about Global Education Policy 

 

Reading: Psacharopoulos "Returns to Investment" (8p) 
 

  
 
 
Nov 04  19. Education in the lives of the Poor 

 

Reading: PE "Top of the Class" (32p) 
 

Due:  Education & Development Brief #4 
 
 
(IN)EQUALITY AS DEVELOPMENT  
 
“An institution should not discriminate against people because they are not well dressed or 
because they are black. If you wear a suit you are treated as sir; if you are wearing sandals 
they send you away.”        

—A woman, Vila Junqueira, Brazil 
 
 
Nov 09  20. Distributive Justice: Should we care? 

 

Reading: Jones "Global Distributive Justice" (15p) 
World Bank "Equity & Development" pp1-14 (14p) 
 

  
 
 
Nov 11  21. The Unheard Harms of Racism and Exclusion 

 

Reading: Lamont "Responses to Racism" (18p) 
 

  
 
 
Nov 16  22. How conceptions of community affect inequalities and 

outcomes 
 

Reading: Singh "We-ness and Welfare" (9p) 
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Nov 18  23. Is globalization helping the poor? 

 

Reading: Bardhan "Globalization Help or Hurt Poor?" (11p) 
 

Due:  Inequality & Development Brief #5 
 
 
POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS AS DEVELOPMENT  
 
“There are four dragons: law court, prosecutor’s office, khokimiat [highest state authority], 
and head of police. Nobody can get anything until they are satiated.”  

—Participant, urban Uzbekistan 
 

• What different kinds of political institutions affect human well-being? How? 
• How do political institutions interact with the other paradigms we’ve already 

looked at? 
 
 
 
Nov 23  24. How should we conceive of good government? 

 

Reading: Rothstein and Teorell "Quality of Government" (27p) 
 

  
 
 
Nov 25  25. NO CLASS: Enjoy Thanksgiving Break. 

 

Reading: None. 
 

  
 
 
Nov 30  25. Does good government matter? 

 

Reading: Miguel "Tribe or Nation?" (34p) 
 

  
 
 
Dec 02  26. States Shepherding Development 

 

Reading: Onis "Logic of Developmental State" (17p) 
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 CIF opens 
 
 
Dec 07  27. Rethinking how States Plan Development 

 

Reading: Andrews et al "Problem Driven Iterative Adaptation" (17p) 
 

Due:  Political Institutions & Development Brief #6 
 
 
 
HOW HAVE WE CHANGED THE WAYS WE THINK ABOUT “DEVELOPMENT”?  
 
 
Dec 09  28. Conclusion: Many hands make work light? 

 

Reading: PE "The Men from Kabul and the Eunuchs of India" (26p) 
Haushofter "Unconditional Cash Transfers" (3p) 
PE "In place of a sweeping conclusion" (8p) 
 

 Last Day of Class 
 
 
 
 
  
 

FINAL EXAM: SEE UNIVERSITY EXAM SCHEDULE  
 

Per University policy, any student unable to take the test at the university-scheduled exam period  
must clear changes with their appropriate Dean  

at least ONE WEEK before the START of the final exam week 
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Unedited, Verbatim Advice From Past Classes   
 
Engage with your professor and your classmates. This class challenges you to think 
beyond the Notre Dame bubble and others in your class can help you face that challenge. 
It will be infinitely rewarding to all involved if you share your passions, thoughts, and 
questions. 
 
Don't hesitate to voice or offer a dissenting opinion. Either people will agree and affirm 
your thoughts, or you’ll learn something new, discover a new perspective, or be able to 
just laugh at yourself. 
 
Make sure to get a general understanding of gapminder to make more out of the 
development briefs. 
 
Keep your own list of key ideas and main arguments of each reading – it will be fun, 
interesting and worthwhile to see everything connect and reinforce each other over the 
course of the semester! 
 
Do the readings and participate in discussion. 
 
Take notes during discussion. They are much easier to read when studying than having to 
look through every article again. 
 
While you do the readings, underline/highlight the most important concepts. This will be 
helpful in reviewing the important concepts for the exams. 
 
Because readings can be long and sometimes confusing, I suggest summarizing and 
choosing key terms before class to make sure you have the main ideas. 
 
Keep up with the readings because they are very interesting and will help you in the long 
run for final exams. Just taking class notes will not be enough! 
 
Do not be afraid of participating in class discussion and make sure you complete all parts 
of your development briefs (future research, incorporating readings etc) 
 
Do the reading!! Even if you walk into class having no idea what you’ve read, that is still a 
better starting place. 
 
Do the readings and go to class and you’ll do well. 
 
Its perfectly fine not to understand a reading at first. This class will teach you how to 
tackle questions and difficult graphs and theories. All you have to do is read, participate, 
and be honest. 
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DO THE READING! Don't just skim it. Seriously, they’re a reasonable length and you’ll be 
amazed at how much more you get out of class when you’ve done the readings well. 
 
Make a small group google doc to post key terms and help review at the end of the 
semester 
 
I would recommend that they not skip one of the early development briefs. 
 
If you like this class, investigate the International Development Studies Minor early. 
 
Don’t leave work (readings/briefs) until the last minute to get done. 
 
Have a good idea about what the readings are on. Concepts can get very confusing so ask 
questions, pay attention in class, take good notes and get to know people around you so 
you can call work together. 
 
Ask questions and challenge the readings if you think they could be missing something – it 
leads to some great discussions. Also, show up for the days when you work in small 
groups, if not for yourself for the others in your group. 
 
Keep up with the readings because we cover a lot of material because it’s hard to catch up 
if you get behind and it makes it easier to already know the readings when studying for the 
midterm/final. 
 
Always be prepared to defend your position, but don’t let that stop you from sharing your 
opinion. 
 
Do your readings – they are great! 
 
Close your laptop. The class promotes interesting discussions and I know sometimes I get 
distracted by emails or other work and miss key discussion topics. 
 
Stay up with the readings! Discussions/exams are much easier if you do not fall behind on 
the reading material. 

 


