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The Population and Development Program at  

Hampshire College 
http://populationinperspective.org 
 

 

Population Thinkers Lesson Plan 
By Karen Marie Lennon 

 

Lesson Summary: In this lesson, students explore the main theories on which much of the 

field of population studies is based.  Readings, graphics, and group discussion help students 

understand central theories and arguments about population and population control, and to 

become familiar with the theorists behind them.  Group work and a writing exercise assist 

students to synthesize their understandings of the material, and to then apply their own 

thoughts and experiences to the field of population studies. 

 

Applicable Subject Areas: Social Studies, History, Geography, Science and Language Arts 

 

Time Required: Two 50-minute class periods 

 

Grade Level: Middle School / High School    

 

National Standards: 

• Organize and synthesize information about selected public issues: identifying, 

describing and evaluating multiple points of view (Social Studies, Xc) 

• Make judgments about how science and technology have transformed the physical 

world and human society and our understanding of human-environment interaction 

(Social Studies, VIIIb) 

• Apply knowledge of media techniques to discuss non-print texts (Language Arts, 6)  

• Analyze population issues (Geography, 9B) 

 

Materials / Preparation:  

• Population in Perspective: A Curriculum Resource.  Download or order online at: 

http://populationinperspective.org 

• Photocopy handouts of Unit 1:3 Influential Population Thinkers and their Ideas, located on 

pages 30-34 (one for each student). 

• Photocopy the Lifeboat cartoon on page 32 (one for each group of four students). 

• Poster paper and markers 
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Critical Questions: 

• What are the main thoughts and theories about population issues? 

• How do these concepts and theories influence the way we think about and address 

 population issues? 

 

Lesson Objectives  

 Students Will Be Able To:      

• Demonstrate historical knowledge about the field of population studies. 

• Identify the key population thinkers who have greatly influenced the field of 

population studies (i.e., Thomas Malthus, Paul Ehrlich, Club of Rome, Frances Moore 

Lappé, Ester Boserup, Julian Simon, neo-Malthusians and the International Women’s 

Health Movement). 

• Define and analyze the main thoughts and theories of the central population thinkers. 

• Demonstrate knowledge of the principal terms related to the field of population, such 

as lifeboat ethics, oral rehydration, and aid conditionality. 

 

  Pre-class Assignment: 

• Prior to class, have students read the handout of Unit 1:3 Influential Population Thinkers 

and their Ideas (pp 30-34).  This provides background information and prepares 

students for the lesson. 

  

Lesson Sequence: 

First Class 

Introductory Discussion (20 minutes) 

 

1. Have students review pages 30 to 33 of the handout (“Excerpts from Experts,” and “A 

Little More on Malthus and His Modern Day Followers”). 

 

2. Discuss who the key influential thinkers are, and their key concepts or main theories 

about population growth. 

 

3. Highlight and talk over new terms and vocabulary words, such as oral rehydration, 

aid conditionality, Malthusians, etc. 

 

4. Explore student’s opinions and views about the different population thinkers and 

theories.  Use the “Think Spot” questions (p 33) to guide the discussion:  What do you 

think of these solutions?  Who’s trying to change whom and / or what?  Who benefits 

from solutions such as these?  Who loses? 
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Activity:  Lifeboat Ethics (30 minutes) 

 

1. Divide the students into groups of 4, and give each of them a photocopy of the 

Lifeboat Cartoon (p 32).  Ask the students to describe the features of the cartoon in 

detail, and to comment on particular aspects of the cartoon.  Use the teaching ideas 

and questions on page 50 to help guide students’ analyses of the cartoon.  Write the 

questions on the board for students to refer to.  

 

2. Give each group a piece of poster paper to write down their responses.  Have each 

group designate one student to record, and another student to report back to the larger 

class.  After 20 minutes, have the class come back together.  Display the poster paper 

around the room.   

 

3. Have group reporters read their poster paper to the larger class.  After each group has 

presented, open up the discussion to the class.       

 

Second Class  

Introduction (20 minutes) 

 

1. To facilitate student comprehension of the readings, review the previous day’s lesson 

on the key population thinkers and their main concepts and ideas (Thomas Malthus, 

Paul Ehrlich, Club of Rome, Frances Moore Lappé, Ester Boserup, Julian Simon and 

the neo-Malthusians). 

 

2.  Next, have students discuss and compare the international women’s health 

movement’s views of population with the other major population thinkers and 

theorists, located in the sub-section entitled “Changing Perspectives on Population 

and the United Nations Conferences” (pp 33 – 34). 

 

3. Link this discussion to the recurring argument at the UN-sponsored conferences:  “The 

main problem is not so much numbers of people but the poverty of those people, the 

need to alleviate their poverty and the best means to do so.”  Explore their opinions of 

these concepts by asking them the Think Spot questions in the More to Explore Box (p 

34): “Do you find this view convincing?  Why?  Why not?” 

 

Activity:  A Chart of the Population Thinkers and their Ideas (30 minutes) 

 

1. Pair up students and have them summarize the different population perspectives by 

making a chart that identifies the different players and their viewpoints.  A sample 

chart is provided in the Teaching Ideas Section on page 49.  Give groups 10 minutes. 
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2. Once back in the large group, discuss the results of their work, comparing and 

contrasting the different population thinkers and their viewpoints.  Place each of the 

population thinkers in a historical, social and geographical context, and discuss 

possible influences on their theoretical concepts, and how this may and/or may not 

impact current population beliefs.   

 

3. Have students choose one perspective that they feel the most affinity with, or that best 

reflects their own viewpoint.   Have them begin writing a brief explanation of why 

they agree with that perspective or theorist, backing up their ideas from examples 

from the text.  Have them finish the essay for homework. 

 

Assessment: 

• Observations of students’ reporting on group exercise 

• Accuracy of chart matching up population thinkers with their theories (pair exercise) 

• Final essay 

 

Extensions: 

1. Population Policies (pp. 35-37):  Photocopy Unit 1:4 Population Policies and China’s One 

Child Policy (More to Explore Box).  Have students read these materials and reflect on 

what they already know about population theories and the key population thinkers.  

Organize an open discussion about population policies and the different implications 

on people’s lives.  Review the meanings of the terms eugenics, and “hard” and “soft” 

population control.  Form groups of 4 to 6 students, and have each group design a 

population policy for a different country (e.g., United States, China, India, Peru).  

Have each group report their policy, and allow time for the other students to ask them 

questions.  After each group has reported, open it up to a class discussion. 

 

2. The View of Reverend Malthus (p. 49):  Have students draft a letter to Rev. Malthus in 

which they tell him about the developments in science and technology since the late 

18th century.  Make sure that students discuss how these developments have impacted 

his ideas about the relationship between food production and population growth.  See 

section 2 in Population in Perspective. 

 

3. Panel Discussion (p. 50):  Have the students organize a mock panel discussion with 

one of the population experts (of their choosing).  Divide the group into groups of four 

and assign them different roles:  (1) one student will be in agreement with the 

viewpoint of the population expert; (2) one student will have a radically different 

point of view; (3) one student will act as the facilitator of the panel; and (4) one student 

will act as Mr./Ms. Population Expert.  Ask students (1) and (2) to develop 3 – 5 

questions to ask the population expert.  Student (3) should consult with students (1) 
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and (2) so that s/he is clear on the questions to be asked.  The facilitator should make 

every effort to move the question and answer discussion forward.  Help students who 

are assigned to act as the population expert clarify their position, providing additional 

information if necessary.  (Refer to teaching ideas on p. 50 for more details.) 

 

Links to other Population in Perspective Material: 

� Does Population Growth Cause Hunger?  (pp 62 –64). 

� Why all the Disagreement?  What Do Different People Say a bout the Relationship 

between Population and the Environment?  Who’s to Blame?  (pp 115 – 116). 

� Bringing it Home:  Poverty Issues in the US (pp 217 – 223). 

 

Websites for further information: 

• United Nations Population Division.  www.un.org/esa/populaiton 

The UN Population division monitors and appraises a broad range of areas in the field of 

population in part by providing support to intergovernmental bodies, facilitating access to 

information about population trends and distributing population information electronically. 

 

• Population Reference Bureau.  www.prb.org 

The Bureau is an information source concerning the population dimensions of social, 

economic, and political issues.  The Bureau seeks to provide timely and objective information 

on US and international population trends and their implications. 

 

• Popline.  http://db.jhuccp.org/popinform/basic.html 

Popline is the world’s largest bibliographic database of family planning and related health 

and development issues. 

 


