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On the first day of class, professors of development economics are always thrilled to see returning
Peace Corps volunteers and students from the developing world in their classrooms. These students
not only are able to share interesting insights with the rest of the class, but they are more motivated to
learn and understand economic theories related to development. However, most of the students in
class do not have international experience and seem unable to relate to many of the concepts taught in
class. Service learning is a teaching pedagogy that gives students real world experience, providing
much needed context to all students.

Numerous studies highlight the benefits of incorporating a community service experience into a
traditional classroom setting through service learning. From the student perspective, these
advantages include higher course satisfaction, higher academic performance, enhanced critical
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A B S T R A C T

Service learning has been proven to increase learning outcomes and

can provide an effective teaching pedagogy for applied develop-

ment economics classes. This paper discusses three different types

of service learning used in an Economics of Poverty course including

volunteerism, class field trips, and field experiments. Pre and post-

course evaluations of service learning show strong student

enthusiasm and positive learning outcomes. The paper provides

a set of practical guidelines that help to enhance the service learning

experience. By taking into account planning, logistics, communica-

tion, and follow-through, the instructor can help mitigate many of

the problems that can arise with service learning.
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thinking skills, more time spent on theoretical course content, and better engagement, motivation and
attendance (Evangelopoulos et al., 2003; Eyler and Giles, 1999; Billig, 2000). Despite these benefits,
service learning is rarely utilized in economics classes. Drawing from over a decade of experience
utilizing service learning in an Economics of Poverty class in the Appalachian foothills, this paper
provides a practical guide for incorporating service learning into a class designed to teach concepts
related to poverty and development economics. The paper discusses various types of projects and
guidelines for effective service learning with an application to development economics.

1. Service learning pedagogy in economics

Service learning is a curricular-based teaching pedagogy that incorporates experiential learning
through community service and traditional classroom lectures and activities. The Kolb (1981) learning
cycle divides the learning process into four distinct stages: (1) a concrete experience, (2) reflection and
observation, (3) abstraction and generalization, and (4) application and testing of implications in
different contexts. McGoldrick (1998) argues that most traditional classroom training in economics
focuses on stages three (lecture) and four (exams and assignments) of the Kolb learning cycle. In
contrast, experiential learning encompasses the first two parts of the Kolb learning cycle. Recent
research suggests that learning is enhanced not only by ‘‘learning by doing,’’ but that learning
performance is enhanced even more when combined with ‘‘learning by thinking’’ (Di Stefano et al.,
2014). Not all experiential learning is service learning. For instance, a class on poverty may incorporate
certain types of experiential learning through poverty simulations or classroom experiments. Service
learning, on the other hand, usually involves a community partner and incorporates an element of
volunteerism to serve the greater good. As Fig. 1 illustrates, service learning combines experiential
learning and traditional classroom activities to provide a complete learning experience that can be
superior to traditional lectures in economics (McGoldrick, 1998; Elliott, 2009).

Within the field of economics, development economics is particularly well suited for service
learning. Elliott (2009) contends that service learning works best in applied policy oriented
disciplines. Development economics analyzes appropriate roles for governments and institutions in
addressing poverty and economic growth. Microeconomic models focus in on micro-level, human-
centered incentive issues for individuals, institutions, and governments. These issues are highlighted
in a tangible and clear manner when students have the opportunity to work with institutions engaged
in poverty alleviation efforts. A reflection component of the service allows students to develop their
critical thinking skills by considering the limits and contributions of economic theories and models
that seek to explain the complexities of poverty and economic development. Research has shown that
in addition to the service hours, service learning increases the amount of time that students spend
learning the concepts taught in lecture.
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Fig. 1. Service learning as the sum of the Kolb learning cycle.
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