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Human Development 403, Families in Poverty, is a WSU 
Global Campus course that includes a service-learning 
component. Service-learning connects students to real-
world experiences through partnerships with community 
organizations addressing poverty-related challenges. The 
service-learning component is coordinated through the 
Center for Civic Engagement (CCE), which supports 
community partnerships, assists students in identifying 
volunteer opportunities within their local communities, and 
provides materials for critical reflection throughout the 
learning process. Service-learning has been identified as an 
effective approach for promoting learning, retention, and 
student connection to course content, even in virtual 
learning environments (Bowe et al., 2023; Brunson-Pitt, 
2021; Sweet et al., 2023). Research also suggests that 
community-engaged learning strengthens students’ sense 
of belonging and academic persistence, particularly in 
nontraditional learning settings (Ho et al., 2025; York & 
Fernandez, 2018).

CREATIVE ACTIVITY AND 
PURPOSE 
In Global HD 403, Families in Poverty, students engage in 
service-learning by designing and producing creative 
deliverables—such as infographics, community resource 
guides, outreach materials, and program support tools—
based on what they observed and learned through their 
volunteering experience and from the input of community 
partners on their needs and goals. These projects give 
students the opportunity to apply course concepts on family 
systems, structural inequality, and community support 
networks while providing practical resources to community 
organizations and enhancing applied learning in human 
development. These student-created resources form the 
creative component of the course by linking theory, 
practice, and applied problem-solving. Service-learning has 
been shown to enhance student engagement, retention, 
and civic development by promoting experiential learning 
and the active application of knowledge (Astin & Sax, 1998; 
Brunson-Pitt, 2021; Kuh, 2008).

OUTCOMES
Through the thoughtful inclusion of service-learning, students 
develop professional skills, confidence, communication, 
critical thinking, and gain a deeper understanding of poverty 
and family systems. Community partners benefit from 
practical resources, expanded outreach, and stronger 
connections with the university. Including service-learning in 
online courses is important because it fosters a sense of 
connection to peers and the local community, enhancing 
engagement and belonging. The discipline gains evidence 
that creative service-learning projects can effectively link 
theory and practice, even in online learning environments.

METHODS
Students engage in 10 hours of volunteer projects of their 
choice in their local communities and online that addresses 
issues such as food insecurity, housing instability, and access 
to essential resources. As a final reflection assignment, 
students develop an infographic linking course concepts and 
what they learned through their volunteering to promote the 
organization's goals, services, or community impact. 

Students explore how course concepts relate to systemic 
issues they witnessed through their volunteering that affect 
families experiencing poverty. This process helps them 
critically connect their experiences with what they are learning 
in class. Throughout the learning process, the Center for Civic 
Engagement provides ongoing logistical, instructional, and 
partnership support to students, faculty, and community 
partners so that all groups feel connected and successful.

PROBLEMS ADDRESSED
Online courses often limit opportunities for students to apply 
theory to real-world contexts. Without thoughtful service-
learning and reflection, students may struggle to understand 
societal challenges, clarify their values, develop professional and 
soft skills, and gain confidence to take meaningful action after 
graduation. Service-learning addresses these gaps by letting 
students apply academic knowledge in real-world settings, 
enhancing learning, engagement, and retention (Brunson-Pitt, 
2021; Celio et al., 2011).
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