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Economics 501: Development Economics I 
Fall 2014 

 
Professor: Quamrul H. Ashraf 
Office: Schapiro Hall, Room 312 
Office Hours: Wednesdays, 02:15PM–03:45PM, and by appointment 
Email: Quamrul.H.Ashraf@williams.edu 
Phone: 597-3051 
 
Class Times: Tuesdays and Thursdays, 09:55AM–11:10AM 
Classroom: CDE Classroom 
 
Class TA: Phonkrit Tanavisarut 
Class TA Email: Phonkrit.Tanavisarut@williams.edu 
 
CDE Tutors: Mohsina Atiq and Sultan Toure 
CDE Tutor Emails: Syedah.Mohsina.Atiq@williams.edu and Sultan.Abdoul.Karim.Toure@williams.edu 
 
 

Course Description 
 
This course is intended to serve as an introduction to some of the major ideas and theories of macroeconomic 
development and growth. In particular, our course will focus on the aggregate aspects of economic growth 
and the process of development – i.e., how countries and economies succeed in increasing the availability of 
goods and services over time, and how this expansion in the availability of goods and services can ultimately 
increase the well-being of their national populations. 
 
We will begin the course by exploring and challenging the fundamental concept of development. What is 
economic development? Is it possible? Has it happened in the past? Can it happen again? How is development 
related to economic growth? Is either one possible without the other? What are the major patterns of 
economic growth and development that we observe in the data? Do these patterns point to a single process of 
growth across all countries, with differences across countries being explained by country-specific factors, or 
is the process of development itself different from one country to another? To address these and other similar 
questions, we will examine and draw preliminary inferences from a wide range of historical data as well as 
information from contemporary national economies. 
 
We will then spend the rest of the semester conducting a lengthy examination of some of the main theories of 
economic growth. Motivated by a number of stylized facts from cross-country data, we will start by posing a 
series of questions about growth and development. Why are some countries so rich and others so poor? Why 
have some countries grown at high rates over extended periods of time, while others have achieved little or 
no growth? Do all economies face comparable challenges to achieving sustained economic growth? Will poor 
countries ever catch up to rich countries or are they doomed to stagnate in a poverty trap? 
 
To answer these “big” questions, we will need to explore the underlying mechanisms of growth. We will first 
examine the proximate determinants of growth. Specifically, what role is played by national saving and 
investment; i.e., by the accumulation of physical capital? What is the influence of population growth? How 
important are investments in human capital (i.e., education and health improvements)? How important are 
technology differences across countries? We will then discuss what economists consider to be the ultimate 
determinants of growth. In particular, how much significance should we ascribe to differences across 
countries in geography? How much should we ascribe to differences in the quality of institutions? For each of 
these questions, we will explore different theoretical and empirical strategies developed by economists to 
answer the question, ranging from formal models to historical and anecdotal evidence to cross-country 
growth and development regressions. We will evaluate the usefulness of the different approaches to each 
question for informing development-promoting and poverty-alleviation policies, and we will also discuss 
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some of the reasons why so many fundamental questions about economic growth and development continue 
to remain difficult to answer. 
 
Finally, it is crucial to remember throughout the semester that the goal of this course is not to arrive at a set 
of ready-made country-specific policy solutions that will unambiguously deliver economic growth and/or 
alleviate poverty. Rather, I hope that you will leave the course with a deeper comprehension of the general 
forces that have been shaping macroeconomic development and a stronger grasp of the role – and, perhaps 
more importantly, the limits – of growth- and development-promoting policies. 
 

Course Materials 
 
There is one required textbook for this class – Economic Growth, by David N. Weil (3rd edition, Pearson 
Addison–Wesley, 2013). Copies of the textbook should now be available from Water St. Books (the Williams 
College bookstore). Please be aware that although the 1st, 2nd, and international editions of the textbook are 
acceptable, there are some significant differences between editions in the numbering of chapters, pages, and 
problems. If you will be using an edition other than the 3rd, it will be your responsibility to ensure that you are 
reading the correct material and answering the right questions from the textbook. 
 
Supplementary readings will be distributed to the class in the form of course reading packets. These readings 
will also be available in electronic format on our class web site in Glow (http://glow.williams.edu/). Printed 
course reading packets will also become available by the 2nd week of classes – until then you may access the 
additional readings from our class website on Glow. Some (but not all) of these readings will be drawn from 
the following sources: 
 
 The World Bank, World Development Report 2006: Equity and Development 
 The World Bank, World Development Report 2005: A Better Investment Climate for Everyone 
 William Easterly, The Elusive Quest for Growth: An Economist’s Adventures and Misadventures in the 

Tropics, MIT Press, 2001 
 Paul Collier, The Bottom Billion: Why the Poorest Countries Are Failing and What Can Be Done About It , 

Oxford University Press, 2007. 
 
I will assume that you will have read the required selections from the textbook and the assigned articles from 
the course reading packet before attending each lecture in order to prepare yourself for class discussions. In 
the majority of cases, however, you will not be required to read the entirety of an article from the course 
reading packet. I will periodically review the upcoming supplementary reading assignments and point out 
areas to emphasize or skip. Please also be aware that I may modify the course schedule and the content of the 
supplementary readings as the semester progresses, depending on the emerging interests of the class. Unless 
otherwise noted, all textbook and supplementary readings, especially those emphasized during lectures and 
class discussions, will represent testable material. 
 

Course Requirements 
 
Exams 
There will be one midterm and a final examination in this class. Both will be closed-book exams, and they will 
together account for 50% of your final semester grade. The midterm will be scheduled for Tuesday, October 
28th, and the final will be held on Wednesday, December 10th. The exact timeslots for these exams are subject 
to change, but I will let you know of any changes well in advance. I also reserve the right to conduct 
occasional in-class quizzes in order to check whether you have understood the major points from the 
textbook and supplementary readings. 
 
Graded Problem Sets 
There will be approximately 4-5 sizeable problem sets in this course. The actual due dates for these problem 
sets will be announced as the semester progresses, although I have put down some approximate due dates in 
the tentative course outline below to aid with planning ahead. Working on the problem sets in groups is 
certainly encouraged. If you work out an answer as part of a study group, however, please make sure you 

http://glow.williams.edu/


 

3 
 

understand exactly how to arrive at the answer. Specifically, you must write up the answer to the problem on 
your own, in your own words, and you must each turn in your own individual problem set. Turning in a 
problem set answer that is identical to one of your classmate’s is considered a violation of the academic honor 
code. Late turn-ins of the problem sets will not be accepted, unless you have explicitly obtained an extension 
from me in advance. I will, however, be inclined to drop the lowest problem set grade from your final grade 
calculation. 
 
Attendance and Class Participation 
You will be judged on class participation over the semester. A pattern of repeated absences will therefore be 
reflected in your grade. It is inherently difficult to spell out the criteria by which constructive participation is 
assessed, but generally speaking, the participation portion of your grade will be based on your overall 
contribution to the class, which includes asking relevant questions during lectures, being involved in class 
discussions, and general engagement with the class. Your engagement will not be judged by how frequently 
you speak up, nor by how loudly you do so, or how “brilliant” your comments appear to be. Rather, successful 
engagement in the classroom will reflect your ability to contribute thoughtfully, sensitively, and respectfully 
to an intellectual debate. 
 
Practice Problem Sets and Sample Exams 
In order to help you prepare for the midterm and final exams, and to ensure that you are abreast of the course 
material as the semester progresses, I may periodically assign some practice problem sets, with questions 
directly from the textbook. I will also post sample exam questions on our class website on Glow in the weeks 
immediately preceding a scheduled exam week. The sample exam questions will not be the same as those that 
will appear on the actual exams, but they will give you the opportunity to become comfortable with applying 
concepts at a similar level of difficulty as the actual exams. These practice assignments will not be graded and 
you will not be required to turn them in. Although you may treat these assignments as optional, I highly 
recommend that you work on these either on your own, with your study group, or with your CDE tutors to 
ensure your success in the course. 
 
TA Sessions 
In order to complement your work on graded assignments for this course, our TA and I will try to organize a 
few TA sessions over the course of the semester, each to be held prior to the due date of a problem set or a 
scheduled exam. The point of these TA sessions will be to complement your own work rather than substitute 
for it, so please do not come to these sessions expecting that your TA will simply give away the answers to the 
questions on a problem set. Instead, you should come prepared to these sessions having already attempted 
the assignment on your own or with your study group. This will enable your TA to guide you appropriately 
with tackling questions or relevant concepts that you may be struggling with. Your attendance at these TA 
sessions will not be mandatory. 
 
Grading 
Your final grade for this class will be determined as follows: 
 

Graded Problem Sets 40% 

Class Participation 10% 

Midterm 20% 

Final Examination 30% 
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Course Outline (Tentative) 
 
Class 1: Thursday, September 4th 
Introduction: What are the facts that we seek to understand? 
Optional Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 1: “The Facts to be Explained.” 
 
Class 2: Tuesday, September 9th 
Concepts and Measurement I: What is development? How do we measure it? Is it the “right” measure? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 1 Appendix: “Measuring and Comparing GDP Using Purchasing Power Parity.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 Richard Easterlin (1995): “Will Raising the Incomes of All Increase the Happiness of All?” Journal of 

Economic Behavior and Organization, 27(1), pp. 35 – 47. 
 Richard Layard (2003): “Lecture II – Income and Happiness: Rethinking Economic Policy” from 

“Happiness: Has Social Science a Clue?” The Lionel Robbins Memorial Lectures 2002/3. 
 
Class 3: Thursday, September 11th 
Concepts and Measurement II: What is the relationship between development and inequality? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 13: “Income Inequality,” pp. 363 – 372 in 3rd ed.; pp. 370 – 380 in 2nd ed. 
Supplementary Reading: 
 The World Bank, World Development Report 2006, “Overview.” 
 The World Bank, World Development Report 2006, Ch. 1: “Introduction.” 
 Rodney Ramcharan (2010): “Inequality is Untenable,” Finance and Development, 47(3), pp. 24–25. 
 
Class 4: Tuesday, September 16th 
Facts about Income and Growth I: Do the rich always get richer, while the poor get poorer? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 1: “The Facts to be Explained.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 Richard Easterlin (2000): “The Worldwide Standard of Living since 1800,” Journal of Economic 

Perspectives, 14(1), pp. 7 – 26. 
 
Class 5: Thursday, September 18th 
*** Problem Set 1 due at the beginning of class. 
Facts about Income and Growth II: Is development possible for today’s poorer countries? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 2: “A Framework for Analysis.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 The World Bank, World Development Report 2006, Ch. 3: “Equity from a Global Perspective.” 
 
Class 6: Tuesday, September 23rd 
The Wealth of Nations: How do we model growth in aggregate economic activity? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 3: “Physical Capital.” 
 
Class 7: Thursday, September 25th 
The Wealth of Nations: How important is investment for growth? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 3: “Physical Capital.” (continued) 
Supplementary Reading: 
 The World Bank, World Development Report 2005, Ch. 1: “The Investment Climate, Growth, and Poverty.” 
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Class 8: Tuesday, September 30th 
The Wealth of Nations: What does the model tell us about differences in income and growth? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 3: “Physical Capital.” (continued) 
 Weil, Ch. 3 Appendix: “Further Exploration of the Cobb-Douglas Production Function and the Speed of 

Convergence in the Solow Model.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 William Easterly, The Elusive Quest for Growth, MIT Press, 2001, Ch. 2: “Aid for Investment.” 
 Lant Pritchett (1996): “Forget Convergence: Divergence Past, Present, and Future,” Finance and 

Development, 33(2), pp. 40–43. 
 
Class 9: Thursday, October 2nd 
*** Problem Set 2 due at the beginning of class. 
The Wealth of Nations: How important is population for growth? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 4: “Population and Economic Growth.” 
 
Class 10: Tuesday, October 7th 
The Wealth of Nations: Can population growth rates change? How does it affect economic growth? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 5: “Future Population Trends.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 Ronald Lee (2003): “The Demographic Transition: Three Centuries of Fundamental Change,” Journal of 

Economic Perspectives, 17(4). pp. 167 – 190. 
 Ronald Lee and Andrew Mason (2006): “What is the Demographic Dividend?” Finance and Development, 

43(3), pp. 16–17. 
 
Class 11: Thursday, October 9th 
The Wealth of Nations: How important is human capital for growth? – A theoretical view 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 6: “Human Capital.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 The World Bank, World Development Report 2006, Ch. 7: “Human Capacities.” 
 

October 13th – 14th: Fall Reading Period (No Classes) 
 
Class 12: Thursday, October 16th 
The Wealth of Nations: How important is human capital for growth? – An empirical view 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 6: “Human Capital.” (continued) 
Supplementary Reading: 
 William Easterly, The Elusive Quest for Growth, MIT Press, 2001, Ch. 4: “Educated for What?” 
 David E. Bloom, David Canning, and Dean T. Jamison (2004): “Health, Wealth, and Welfare,” Finance and 

Development, 41(1), pp. 10–15. 
 

October 17th – 18th: CDE Conference on Historical Persistence in Comparative Development 
 
Class 13: Tuesday, October 21st 
The Wealth of Nations: How important are productivity (as opposed to factor) differences? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 7: “Measuring Productivity.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 William Easterly, The Elusive Quest for Growth, MIT Press, 2001, Ch. 3: “Solow’s Surprise: Investment is 

Not the Key to Growth.” 
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Class 14: Thursday, October 23rd 
*** Problem Set 3 due at the beginning of class. 
The Wealth of Nations: What is the relative importance of productivity vs. factors for growth rates? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 7: “Measuring Productivity.” (continued) 
Supplementary Reading: 
 J. Bradford DeLong, Notes on “Growth Accounting.” 
 Barry Bosworth and Susan M. Collins (2008): “Accounting for Growth: Comparing China and India,” 

Journal of Economic Perspectives, 22(1), pp. 45 – 66. 
 
Class 15: Tuesday, October 28th 
*** In-class midterm exam. More details TBA. 
 
Class 16: Thursday, October 30th 
The Wealth of Nations: What is the relative importance of productivity vs. factors for income levels? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 7: “Measuring Productivity.” (continued) 
Supplementary Reading: 
 Chang-Tai Hsieh and Peter J. Klenow (2010): “Development Accounting,” American Economic Journal: 

Macroeconomics, 2(1), pp. 207 – 223. 
 
Class 17: Tuesday, November 4th 
The Wealth of Nations: What is the role of technological progress in growth? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 8: “The Role of Technology in Growth.” 
 Weil, Ch. 8 Appendix: “Incorporating Technological Progress into the Solow Model.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 William Easterly, The Elusive Quest for Growth, MIT Press, 2001, Ch. 9: “Creative Destruction: The Power 

of Technology.” 
 
Class 18: Thursday, November 6th 
The Wealth of Nations: What is the role of technology diffusion in growth? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 8: “The Role of Technology in Growth.” (continued) 
 
Class 19: Tuesday, November 11th 
The Wealth of Nations: Can we distinguish productivity from efficiency? What is the role of efficiency? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 10: “Efficiency.” 
 
Class 20: Thursday, November 13th 
*** Problem Set 4 due at the beginning class. 
The Wealth of Nations: How important are institutions for growth? – Part I 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 12: “Government.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 William Easterly, The Elusive Quest for Growth, MIT Press, 2001, Ch. 11: “Governments Can Kill Growth,” 

and Ch. 12: “Corruption and Growth.” 
 
Class 21: Tuesday, November 18th 
The Wealth of Nations: How important are institutions for growth? – Part II 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 12: “Government.” (continued) 
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Supplementary Reading: 
 Daron Acemoglu (2003): “Root Causes: A Historical Approach to Assessing the Role of Institutions in 

Economic Development,” 40(2), Finance and Development, pp. 27–30. 
 Dani Rodrik and Arvind Subramanian (2003): “The Primacy of Institutions,” Finance and Development, 

40(2), pp. 31–34. 
 Paul Collier, The Bottom Billion, Oxford University Press, 2007, Ch. 2: “The Conflict Trap.” 
 
Class 22: Thursday, November 20th 
The Wealth of Nations: Is inequality harmful or beneficial for growth? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 13: “Income Inequality,” pp. 373 – 396 in 3rd ed.; pp. 380 – 404 in 2nd ed. 
Optional Reading: 
 The World Bank, World Development Report 2006, Ch. 5: “Inequality and Investment.” 
 Klaus Deininger and Lyn Squire (1997): “Economic Growth and Income Inequality: Reexamining the 

Links,” Finance and Development, 34(1), pp. 38–41. 
 
Class 23: Tuesday, November 25th 
*** Problem Set 5 due at the beginning of class. 
The Wealth of Nations: How important is geography for growth? – Part I 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 15: “Geography, Climate, and Natural Resources.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 Ricardo Hausmann (2001): “Prisoners of Geography,” Foreign Policy, 122, pp. 44–53. 
 Jeffrey D. Sachs (2003): “Institutions Matter, but Not for Everything,” Finance and Development, 40(2), pp. 

38–41. 
 

November 26th – 30th: Thanksgiving Recess (No Classes) 
 
Class 24: Tuesday, December 2nd 
The Wealth of Nations: How important is geography for growth? – Part II 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 15: “Geography, Climate, and Natural Resources.” (continued) 
 Weil, Ch. 16: “Resources and the Environment at the Global Level,” pp. 386 – 496 in 3rd ed.; pp. 495 – 504 

in 2nd ed. 
Supplementary Reading: 
 Paul Collier, The Bottom Billion, Oxford University Press, 2007, Ch. 3: “The Natural Resource Trap,” and 

Ch. 4: “Landlocked with Bad Neighbors.” 
 
Class 25: Thursday, December 4th 
The Wealth of Nations: Is globalization good for development? 
Textbook Reading: 
 Weil, Ch. 11: “Growth in the Open Economy.” 
Supplementary Reading: 
 Paul Collier, The Bottom Billion, Oxford University Press, 2007, Ch. 10: “Trade Policy for Reversing 

Marginalization.” 
 
The final exam will be tentatively held on Wednesday, December 10th, 09:30AM–12:00PM. 


