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* ©  A'Survey of Alternative Approaches to Introductory Economics
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Much has been $aid in recent years concerning the introductory’ economics

course. Charges_ranging from dull and highly abstract all the way to indeci-.
. N

ferable have been leveled directly at the course bY students as well as members

of the profession. Economists Have individually and colléctively deJQbed,subf

~ 4

stantial time'and effort in search of relevant and interesting approaches to teach-

.
’ ° . 1)

ing the p}inciﬁles of‘economics. As early as 1955, Rendigs Fels‘wae voicing3

~
-

1
concern over relevance andaapproach -in 1969, the well known Haley Report was

-:commussuoned with the followung conclusuon . . _ :-

< - .

§

"It is evident that a-considerable amSunt of'experimentation with
different types of introductory courses and' different teaching
technlques is going on. To some extent this experlmentatlon may.

A srmply reflect a.desire to make an already .good product’ even bet-

- ter. -But cegﬁblnly to some_extent it is based on the convuctlon
that the présent-day introductory codrse is by no means satisfac-
tory with respect to either content or method of presentation.

. 1

.

- > v

One good reason for expersmentatnon'W|th the content: of the in- BRI

troductory course is the conviction, on the part of many of those” %
concerned with the course, that it often undertakes to “cover too ) :
much territory, to serve too many dnfferent purposes for different

groups of students, arid “tends to be too technical and excessnvely - |

involved with theoretical reflnements.”2 .

James Koscielniak's recent survey indicates a substantial degnee of homo-
. ‘ . > '
geneity among teaching economists in regard to content of.the introducton§ course}

R

Supply and.bemipg, Product Markets {i.e. pure,competition, monopoly, oligopoly

etc.), National lncome Accounts, Monetary. and Fiscal Policy, Factor Markets, Con-

’
b

sumer Choice and International Trade appear to be included in’a predominance of
. : . T . :

p?inciples courses. Community college instructors exhibited tendencies to add

units on history of economic-thought, current economic prcblems and comparativVe
. - = N . N

. '3 * J R . > . . ‘.~
ecoriomic systems, more often than their four=year institution counterparts,

s »
- .
- o

Fels, Rendigs, "'0On Teaching Elementary Economlcs" (American Economic Review.
December, 1955."pp. 4i9-930.) -, . '

2Haley, Bernard F., Experiments in the. Teachingﬁof Basic Economics (Joint Council
on Economic Educatiop. 1212 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York. 10036 )

3Kosc|eln|ak James, The Nature of Introductorx;Economlcs Courses (A.A.C.J. Q

A

unarterly, Fall 1975. pp. 52-82, ) . .
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‘¢lear that the. materlals used in the pruncnples course must also change. .

-

- v . - .

Surpr:sungly, two-year communi ty college faculty deviate more often from the
,

. standard Iecture d|scu55|on format than" their four-year counterparts.

d - . ' ,
KoSC|eln|ak states: o C
‘"Ninety~-five percent of the instructors surveyed use lecture,

" lecture-discussion or lecture-discussion modes reinforced with -
programmed materials, audiovisual aids or both in presenting
introductory economics courses. Four- -year colleges and univer~
sities tended to use traditional lecture of iecture-duscu55|on
modes more often than two-year community col beges.

vEconomuc structure, theory, and problems are attacked from the .
. approach of, macroeconomics and mucroeconomlcs by ninety-four ~ )
- ‘percent of the imMstructors responding to the survey. The re-
oo maining six ‘percent approached economi¢s throl %h a perspective
' of history, current problems, and a mixture of ielated pRin=

e ciples without clear reference to macro or mlcroeconomlcs.“ -

~ v
kY

. i suggest that at least a portion of the respons|ibility for the homogeneity

-

- ., \
of approach to introductory economics stems from the content of available text-

[ . - - N " o~
. .

books. -Koscielniak's sample indicates that Samuelson, Mcconnell, Spencer, Miller

and Heilbrohner were predominate texts in his area. fWhile most would hold these

-

b L]

‘texts in high esteem, the fact'remains that they do rot deviate significantly

from one another in content or approach. If the market is to changé, then it is *

.

Because of the Haley Report the Joint Councll, in’conjuncti9n1with the

3

.‘\‘

Commi ttee on Economic Education of the American Economic Association, began ex-

‘perimental programs at eight institutions. These experiments were‘designed to
heip both two“and four-ygar college faculty to do what they had not in‘the past
had the time or resources to do. The primary objective was not to design 'the’
introductory course, but to piace in the hands of the profession, resource'mate-

rials of benefit to already overburdened college pn;fESsors which they could
: ] . RN . ]

adapt to their own needs and situations. It was also hoped that the project
would demonstrate by ﬁax of example how colleges an? universities might undér-

-

take and evaluateé their own effortﬁ C

4 Op Cit., KoscueLplak James '\: ) ) 1.
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I't was felt that,fhe prbgram,would be\successful if.several prototype
» . .o ‘ .
1 ) L - -

courses were developed and used, if commercial publishers showed interest in the
. . e 7 1 N

* —

- » ~
-

if there were evidence that interest amongithe profession was stimulated
L) . . 3 -

73
- .courses,

and if the successful experiments could-bg replicéged at other| colleges and uni~-
D -versitiés. e, . S

. SELECTION OF scHooLs &, S ‘.

R A%

~ N ’ s . T ¢
«I'n any experimeiital program it is unlikely that all attempts will succeed.
. " [ -

‘Realizihg this, in its initial stages the J.C.E.E. project involved a substantial

[N

number of ‘institutions all attempting tq"debelop new alternative épprgaghes,g.The
. ? K , . . 3 . .

Council selected more schooss+than it could sustain over the life of therprojebf

in the belief that after a review procedure only those most promising would-be .
’ . . . - .
retained. With the expected attrition Complete, six‘ins;itutions‘produced pro-

1
T - ey - e

' - ; oo e, 3
ducts worthy of recognition and support.-«

»

Development of these courses was broken down into six_separate and distinct

Phases. Phase one and two involved the development of preliminary cdyrse out-

*
" ———— e ane

lines and.class testing. This was complieted by the six fns;itutibps on or before

January 1, 1972. Phase three involved indepth evaluation of student achievement.

This effort utilized fonns of the Tast of Understanding;infCollgge Economics and

©

-was completed by all participants on or before June 30, I9f3.

3 / . .
With the input generated from preliﬁinary class,testi%g and the evaluation

¢

« 4 . v,
procedures, preliminary course syllabi were constructed. in phase four. These

|

units received further classroom scrutiny and were also presented at various

Y i [N M

professional meetings. The Florida State Course was discussed at the annual
'y meeting of the Southern Eccnomic Associdtion in'November of 1973. The courses

. prepared by Colorado, Indianay Oklahoma State and Vanderbilt were presented at ° . {
the American Economic Association meeting in December 1973. Arising from this -

sprocedure was a noticeable increase in commitment by the profession to improve ‘

RN . Lo N

the introductory course.

.
¢

) * #*°Florida,State University, Iﬁhiana University, bklahomé State Univérsity, L \
: [ERJf:‘ University of Colorado, Vanderbilt University, and University of WEscbnsinT

5 .
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. of économic thought as a baSe on wnlch to;gu})d an ynderstandlng of economi¢ con- |,

2 o . ' . N .
o \ . >

Phase five |nvolved revnsxon of the course syllabi and was completed&by

A -~

participants by December 3L, 1973. The f|nal phase of *he prd&éct was, the evalua- -t

tJonmof_reVLsed syllabi and%preparatnon of completed drafts.’ By the fall of 1974,
v

these goals were accompllshed 3 RN ) .
| : . ’
Review of |ndJVldual cdurse-content an approach: )

. -

1. FLORIDA STATE Th\\Florrda State course uses economlc hlstory and hlstory

v,

. v
- PR

. cepts and principles. The program |ncorporates several sxgnlflcant features in

.
0

approaching ‘the principles of economics course. Most notable of these was the

,fact that a completély organized and structured course outline was distgibuted to
R h

sfudents upon enterung the class. This outline offered day by-day and‘toplc-by-

topic direction to the student in regard to the course"
‘ <

'é second\feature was the use of the “Council on Economic Policy." .A major.,
prob lém arising in the principles of economics course is gétting students to be

able to relate concepts and principles to realistic situations. Thus, the puf-~
' ) . f / . -
pose of the CER is to provide each student with_ an awareness of how for-“example, .

macroecopomic concepts relate to the véry real problems faced by economic policy-
makers. The students receive a '"Memorandum'' containing instruction on what mate-
rials to read tqllearn about €conomic issues. This is accompanieti by\a course

outl|ne (mentnon d above) with a set of readings’and an employment form appointing

o - @

the student to the CEP The latter req[ests information on the student's past,
. . . Lt
work history and Ws used by the instruclor to generate discussion in the lecture

- -
<L

sectiona‘

{ -

1

The CEP provudeswa theng used to” t e the course together. The reality l%

PR
brought home when the students are glve? a memo from a rather perplexed “presu-

dent'* who lacking an economics backgrouﬁdﬁ urdently requ§sts'lnformation on the
- 3 . . ‘ s ' * -
meaning of the GNP measure. It is reinforced by a memo from the chief coordinator

Dd -

requesting information on why the growth rate of the U.S. has been slower than
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W ‘ ~

K . R
g 75 . P . ’
" ‘that of sonie other countries. Subseqdbnt in-class memos deal Wi th humorous L

.
“

storles or problems which puzzle the "presudent” and .his staff and the cbass |s’

-

invited.to draft -a reply to each question. At the “end of the course each student

. o ., P W~
h

A recelves a ”Certlflcabe of? Appreclatlon” for contrlbutung to nattonal pollcy. .
"o ContentJWeughted Core Examinatiions: A fundamental pruncnple of the examuna-'

FIEY -

t|on program |s that the questions on each exam are chosen to rqflect the weéight
F i

- N . - > Q

. given to the material actually coVered ih the course. The questions contalned on

. each exam are chosen to reflect these weights directly in the construction of the

»

" &xam, Thusy the students can be tested to determiné how weld théy grasped the
'knowledée which the instructor conveyed duriﬁg the course.of'the°quarter. :

> - N o

. Student evaluations requested at the\end'of the course have thus far favored

the new approach. S , ‘ Co ‘

: ' ' ]i. INDIANA UN]VERSITY The |nnovat|ve approach developed at Indnana Unuverq

- ) .- -,

_"sity for-the Joint Coungil stems ftom work done by Dr. Phulllp Saunders. In th|s

'

apptoach, Saunders designed a course based upon four psychologlcal foundatlons of ‘

- -

learning theory.. ﬁotnvatron, prompt accurate feedback relevancy, and retention

*

through active® response were built into the course structure,

: Saunders was primarily concerned~with producing faiting student learning. It - .
- was hoped” that” students five years after they had left the course would be able to
. . -deal with Economic problems and issues in an orderly analytlcal manner. The edu-

\J

cational objectives of the course focused on student behavior rather than subJect_ <
v matter content. There wete four specific objectivesss- -

. . . y
NN} " . . A

1. To develop an awareness~eof, and a continuing interest .in. ' o
1 . . . . - v
‘major economic problems of modern society.

2, To give students a firm grasp of the few basié principles

and analytical tools they must have to think intelligently

o s
about economic problems. Technical. theoretical .detail was

- . sacrificed in order to obtain proficiency in the‘use of the

basic analytical, tool kit. :




e . : - A Y o .o

P . ‘;.’.: L ,‘;. A . "'!gé'_ .“ -

« s - T, v » . ’es, d -t ’ »

¢ H;’ 03.' ‘To help students develop “good: methods ;n thlnklng about N
o . ~# .

A * M

economlc problems. Th|s involves specnflc attentuon to * «

.. . the process of orderly probLem solvnng., \ , ; ,
e . AL - N .

5 L2 To.help students learn’to evaluate and use both qualltattVe S .

~

and quantntg&nve evidence when confllctlng pounts of view e o
T t M N 3 . ' Q *
. . 3 - ’ . \ v e | Z
: ' are encountered. ’ - ‘
‘ . » , . . . Oa
. ¢ The course content, -although traditional in nature, stresses sevéral tools »
.. ., . . » K

of microeconomic analysis and applies them to a full spectrum of problems. If

P . . . L .,

.. ¥ o e e T '
+ -. then moves to-a longer section on macroeconomics, and again, stresses problem-

o~ RS - °© ’ 5
.

-~ solving The course concludes with problems which requnre a comblnatuon of micre”

, “~ > — N
o~y W :

- “ - -

and macroeconomlc analysns. ) ' P :

L] . -
- o

- ‘ The core readlngs are in a standard textbookt; application to'problems'in~

volves a varlety of readnngs which can vaq; accordlng to instructor. preferences,

~ . \

but they will include confllctnng ponnts of vnew and focus on decnsuons., .Lé' ‘
f

.

- oo L, OKLAHOMAMSTATE .The issues-oriented prrnciples course at Oklahoma State

- ' e P

University replaced a trastlonal three hour credit course tn‘economlc prlnclples.

o -~
-

Thus,~|t became‘an integral part of a snx-hour credit p;nnclples program over a

L - 4

. * two-semester period with issues stressed in one semester, - ’ ) L.

At the inception of the issues'coqrse it was agreed that formal economic
analysis’ would not be stressed, Economic’concepts and principles would be.limited
'd ~ N . *
with nothing more difficult than simple supply and demand analysis. . The objectives.

’ . 3 / . & C . .. . ° 3 .
of}the new course W’re‘to create interest in economics and to arouse a desire on
1
' ¢ . . the part ofestudents to pursue it further. C
. . . - [

. A central idea behnnd the déveldb ent of an issues course was the bellef that

students learn ‘more when the subject matter is interesting and relevant and when

what theyxare supposed to learn is repeatetd by means of a'learning process inval-

ving contemporary social issues. Thus, a ''set of issues'' were developed with this

-
.

. idea in mind: namely, a set of concepts and princlples would be used over and

. . f e

“ . - . . 3 . * l? ¢ . - - ) -
L over again in a set of issues until its elements were firmly established in stu-

JERIC - | | S8 T :

- - [ Y
s . LR




. - dent's_minds.’

.
'} - - >

»
Lo A . fn each |ssue certain elementary economic principles .and concepts basic to
- . < -

";:'{*"" ‘the. analysns of t the |ssue are |§troduced, explained and applied. The lssues them-
L, .. L - i R "
‘vselves unllke many sovcalled‘lssue books, are organized so‘as to facilitate-a foe

.systematlc development of pr|nc|ples and concepts" Issues are selected whlch Bre ‘

thought to be 4nterest|ng and st|mulat|ng, and wh|ch lend themselves to learnlng -

K4 . \ .

.economucs. Each |ssue is opproached as follows: (1 the nature of the problem is

P
.

.presented geAerally from the vuewoolnt of the publ|c, (2) thé economlc aspects of

K

S

-

v

-

. “course. ' Cases arg used for &lass discussion, térm‘papers;'gnd quiz questions in

[

!V-

Q

economi ¢ concepts and prlnclples are devel0ped

-

way.

3

-

)

*

. ~with the adapt|on of the case method to economlcs.

-

e .
Ny o < -
¢ - Lo~
. -
~
-

. .
N

" combination with a standard textbook and lectures.

. the problem are intraduced shoWung how. econoszts concelve the pToblém, (3) basic

- - *
(4} basnc economlc tools are ap- |

W2

e - ;

VANDERBILT UNJVERSITY The Vanderbllt experlmental course |s concerned

LY

. as’ used in business schools and law schools consists of requiring students .to

S

-

i

?
.

4 b .

: "The case method can be used in conjunction with an otherwise convéntional

? A

ai; “““““ " plied to- the issue and pollcy\proposals suggested from«the economic’ analysus. o

The essence.oﬁcthe case method

\ v
-think thFough\real-world problems for themselves. In economﬁcs, this would involve

. developing skllls in tthklng through concluS|ons on policy |ssues ina systematlc

.
o

L

Although the ‘case method hasvworked°well as part of a conventional course,.

2 - - . -

° ' . - . A
R it calls for a gredter mastery of ecopomic principles than elementary students

~

~are 'commonly accustomed to. ’ . A
o ; . « .
] £y

The objective of mastering principles -is achieved by'comblning the case method

»

-

with the self-paced personalized system of |nstruct|on (PSI) pioneered bx Fred §.

Keller. In PSI, there aﬁe V|rtua]ly no lectures. Students’ are given an assign- .
v . -~ )

+

ment, study it with the help of a proctor, and take a test when they think they

. o T R oY
are ready. The criterion for passing is mastery .-- seventy percent is not accept- . '
L ~ e , N “/\
. M .. ;
: d able. °Studentq who pass ga on to the next assignment. Those who do not pass, L




: ) g SR LI

v . \ , - i - )‘n
. restudy the assignment and take arother test, G ades\depend on how many_ assugn-

. »e .
.

ments are completed. . o . a . e T
. . N - [S ‘!'

~ .

Although use of-of“PSl G economucs “has been llmuted t«ll‘pow, it has been

.

.

-

K * used extensnvely |n,other fields. " The nearly universal conclusion in the pub-A
4 ' o .
lished Titerature is that most students like PS!. They learn at least as much a§ .
~ - , -
» ° s 8 (.‘r.-'
e in éonventional |nstruct|on., Often they learn sugnlfucantly more. = .. . i .
;*: ! '-‘ ¢ . N . ‘b

\ .
The great advantage'oﬁ PSl lfes in the powerful incentives |t glves_students. '

L

kY

They know exactly what they have té dus toiget an A or'a B or.a C they know they

>

wull not be gradec’ on a curve pst avouds adverse effects on morale from failure,

ln addltuoqg PS| permlts “students to work at.their own pacé. 'Still another ad-

- v

vantage is the amount of personal contact between student and |nstructor. Freed T
. -t ] » - \’ .
", from the need to prepare and guve regular lectures, the |nstructor davotes time .-
‘. to the |nd1v|dual needs, of students. - - e a o

Unlike many systems of personalized tnstruction, the Vanderbllt case study

. '

methods clearly defines student, procedures and eXpectatlons. Each student

provuded detalled)obJecttves for each case along with a study guide and sample

tests. The sample tests clearly dellneate both the ppmposition and organiZatlon

N at an acceptable answer. Objectives point out to'the student just what is expected -
of him in each case and the study guide serves to bridge the gap b&tween problem

and solution. The Vanderbilt case study approach 1s a hlghly organized anJ well-

elaborated system of |nstruct|on,

\
1]

- V. UNIVERSITY OF CObORADO The University of Colprado course uses analysis -

o
.

- . e e .
of social economic indicators to teach an understanding of basic economics, The

$ - P .
i rélationship between the individual and the actions and reactions of his society

is examined nn an effort to explain the need for social measurements, Wi thout .
’\ " - - .'
.mentlon of economlcs;*the student is shown why it is necessary to examlne and mea-

~

sure the behavnor of socuety. To overcome defucnencues and plot courbesrof action

“ o .
a

~— - which benefit the grearest numbeT\pf individuals, thestudent acquaunts h|mself

-

with the macro condept. ) - o




From thls |ntroduct|on, the course proceeds through a w1de variety of
[ -
' exercuses WhICh introduce the stiident to problems of |nformat|on'collect|on and

-

g e et e e W e e e TN IR

!.w ORI
™, -analys;s Modules utllnzlng natuonal income statistics are partncularly usefdl .

IS Analys:s of a concept entltLed ""Gross Capacity Proqurt“ (what GNP would have been _

: ** in the_absence of unemployment) gives students insight |nto soclal_measurements ,
- ;‘ ~: . .. ‘ t s . ~ - :". ' . »
. beyond that of mere goods and services. f . .
[ [ " .
. C e e » o A . \’ ~
.. Tlme serlesJanalyS|s of sociological data is used to compare |mprovements .

-
» . . >

in fam;ly life style, health, educatlon and'culture wnth thelr accompanylng rn- .

A - . .

. , crease in personél, social and economic' costs. From such analysus, |mplncat|ons
- ~ “ . . b

-
.
.

- for futore economic and soclal}growth.arise in the«studehtsl minds, They have'an .

. . - 0

N. . understanding of systems where individual-decisions are often dgpéndent upon the

decisions of sociéty. , . . K ; a "y . ‘
One of the impoctant goals of the coursé is to enable students to simulta-‘

- \ ]

¢t . neously develop a feellng for ¢ socletues as total lnteractlng systems and yet lo-
- . T
J 1]
cate the role played by the|r soclety and themselves ' as [nd|V|dqals‘|n the total

\

V4

. . - . « ¢ ¢ RO

~ - N \ .

‘system, . - ' ", © .

*

- - * « - .

At the same time, students are |ntroduced .to the: macro conCept the simula-

-4 hd .

‘. ticn.gane HSIMSOC! enters ghe coprse. Th|s module involves .the student creatnng
- < -

-a new-saciety from scratch. They are immediately confronted with.resource sca;-,

-t . ) Y . y

’

city, limited communication, natural catastrophles‘and the'effects of these con-

c . . .k Y. . - :
ditions on the social processes. Exploitation, cooperation, competition, trust

‘. and mistrust within the 'simulated socjety clearly point oyt to the student a
) - . * . f . . . . - l
Ve rélationsHip between social structure and behavior.'ua\ !

. . ?

The course is clnmﬁxed by the student. being called upon to generate a, set ¢ -

v

of tentatlve proJeclnons concernung the future pllght of his socuety. et e

¥ 3 N

VI, UNlVERSITY OF WISCONSIN The modular format system utllized at the,ﬂ . A

y . * ’ . . . : . . Ml ) - _‘ 3,

University of Wisconsin breaks the' introductory course'into several components, > \
~ ~

) 'Lnutlally, all |ntroductory ‘students are requlred to attend a basic four-week

. . v \
. '

» = unit on tools of. analysis_in mncroeconomlcs, Qn agreed upon collectlon of analy- <

R N : . U R Pl Ny
ERIC .7 S & D - -




‘ : L = . . -10- L L - .

tical concepts°is taught to all micro students by\thelr respective faculty members.

N - . .

<0t Several Very larae lecture sectnons are’ taught by<a senior faculty member. <.
L & . . .

g, - S 0 U U [P .J —— 2
. e 0nce the“foundatuon For economic analysns is¢ la|d the students serect topi -

[y . P
.- .cal issues sections provuded by the department. The faculty are assugned 2 to3d .

\ M - \

week semunars in the area of their speciality. Each Student is required to attend '
V2 S . . . . . . -
/ : . . . : . . . e
- at’ least two sections of his ch0|ce from,the Six to.eight departmentdl. offerings.

v
. . ¢
- - v N

. '; Examlﬁ,tlons are standarlzed across the department for both the four-week tools
.\ » - —- [N . M ’
/’ ‘sec¢t’ion and each of the speclallty sections. Grades are aSS|gned»|n_a cumulative

. , - -

. manner by point§ earned in the topical sections throughsapprication of the tools.‘
- e ™ .

. The badsic content structlre is duplicated within' the magro portion of the course. -

.
L e

- . Lo .
B ' This t?pe of course structdre offers several sﬁgnificant benefits, First,t
“ih g|Vung the stcdents a chouce among course content, a more positive attitude -

e
may be genergled. Clearly, a positive attitude on the part of'the student con-

-, -
- - . < -

. tributes positively to the learning process; Second ‘the use of » ﬁaculty resour- .

Ces is more eff|c|ent under such a structure.\ S|nce facul¢y membcrs present 2 t &3
. N I .
L 3 week sections on topics within thelr.respecttve specialltles, each faculty.mem- 3

\ ber can now exercuse his comparatnve advantage. There is also a noted |mprovemEnt
~ n
in faculty at.itude in that some of the repatative drudgery of the principles
. . - * ¢ S ' “
N v .. S : ) ' :

course is removed. . Yoo

. CONCLUS 10N L o ST
Le * ~ . . . . “ : ) . )
. The experimental project has atcomplished several major goals sjnce its in-
“ . . . » .
" . ceptisn in 1972, Six high-quality course syllabi have been producéd to facilitate
better college teaching?in introductory economics. + The work’ of the proJect and
’ : P .
th syllabl themselves have received extensuve reporting at. professiQnal and .

4 . ' . @ ¢

specnal meettngs nationwide., Results of the prOJect have met with consuderable

’

enthu5|asm generating the formation of econof? associations in several states.

t ) ¢ v N -t

These groups clearly reflect an awakenlng of departmental awarenes5'as to what . _°
r.‘ N 4 'g . oo )

has -to be done in the |ntroductory course. o ’ ¢

v

~.:‘

L It is hoped that the experimental-syllabi.can -serve as a‘vehicle for change. '
. . 1 Q) -~ ’ .
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