
Criteria for 5electing an economics program 
should include emphasis on citizenship education.

WHAT 
TYPE OF 

ECONOMICS 
PROGRAM IS

FOR YOUR 
SCHOOL?

Americans are deeply concerned 
about the economic issues that 
surround them. According to a 

poll by George Gallup ( Minneapolis 
Tribune, 1 979), five of the top six 
issues that the public wanted to hear 
debated by presidential candidates 
were such economic "heavy weights" 
as inflation, the energy crisis, national 
health insurance, unemployment, and 
taxes. One result of these economic 
concerns appears to be a rapid in 
crease in economic education. Today, 
for example, more than 30 states 
mandate some form of economic edu 
cation. Eighteen states have focused 
their programs on consumer educa 
tion, while eight other states require 
teaching about the "free enterprise" 
system. A 1979 survey of textbook 
publishers found that consumer eco 
nomics, free or private enterprise, and 
economic principles are in heavy de 
mand, ahead of such traditional sub 
jects as civics, world geography, and 
American government (Schneider 
and Van Sickle, 1979).

This interest in economic educa 
tion has led to a proliferation of
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organizations supporting economic 
education. Educators now confront 
hundreds of different groups, each 
with its own approach. With so 
many programs, how can one judge 
which economics approach is best for 
a given school? What criteria can be 
used to distinguish programs that are 
educationally sound from those that 
are not? How can one decide what 
will be effective in the classroom?

A primary goal of any economics 
program should be a s trong commit 
ment to citizenship education. One 
dimension of citizenship is the need 
to be informed about economic is 
sues and to be trained in using deci 
sion-making skills. Individuals are 
called upon regularly to make deci 
sions about economic policies. Voting 
on local tax referendums, participat 
ing in union meetings, and influencing 
government economic policy through 
individual and group lobbying efforts 
are examples of ways citizens may be 
directly involved in shaping public 
economic policy. Economic educa 
tion programs should stress decision- 
making processes that are of direct 
assistance to citizens and should in 

clude ideas that are relevant to such 
persistent and recurring public con 
cerns as inflation, energy, government 
regulation, health care, taxation, and 
income distribution.

Another key ingredient of eco 
nomic citizenship is the development 
and application of critical thinking 
skills to economic issues. Clearly, 
economic interpretations vary widely, 
so it is important that students learn 
and carefully practice Critical think 
ing skills. They should learn and 
practice how to identify important 
problems, formulate alternatives, 
state criteria or goals, identify and 
use sources of information, use infor 
mation to evaluate alternatives ac 
cording to identified goals, and reach 
a decision. They should also develop 
and practice skills involved in eval 
uating information, such as:

 distinguishing fact from opinion
 distinguishing inference from 

fact
 identifying opinions, biases, and 

value judgments
 examining assumptions
 distinguishing between reliable 

and unreliable sources of information.
A second criterion for judging eco 

nomics programs is the emphasis on

OCTOBER 1980 61



basic conceptual tools of economics. 
Unfortunately, schools sometimes be 
come committed to programs with 
too narrow a conceptual framework, 
or none at all. This is a real danger, 
particularly in consumer economics 
programs. For example, it may seem 
important that high school graduates 
understand how to correctly fill out 
income tax forms. However, because 
of changes in tax legislation, specific 
skills and knowledge painstakingly 
taught to students may be obsolete 
even before graduation. Consumer 
economics should teach broader 
ideas useful to students in many situ 
ations. A unit on tax forms can also 
include basic concepts relating to dis 
tribution of income, fiscal policy, and 
the economic roles of government. 
These can be learned and reinforced 
throughout the school curriculum and 
are broad enough so as not to be sub 
ject to short-term changes.

Figure 1 presents a list of basic 
economic concepts suggested by the 
Master Curriculum Guide produced 
by the Joint Council on Economic Ed 
ucation (Hansen and others, 1977). 
This list of concepts can be used as 
one way to help evaluate the concept 
ual underpinning of competing pro 
grams.

A nother important criterion is 
the objectivity o f the materials. 
Many economic education pro 

grams are designed by organizations 
whose primary objective is to pro 
mote one economic point of view. 
The materials of some interest groups 
defend the free enterprise system as 
being faultless while others accuse 
the economic system of exploitation 
and domination by "big business." 
Although exposure to competing 
viewpoints may help develop critical 
thinking skills, the broad context of 
any economics program must be one 
that strives for an unbiased and 
balanced approach to the subject at 
hand. If students are to understand 
the strengths and weaknesses of the 
economic system, they need to under 
stand that differing points of view 
exist. Final value judgments about 
the strengths and weaknesses of dif 
fering interpretations can be made 
only by the individual student. Fail 
ure to recognize that competing points 
of view exist is a disservice to stu 
dents' economic understanding; in 
deed, it undermines the fundamental 
values of our democratic system.

The manner in which economics is 
taught may have partly contributed to 
its reputation as the "dismay science." 
The methods used to teach a subject 
contribute to its potential for success 
in the classroom. Economic educa 
tion programs should have a variety 
of instructional approaches including 
simulations, class discussions, role 
play activities, debates, and informal 
lectures.

Figure 1. BASIC ECONOMIC CONCEPTS' 

The Basic Economic Problem
1. Economic Wants
2. Productive Resources
3. Scarcity and Choices
4. Opportunity Costs and Tradp-Olfs
5. Marginalism and Equilibrium

Economic Systems
6. Nature and Types of Economic Systems
7. Economic Incentives
8. Specialization, Comparative Advantage, and the Division ot Labor
9. Voluntary Exchange

10 Interdependence
11. Government Intervention and Regulation

Microeconomics: Resource Allocation and Income Distribution
12 Markets. Supply, and Demand
13. The Price Mechanism
14. Competition and Market Structure
15. "Market Failures": Information Costs, Resource Immobility, Extern
16. Income Distribution and Government Redistribution

Macroeconomics: Economic Stability and Growth
17. Aggregate Supply and Productive Capacity
18. Aggregate Demand: Unemployment and Inflation
19. Price Level Changes
20. Money and Monetary Policy
21. Fiscal Policy: Taxes, Expenditures, and Transfers
22. Economic Growth
23. Savings, Investment, and Productivity

The World Economy
24. International Economics 'uses the concepts above)

'Source Master C urriculum G uide i n E conomics for th 
Economic Education, 72/2 Avenue o l the A me

• N'jfron'i SthfinH. {ntnt Council on 
/Cds. New York, New York 10016

Local curriculum goals a re another 
important criterion which should be 
considered. Clearly, any economics 
program must fulfill overall school 
district goals, which become increas 
ingly important as one considers the 
wide array of educational programs 
competing for time within the school 
curriculum.

Finally, any new economics pro 
gram under consideration should en 
tail a strong evaluation component 
directly related to the goals and ob 
jectives of the program. Paper and 
pencil tests, attitude surveys, and 
questionnaires measuring the effec 
tiveness of the program are especially 
important considerations when new 
materials are being piloted in the dis 
trict. Information from evaluation in 
struments helps to ensure that the 
stated goals are being accomplished 
and assists in modifying the program 
to enhance its effectiveness.

Six criteria for judging the quality 
of economic education programs are 
summarized in the following ques 
tions:

 Is the program strongly grounded 
in citizenship education with empha 
sis on decision making?

 Is there a strong conceptual un 
derpinning?

 Is the program biased or slanted 
to favor one viewpoint over another?

 Is it effective in the classroom?
 Does it fulfill local school dis 

trict goals?
 Does it have a strong evaluation 

component?

This list is not exhaustive. Racism 
and sexism, the research basis of the 
program, and estimates of cost are 
some of the other criteria educators 
need to consider before making their 
decisions.
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