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Attracting “Otherwise Bright Students” to Economics 101

By RoBiN L. BARTLETT*

There is growing concern over the decline
in the number of economics majors. John J.
Siegfried and Charles E. Scott (1994) exam-
ined data from the National Center for Ed-
ucational Statistics and found that the
number of degrees awarded in economics at
the bachelor’s level increased between
1977-1978 and 1989-1990. The percentage
of female economics majors peaked at 34.5
percent in 1984-1985. Then, in 1990-1991
the number of economics degrees awarded
dropped 2 percent. Siegfried and Scott used
information from the AEA’s Universal
Questionnaire to construct a comparable
data set to update these figures. Between
1990-1991 and 1992-1993 the number of
economics majors fell 14.2 percent. Women
accounted for a quarter of the decline.

Reasons offered for the decline include
(i) declining enrollments at small liberal-arts
colleges, (ii) students being less prepared in
math and science, and (iii) students being
more interested in interdisciplinary majors
such as environmental or international stud-
ies. Reasons for the fall in the percentage of
female economics majors are being ex-
plored. This paper suggests that the content
and the climate of the introductory eco-
nomics course may discourage students,
particularly female students, from pursuing
economics.

In “They’re Not Dumb, They’re Differ-
ent: Stalking the Second Tier,” Sheila
Tobias (1990) reports that capable students,
or otherwise bright students, were dis-
suaded from the sciences after taking an

*Department of Economics, Denison University,
Granville, OH 43023. I thank the National Science
Foundation for its generous funding of Integrating the
Latest Scholarship on Race and Gender into the Intro-
ductory Economics Course (Grant No. DUE - 9354006)
and the 1993 and 1994 NSF workshop participants who
shared their ideas.

362

introductory course in physics or chemistry.
To study this phenomenon, she hired eight
first-year graduate students who had ma-
jored in the humanities or the social sci-
ences as undergraduates to audit introduc-
tory physics and chemistry courses. They
were required to keep diaries of the activi-
ties in these courses and their reactions to
them.

Eric, one of the eight students, audited
an introductory physics course. His diary
illustrated his frustration with the lack of
“why” questions in physics. The instructor
seemed only concerned with “how” ques-
tions. Eric also felt that the pace of the
course was too fast. After a topic was cov-
ered, students were tested, and then the
instructor moved to the next topic. When
Eric asked about the big picture, the in-
structor provided some insights, but the
connections were missing. Additionally, Eric
found no sense of community in the class-
room. Students were competitive and inter-
ested in getting the right answer and not
why the question was important. Exams
elicited simple technical skills and never
higher thinking skills. Moreover, the in-
structor used a curve, which hindered his
motivation. Eric’s favorite classes were
demonstrations after which the instructor
invited students to speculate about the re-
sults. Eric’s entries suggest that otherwise
bright students are interested in learning
problem-solving techniques if they are a
means to answering an important question
and not an end in themselves. Tobias con-
cluded that physics and chemistry are de-
manding subjects, and the pedagogy and
classroom dynamics made them more de-
manding for some students.

If an “otherwise bright student” were
asked to audit an introductory economics
course and keep a diary, similar observa-
tions might occur. Introductory physics and
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economics have striking similarities.! The
goal of the introductory course is to give
students an appreciation for how physicists
or economists go about their trade and to
expose students to the various areas within
the field. They both rely heavily on abstract
modeling. Introductory economics instruc-
tors tend to lecture, entertain a few ques-
tions from students, and give multiple-choice
or short-answer tests. Students who are tac-
tile learners, who need to make connec-
tions, and who need to communicate ideas
to understand them will find the content
and pedagogy of economics foreign to their
ways of knowing.

I. The Content and Pedagogy
of Introductory Economics

The content of the introductory eco-
nomics course is spelled out in the syllabus
and the table of contents of the introduc-
tory economics textbook. Introductory eco-
nomics course syllabi look remarkably simi-
lar.?2 Under the course title and number,
objectives, if explicit, are outlined. One ob-
jective typically included is learning to think
like an economist. A list of required texts
follows, along with the schedule of meeting
dates and chapters to be covered on these
dates. Rarely do introductory economics
course syllabi paint an inclusive and exciting
picture of what students will learn and how
they will go about learning it.

A quick flip through the table of contents
of an introductory economics textbook re-
veals that economics is about the determi-
nants of supply and demand, costs curves,

'The Association of American Colleges put eco-
nomics and physics together in its wrap-up conference
(February 1990) on “Liberal Learning, Study-In-
Depth, and the Arts and Sciences Major” because the
curriculum and pedagogy of the two fields were so
similar.

At the beginning of the two NSF-funded work-
shops, course syllabi were collected from participants
for comparison. Except for time and place, the syllabi
closely resembled each other.
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market structures, and the determinants of
output, employment, and prices in a market
economy. The pages of an introductory eco-
nomics textbook reveal that economists use
lots of numbers and graphs. Students inter-
ested in historical or contextual debates find
only tangential references to them.

Susan F. Feiner and Barbara A. Morgan
(1987) found that the number of times race
and gender issues are mentioned are few,
and when they are mentioned, they are of-
ten found in separate chapters on ‘“women’s
issues” or “minority concerns.” Marianne
A. Ferber (1995) found that several major
trends affecting female students are ignored
or minimized in current textbooks. For ex-
ample, Ferber noted that fewer than half of
the leading textbooks mentioned the dra-
matic increase in the labor force participa-
tion of women since World War 1I.

The classroom dynamics can also be un-
inviting to some students. The interactions
between students and the instructor are lim-
ited. Introductory economics is taught in
similar ways at both large research institu-
tions and at small liberal-arts colleges. Be-
cause females accounted for a quarter of
the drop in economics majors, gender dif-
ferences in the classroom are important.
Roberta M. Hall and Bernice R. Sandler
(1982) observed that instructors allow male
students to talk more than female students
and allow male students to interrupt female
students. Female students’ questions aie
taken less seriously or ignored. Male stu-
dents are coached more and asked to de-
velop their answers. Instructors make less
eye contact with female students than with
male students. Students of color face similar
obstacles. A recent work by Polly A.
Fassinger (1995) reviews statistical studies
that confirm many of Hall and Sandler’s
observations.

Interactions between students are also
limited. Students face forward and rarely
have activities that provide opportunities for
students to interact. They sit and listen to
lectures, read the text, and study on their
own. Introductory economics can be a lonely
place to learn. With respect to gender dif-
ferences, Fassinger (1995) found that when
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students are given opportunities to respond
to questions, male students hesitate to par-
ticipate if they are unprepared. Female stu-
dents hesitate to participate if the class-
room climate is tense and competitive.

The evaluation of the students’ under-
standing of the material can be destructively
competitive for some students. Females are
at a competitive disadvantage when multi-
ple choice questions are the sole evaluative
instrument (Keith G. Lumsden and Alex
Scott, 1986). Moreover, instructors tend to
use competitive as opposed to absolute
grading schemes. In the former case, the
instructor uses a curve. The top 5 percent of
students receive an A. The class average is a
C. With the latter scheme, students com-
pete with themselves. If students get 90
percent of the questions right or complete
90 percent of the educational tasks, then
they receive an A. The latter environment is
preferable to students because more is un-
der their control.

Many nontraditional economics students,
women, and students of color, may find the
abstract modeling of economics not so much
daunting, as tangential to their interests and
primary ways of knowing (Mary F. Belenky
et. al., 1986; Caryn M. Musil, 1992; and Uri
Treisman, 1992). While studies show that
some gender and racial /ethnic differences
exist in verbal and mathematical aptitudes
(Educational Testing Services [ETS], 1994),
the observed differences within groups are
much larger than the observed differences
between groups. ETS cautions against using
any one kind of test as the sole criterion for
selection. Whether mathematical ability is
the best screen for students who will make
good economics majors is rarely questioned.
Students with excellent writing and critical
thinking skills may be discouraged from try-
ing economics because there are few oppor-
tunities for them to use their talents.

Novice instructors tend to teach as they
were taught or in ways that are easiest
for them to learn. Their courses are de-
signed for students much like their
instructors—students with an interest in
economics, with strong analytical and math-
ematical skills, and probably with similar
cultural heritages. Many “otherwise bright
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students” may be turned off in the introduc-
tory economics course by its content, by the
abstract modeling, or by the pedagogy.

II. Making Introductory Economics
Attractive to “Otherwise Bright Students”

For good students to be attracted to
physics or economics, several things have to
change. First, the content and methodology
have to be more inclusive. Sports references
may elicit interest from some students and
boredom from others. To illustrate, Ferber
(1990) argues that increasing the number of
examples that may be of interest to female
students may encourage them to pursue
economics. Economic theory needs to be
applied to a range of economic problems of
interest to a variety of groups. To do this,
however, economic instructors would have
to know their students. Taking time for in-
troductions could help instructors get a
sense of who their students are. In addition,
students can identify others of similar back-
grounds to form academic and social sup-
port groups.

Second, there needs to be less emphasis
on developing abstract mathematical mod-
els and more emphasis on developing the
“big picture” for students. The context and
history of an economic theory stimulate dis-
cussion. Methods other than mathematical
or graphical techniques might facilitate
learning among more students. Other disci-
plines use a variety of methodologies for
developing theoretical concepts. For exam-
ple, sociologists use flow charts; philoso-
phers use argument and rhetoric; and
English majors identify and analyze themes.
“Otherwise bright students” could use their
better-developed skills to understand eco-
nomics and at the same time develop their
analytical skills.

Third, the written material needs to come
alive with the excitement of economics.
Course descriptions in catalogs and course
syllabi need to be rewritten to describe a
more inclusive introductory economics. Un-
til textbooks become more inclusive, in-
structors can supplement texts with data
from government sources or contemporary
literature.
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Fourth, the classroom climate has to
change from a passive competitive experi-
ence to a more active cooperative experi-
ence. Fassinger’s (1995) results suggest that
the most important thing an instructor can
do to increase the performance of both male
and female students is to design an ‘“‘emo-
tionally positive” classroom—one that is
supportive and interactive. William E.
Becker and Michael Watts (1995) review
the variety of teaching techniques that have
been tried. Given that different students
have different learning styles (Phillip
Saunders and William B. Walstad, 1990), a
combination of these techniques would in-
crease the likelihood that more students are
reached. For example, lectures would be
more effective if accompanied by coopera-
tive learning or “hands-on” exercises (David
W. Johnson et al., 1991; and Chet Meyers
and Thomas Jones, 1993). Abstract mathe-
matical modeling would be more connected
to a student’s thought process if accompa-
nied by reaction papers or diaries.

Fifth, changes need to be made in the
methods of evaluation. Multiple-choice tests
may not be the best instruments for evaluat-
ing how much students have learned. Not
all students are equally adept at writing,
speaking, or responding to typical analytical
questions in the introductory economics
course. Not all students have the same pre-
ferred mode of expression. Therefore, it
makes sense to use a portfolio of evaluation
methods. Traditional written exams can be
used along with oral presentations and writ-
ten projects. With an array of evaluative
techniques, students will feel comfortable
with at least one mode of expression and
therefore will have an opportunity to do
their best at least once.

Sixth, ask students to make connections
between the material and their own lives.
For example, students might be asked to
finish the answer to an essay with a few
sentences about how the question relates to
them. The traditional part of the answer
would be graded as usual, but students
would have the opportunity to improve their
grade by making a connection with their
own lives. When connections are made, stu-
dents are likely to continue.
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III. Summary

Who are the “otherwise bright students?”
No doubt, many of them are women and
people of color. Yet, many are going to be
white males, like Eric, who learn in differ-
ent ways from the traditional economics stu-
dent. These students have the capabilities
and background to be capable economics
majors but typically choose not to do so.
Students weigh the costs and benefits of
being an economics major. Students want to
have a major that is relevant to them and
one in which they feel they can succeed.
After taking the introductory economics
course, many ‘“otherwise bright students”
may decide that economics is not for them.

REFERENCES

Becker, William E. and Watts, Michael.
“Teaching Methods in Undergraduate
Economics.” Economic Inquiry, 1995
(forthcoming).

Belenky, Mary Field; Clinchy, Blythe McVicker;
Goldberger, Nancy Rule and Tarule, Jill
Mattuck. Women’s ways of knowing: The
development of self, voice, and mind. New
York: Basic Books, 1986.

Educational Testing Services. “Sex, Race, Eth-
nicity, and Performance on the GRE
General Test: A Technical Report.”
Princeton, NJ: Graduate Record Exami-
nation Board, 1994.

Fassinger, Polly A. ‘“Understanding Class-
room Interaction: Students’ and Profes-
sors’ Contributions to Students’ Silence.”
Journal of Higher Education, January/
February 1995, 66(1), pp. 82-96.

Feiner, Susan F. and Morgan, Barbara A. “Wo-
men and Minorities in Introductory Eco-
nomics Textbooks: 1974-1984.” Journal
of Economic Education, Fall 1987, 18(4),
pp. 376-92.

Ferber, Marianne A. “Gender and the Study
of Economics,” in Phillip Saunders and
William Walstad, eds., The principles of
economics course: A handbook for instruc-
tors. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1990, pp.
49-60.

______.“The Study of Economics: A Femi-
nist Critique.” American Economic Re-



366 AEA PAPERS AND PROCEEDINGS

view, May 1995 (Papers and Proceedings),
85(2), pp. 357-61.

Hall, Roberta M. and Sandler, Bernice R. The
classroom climate: A chilly one for women?
Washington, DC: Association of Ameri-
can Colleges, 1982.

Johnson, David W.; Johnson, Roger T. and
Smith, Karl A. Cooperative learning: In-
creased college faculty instructional pro-
ductivity. ASHE-ERIC Higher Education
Report No. 4, School of Education and
Human Development, George Washing-
ton University, 1991.

Lumsden, Keith G. and Scott, Alex. “Gender
and the Economics Student Reex-
amined.” Journal of Economic Education,
Fall 1986, 18(4), pp. 365-75.

Meyers, Chet and Jones, Thomas B. Promoting
active learning: Strategies for the class-
room. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass,
1993.

MAY 1995

Musil, Caryn McTighe. “Collaborative Learn-
ing and Women’s Ways of Knowing,” in
Students at the center: Feminist assess-
ment. Washington, DC: Association of
American Colleges, 1992.

Saunders, Phillip and Walstad, William B. The
Principles of Economics course: A hand-
book for instructors. New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1990.

Siegfried, John J. and Scott, Charles E. “Re-
cent Trends in Undergraduate Economics
Majors.” Journal of Economic Education,
Summer 1994, 25(3), pp. 281-86.

Tobias, Sheila. They’re not dumb, they’re dif-
ferent: Stalking the second tier. Tucson,
AZ: Research Corporation, 1990.

Treisman, Uri. “Studying Students Studying
Calculus: A Look at the Lives of Minority
Mathematics Students in College.” Col-
lege Mathematics Journal, November 1992,
23(4), pp. 362-72.



	Article Contents
	p. 362
	p. 363
	p. 364
	p. 365
	p. 366

	Issue Table of Contents
	The American Economic Review, Vol. 85, No. 2, Papers and Proceedings of the Hundredth and Seventh Annual Meeting of the American Economic Association Washington, DC, January 6-8, 1995 (May, 1995), pp. i-viii+1-500+i-xxviii
	Front Matter [pp.  i - vi]
	Editors' Introduction [p.  vii]
	Foreword [p.  viii]
	Richard T. Ely Lecture
	Economics in Action: Ideas, Institutions, Policies [pp.  1 - 8]

	The End of the Middle Way? The Large Welfare States of Europe
	Hazardous Welfare-State Dynamics [pp.  9 - 15]
	The Large Welfare State as a System [pp.  16 - 21]
	The Devolution of the Nordic and Teutonic Economies [pp.  22 - 27]

	The Economics of Health and Health Care
	The Economics of Health and Health Care: What Have We Learned? What Have I Learned? [pp.  28 - 31]
	The Cost and Financing of Health Care [pp.  32 - 37]
	Uncertainty, Health-Care Technologies, and Health-Care Choices [pp.  38 - 44]
	Public Policies and Private Anti-Health Behavior [pp.  45 - 49]

	The Origin and Regulation of Health Risk
	Carcinogen Regulation: Risk Characteristics and the Synthetic Risk Bias [pp.  50 - 54]
	Wages, Workers' Compensation Benefits, and Drug Use: Indirect Evidence of the Effect of Drugs on Workplace Accidents [pp.  55 - 60]
	Risks to Selves, Risks to Others [pp.  61 - 66]

	Economic Analysis of the Regulation of Safety and Health
	Safety at What Price? [pp.  67 - 71]
	Rationalizing Observed Health and Safety Legislation: A Pascalian Approach [pp.  72 - 76]
	The Cost of Medical Progress [pp.  77 - 80]
	The Effectiveness of Seat-Belt Legislation in Reducing Injury Rates in Texas [pp.  81 - 84]

	Information, Educating, and Marketing in Health Care
	The State Antismoking Campaign and the Industry Response: The Effects of Advertising on Cigarette Consumption in California [pp.  85 - 90]
	Information and Advertising: The Case of Fat Consumption in the United States [pp.  91 - 95]
	Regulating Information About Aspirin and the Prevention of Heart Attack [pp.  96 - 99]
	Information, Marketing, and Pricing in the U.S. Antiulcer Drug Market [pp.  100 - 105]

	Incentives and the Demand for Health Services
	Physician Payments and Infant Mortality: Evidence from Medicaid Fee Policy [pp.  106 - 111]
	Significance of Underclass Residence on the Stage of Breast or Cervical Cancer Diagnosis [pp.  112 - 116]
	The Time and Monetary Costs of Outpatient Care for Children [pp.  117 - 121]
	Estimating the Moral-Hazard Effect of Supplemental Medical Insurance in the Demand for Prescription Drugs by the Elderly [pp.  122 - 126]

	Implications of Health and Welfare Reform for the Black Community
	An Assessment of Health-Care Expenditures Within and Across Racial and Ethnic Groups [pp.  127 - 131]
	Prenatal Care Demand and Birthweight Production of Black Mothers [pp.  132 - 137]
	What Cost Savings Could Be Realized by Shifting Patterns of Use from Hospital Emergency Rooms to Primary Care Sites? [pp.  138 - 142]
	Occupational Mobility and Post-1964 Earnings Gains by Black Women [pp.  143 - 147]

	Household Savings and Human Investment Behavior in Development
	Nutrition and Health Investment [pp.  148 - 152]
	Why Are There Returns to Schooling? [pp.  153 - 158]
	Explaining Household Vulnerability to Idiosyncratic Income Shocks [pp.  159 - 164]

	Lessons from the Tax Reforms of the 1980's
	Tax Projections and the Budget: Lessons from the 1980's [pp.  165 - 169]
	Behavioral Responses to Tax Rates: Evidence from the Tax Reform Act of 1986 [pp.  170 - 174]
	Income Creation or Income Shifting? Behavioral Responses to the Tax Reform Act of 1986 [pp.  175 - 180]

	Rhetoric and Economic Behavior
	Conversation, Information, and Herd Behavior [pp.  181 - 185]
	Talk is Cheap [pp.  186 - 190]
	One Quarter of GDP is Persuasion [pp.  191 - 195]

	How Independent Should the Central Bank Be?
	Independent Central Banks: Low Inflation at No Cost? [pp.  196 - 200]
	Central-Bank Independence Revisited [pp.  201 - 206]
	Two Fallacies Concerning Central-Bank Independence [pp.  207 - 211]

	Structural Slumps and Persistent Unemployment
	Structural Unemployment: Spain versus Portugal [pp.  212 - 218]
	Labor-Market Adjustments and the Persistence of Unemployment [pp.  219 - 225]
	The Structuralist Theory of Employment [pp.  226 - 231]

	Reexamining Methods of Estimating Minimum-Wage Effects
	Employment and the 1990-1991 Minimum-Wage Hike [pp.  232 - 237]
	Time-Series Minimum-Wage Studies: A Meta-analysis [pp.  238 - 243]
	Minimum-Wage Effects on School and Work Transitions of Teenagers [pp.  244 - 249]

	Unconventional Views of Labor Markets
	A Depressed Labor Market as Explained by Participants [pp.  250 - 254]
	Internal Labor Markets: Too Many Theories, Too Few Facts [pp.  255 - 259]
	A Jobs-Based Analysis of Labor Markets [pp.  260 - 265]

	Women in the Labor Force
	Family, Work, and Welfare History: Work and Welfare Outcomes [pp.  266 - 270]
	The Effectiveness of Child-Care Subsidies in Encouraging the Welfare-to-Work Transition of Low-Income Single Mothers [pp.  271 - 275]
	The Probability of Receiving Benefits at Different Hours of Work [pp.  276 - 280]

	Economic Evolution with Market Frictions
	Buyers and Sellers: Should I Stay or Should I Go? [pp.  281 - 286]
	Valuation Equilibria with Transactions Costs [pp.  287 - 290]
	R&D in a Model of Search and Growth [pp.  291 - 295]

	International Location of Economic Activity
	Economic Integration and the Location of Firms [pp.  296 - 300]
	Uninsurable Shocks and International Income Convergence [pp.  301 - 306]
	Economic Integration: Conflict versus Cohesion [pp.  307 - 311]
	Resisting Migration: Wage Rigidity and Income Distribution [pp.  312 - 316]

	Historical Perspectives on International Institutions
	Is There a Good Case for a New Bretton Woods International Monetary System? [pp.  317 - 322]
	The GATT in Historical Perspective [pp.  323 - 328]
	The World Bank in Historical Perspective [pp.  329 - 334]

	Better Learning from Better Management: How to Improve the Principles of Economics Course
	Does Who Teaches Principles of Economics Matter? [pp.  335 - 338]
	Reallocating Content Coverage in Principles of Microeconomics to Increase Student Learning [pp.  339 - 342]
	The Effects of Attendance on Student Learning in Principles of Economics [pp.  343 - 346]
	Does Pedagogy Vary with Class Size in Introductory Economics? [pp.  347 - 351]

	Race and Gender in Economics 101
	Macroeconomics and Discrimination in Teaching [pp.  352 - 356]
	The Study of Economics: A Feminist Critique [pp.  357 - 361]
	Attracting "Otherwise Bright Students" to Economics 101 [pp.  362 - 366]
	Using Alternative Paradigms to Teach About Race and Gender: A Critical Thinking Approach to Introductory Economics [pp.  367 - 371]

	Fiscal Problems of Cities
	Michigan's Recent School Finance Reforms: A Preliminary Report [pp.  372 - 377]
	How to Have a Fiscal Crisis: Lessons from Philadelphia [pp.  378 - 383]
	The Effect of Property-Tax Limits on Wages and Employment in the Local Public Sector [pp.  384 - 389]

	Capital Structure and Product-Market Behavior
	Liquidity Constraints and the Cyclical Behavior of Markups [pp.  390 - 396]
	Bankruptcy and Pricing Behavior in U.S. Airline Markets [pp.  397 - 402]
	Capital Structure and Product-Market Rivalry: How Do We Reconcile Theory and Evidence? [pp.  403 - 408]

	The Effect of Institutions on Economic Behavior
	Quality-Adjusted Cost Functions for Child-Care Centers [pp.  409 - 413]
	The Dynamics of Domestic Violence [pp.  414 - 418]
	Economic Effects of Quality Regulations in the Day-Care Industry [pp.  419 - 424]
	Do Job Rights Govern Employment Patterns in Transition Economies? [pp.  425 - 431]

	Theory of Contracts
	Incomplete Contracts and the Governance of Complex Contractual Relationships [pp.  432 - 436]
	On Strategic Commitment: Contracting versus Investment [pp.  437 - 441]
	Collusive Auditors [pp.  442 - 446]
	Risk Preferences and the Economics of Contracts [pp.  447 - 451]

	Proceedings of the Hundred and Seventh Annual Meeting [pp.  453 - 500]
	Back Matter [pp.  i - xxviii]



