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New instructions 

E�orts to modernise economics teaching
are gathering steam

The hope is that it will help diversify the profession

Mar 20th 2021 editionFinance & economics

Mar 18th 2021
WASHINGTON, DC

Give this article

Economists are keen fans of dynamism, but there are too few signs of it in
economics teaching. A survey of American lecturers last year found that

their methods, which rely on lectures and assigned textbook reading, had barely
changed in 25 years. Textbooks themselves can lag behind the practice of
economics. A study by Jane Ihrig of the Federal Reserve Board and Scott Wolla of
the Federal Reserve Bank of St Louis found that at least three of six leading texts
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published since the start of 2020 misrepresented monetary policy. They say the
Fed sets short-term interest rates by buying and selling securities. But since
2008 the central bank has changed the rate it pays on banks’ reserves instead.

Students say that inequality is the most pressing economic problem of the day,
according to a paper by Samuel Bowles of the Santa Fe Institute and Wendy
Carlin of University College, London. But in many textbooks, they argue, the
topic is merely appended to the core curriculum. In 1993 a study found race and
gender bias in introductory textbooks. A quarter of a century on, many are still
found to underrepresent women. (The new survey did not consider race.) Some
in the profession are now trying to shake up economics instruction.

This is partly because improved pedagogy is being seen as a way to diversify the
profession. KimMarie McGoldrick, who leads a committee on economics
education for the American Economic Association (aea), says that teaching used
not to be a priority, which may have sapped e�orts to entice students into the
subject. Now the classroom is being seen as a place for a more active approach.

In January the aea supported a teacher-training conference meant to improve
diversity among students and gather evidence on the impact of di�erent
teaching methods on di�erent ethnicities, genders and races. It is also sharing
best teaching practices. Those include more student participation, being open
about biases in textbooks and encouraging teachers to replace “trivial or sexist”
examples like “beer and sports cars” with weightier applications, like inequality
and climate change.

Textbooks are evolving too. Last year Betsey Stevenson and Justin Wolfers of the
University of Michigan published a tome that tries to avoid representation
biases. (Its description of the mechanics of monetary policy also scores well.) In
Britain a free book published by core, a charity that Ms Carlin helps run, has
been adopted in 47 out of 60 economics-teaching universities. The book starts
with inequality, rather than presenting it as an afterthought.

Yet core has struggled to make headway in America. That could re�ect
perceptions that it is left-wing—or that it de-emphasises the simple supply-and-
demand diagrams that professors like to teach, or that it is too mathematically
demanding. Or perhaps the incumbents are doing something right, as Gregory
Mankiw, the author of a best-selling introductory text, suggested in a recent
webinar.



But barriers to change exist, too. Teachers, not students, pick the textbook, for
instance. And though a free book might attract students, it is teachers who bear
the cost of switching, as they have to revise their notes. The trend towards
online-learning platforms, which bundle books with test banks and homework-

marking software, does not help. The core team is developing a paid version of
its books with such features for the American market.

Where professors have the freedom, time and resources, change is having
positive results. Students of a curriculum based on core in Australia seem to do
better in follow-up courses. A study by Ann Owen and Paul Hagstrom of
Hamilton College found that using practical assignments as well as a
curriculum covering “the broad range of social issues that economists study” led
to women earning higher grades. When Carina Krusell, a student, took the
revamped course she was delighted to be able to replicate analysis that found
discrimination against people with black-sounding names. “The course made

me realise, oh, this is economics.” 7

Recommended

The MBA class of covid-19

How should economists think about biodiversity?

BUSINESS

FINANCE & ECONOMICS

https://www.economist.com/business/2021/01/23/the-mba-class-of-covid-19?itm_source=parsely-api
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2021/02/06/how-should-economists-think-about-biodiversity?itm_source=parsely-api
https://www.economist.com/business/
https://www.economist.com/finance%20&%20economics/


This article appeared in the Finance & economics section of the print edition under the headline "New

Shutting schools has hit poor American children’s learning
UNITED STATES

https://www.economist.com/united-states/2020/12/19/shutting-schools-has-hit-poor-american-childrens-learning?itm_source=parsely-api
https://www.economist.com/united%20states/


pp f p
instructions"

Reuse this content The Trust Project

THE ECONOMIST TODAY

Hand-picked stories, in your inbox
A daily email with the best of our journalism

Sign up

More from Finance & economics

Buttonwood 

Italy is central to the bull case for euro zone stockmarkets

https://s100.copyright.com/AppDispatchServlet?publisherName=economist&publication=economist&title=Efforts%20to%20modernise%20economics%20teaching%20are%20gathering%20steam&publicationDate=2021-03-18&contentID=%2Fcontent%2F3m0da59a848pijjdcnhqnoevlu8ugkq8&type=A&orderBeanReset=TRUE
https://www.economist.com/about-the-economist
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2021/03/18/italy-is-central-to-the-bull-case-for-euro-zone-stockmarkets


Italy is central to the bull case for euro-zone stockmarkets

Free exchange 

Why two former central bankers are
talking about trust

Over the great wall 

China’s markets are shaking o�
their casino reputation

Keep updated

Published since September 1843 to take part in “a severe contest
between intelligence, which presses forward, and an unworthy, timid
ignorance obstructing our progress.”

Subscribe

Group subscriptions

Reuse our content

Help and contact us

The Economist The Economist Group

https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2021/03/18/italy-is-central-to-the-bull-case-for-euro-zone-stockmarkets
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2021/03/18/why-two-former-central-bankers-are-talking-about-trust
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2021/03/18/chinas-markets-are-shaking-off-their-casino-reputation
https://www.facebook.com/theeconomist
https://www.instagram.com/theeconomist
https://www.twitter.com/theeconomist
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-economist
https://www.youtube.com/user/economistmagazine
https://www.economist.com/rss
https://www.economist.com/api/auth/subscribe?path=%2FDE%2FECOM-Article%2FHoliday20%2FFooter
https://www.economist.com/group-subscriptions
https://rights.economist.com/
https://myaccount.economist.com/s/help


Terms of Use Privacy Cookie Policy Manage Cookies Accessibility Modern Slavery Statement

Do Not Sell My Personal Information

Copyright © The Economist Newspaper Limited 2021. All rights reserved.

The Economist

About

Advertise

Press centre

The Economist Group

The Economist Group

The Economist Intelligence Unit

The Economist Events

The Economist Store

Careers

Which MBA?

GMAT Tutor

GRE Tutor

Executive Jobs

Executive Education Navigator

Executive Education

https://www.economist.com/legal/terms-of-use
https://www.economistgroup.com/results_and_governance/governance/privacy
https://www.economistgroup.com/results_and_governance/governance/Cookies_information.html
https://www.economist.com/help/accessibilitypolicy
https://www.economistgroup.com/results_and_governance/governance/ModernSlaveryAct.html
http://privacyportal.economist.com/
https://www.economist.com/news/2020/06/19/frequently-asked-questions
http://marketingsolutions.economist.com/
https://press.economist.com/
https://www.economistgroup.com/
https://www.eiu.com/n/
https://events.economist.com/?RefID=e.com-home&utm_source=e.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=group-aff&utm_content=footer-link
https://shop.economist.com/
https://economistgroupcareers.com/
https://whichmba.economist.com/
https://gmat.economist.com/
https://gre.economist.com/
https://jobs.economist.com/
https://execed.economist.com/
https://www.economist.com/executiveeducation/newglobalorder/

