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ASSTRACT

The bulk of research on econcmics, education has focused on the
productior. function for teaching economics in colleges ‘and un1ver51t1es.
This conc ntraticn on higher educa;ion is noxabie because the hajorityrof
gstudents never go to & four-year coliége; they therefore have access to
v formal economics education only in %igh school or junior college, if at aill.
- Moreover, the concentration of “7e research on teaching in schools (at
. ary level) overlooks the fact that most people never have and never wilt’
'take an economics course; for these people, 1earn1hg economics occurs
through newspaper coTumns,‘magazine articles, tBlevision, and other mass
medfa. But research on the effectiveness of these mechénisps is essentially
nil.
thtever the effectiveness may be of current means ¢f teaching
ecénomics and whatever the associated costs--the latter being arother area
that has received scant attention in the iiterature--a key question remains:
What 1n§eQ}1ves exist for the adoption_of efficient 1nstruct10na1jabpnoaches?
Do the instructors or administfagprs who choose the production techniques
to be used in teaching ecoﬁoﬁics—-e.g., professors Versus teach%ng
assistants, larger vefsus smaller class sizes, one textbook versus another--
have the incentives to choose efficiently? This is aﬁother important area

-

on which the existing research on economic education is silent.
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1. INTROCUCTION

‘

The division of responsibility between the two papers ~t *his
N ] . -
session is a fascinating one. One author has agrezd to examine the

'questions that are teing asked in the economics-education literature, and

the other to examine the answers! )

As is sc often the case, however, the underlying assumption of

separability does not hold. A research guestion is nct a "good" or

”bgdf quést%on independent of the quality of the answers it is likely
to gene;até, An'”exciting” question that is unlikely to yield an
answer of substantia] value is not a good question. Research fs'a
producticn prbcess in which something called "useful knowledge" is the
output. The inputs to this process .nclude both the specification of
questions that are important--in the sense that the answers would have
great expected value--and the marshaling of resources (i.e., the incur-’
ring'of'costs)‘to answer the guestions. '

If the costs of answering all research guestions were equal, or
were random with respect to the significance of.the question, then the

separability of the decisions on question specification and on questior

answering would be justified. What we probably confront, however, is

*
r '?
,
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have teen zsked to dez? with--whether research on eccroric education is

p

- K - ~e - . T d e e - . :

asking tre right qussticrs--thus involves impiicitly <he performance of
£

2 berefitocacr araliysic on nrcdect cplactdnn dn tho srps oF sppmemie sl

ucation researck. An evaluaticn is needed of (a) the expected berefits
\more precisely, the probability distrﬁbution cf benefits conditionral on

answers of various quality), and (b} the expected costs, of cbtaining

arswers of each quaiity. -
It fs zczsible, ¢f course, that e rarticular research questicn ray be
& gocT cne in the efficiercy sense that ke expected Costs of researchi-g

it are iess than what the expectsd benefits would be {f the resources
Aevoted o0 the research were used as prbductivelyfas ressible; yet 1f the
éesources were not used so prodgctively, it might fail tke ailocative
efficiency test. Thus, a QUestion could be potentially efficient to recaar.
but actually fnefficient. In any event, the "best" questions to

research are those for which the excess of the value of the expected ¢ -
swers (benefits) over the expected costs of the research are max-mi. dé
Deciding which are the "right questions to research impiies a bznefi
cost (efficiency) analysis for the prospective project that is ezconti, |
.the same as for any Qtwer resaurce-using project, such as in water cor

or manpower training. Trus. .non ca-eful scfut1Ny the imaginative

effort by the ¢-qa iz of =~ "5 .escion to break a monstrous evaluatsan

task into two d s=irct ~val it v fails to pass the test of separ bi “t.
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Cne tzsic question is, Why study economic education at 2117 What

reasons are there tc btelieve that the subject matter 9f economics fis

c.fficiently special so that the voluminous general literature on ::

. . . 1
-nd :du-a2tfen is not applicable to economics? I have not semn

ior = than 150 papers I have surveyed in the Jourr . _ co-

ma

iRt

[P

fducaziint. fE) and in the annual American Economics Assocfat’ - -zssi

O
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el ~fucation, {There are, of course, papers on econc .. er .

lat

e
S

ot awhere, but my survey does not extend much beyond s ue two

\ sources.) My roint is simple: Is there not a ... rantii

V- deed, perhaps not a presumptfonw-that'researcher studyin :

]

18
[=9

“fc  are "rediscovering the wheel,” posing and answering

v th ra\v -+ been answered previously in the more general researct on

or.? For "example, is it not likely that the effect on ”1earﬂ‘5q" i r,

asss siz.-, or of cthe use of teaching assistants rather than more
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Thean g traciticral uriform, dnstructor-rvaced zopreozer, is ¢imilar fep a1
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f teaching techniques, questicns

t@at are not specific to the teaching and learning of economics and that
have been studied extensively in other subject matter contexts. It may well
be true that, &s one :~onomist at an AEA ‘s ion an -conomic o s tien
recent!yrput it, "Educational production fur . -ifon- ars a = .t 2
interesting as these for hybrid corn” [A114 ¢ a 2 b ohe

]
[

it wor d not follow that production funcsin r o T

efffc ¢ *opics for economists' researc

3. CNUCTION FUNCTION FOR ECONOMIC .07 i1 N

W+ search has been undertaken ir oconemics aguc. - Moct o 3
e gxpiorimg some portion of -he p=sductior func % r ecumor
o e . Of the 159 papers surveyed, I zount 1M7--e - +i ly twi-thv -
e g 1t.her with now to dpfine;and heasure oututs (¢ peoers), or woth *he
effect .1 cutput of various alternative insuts (72 pacer ;. Tris perUCtTCﬁﬂ

- _functior arientation is consistent, however, with the Jc v, of Fconomic

-

Education's (JEE) goal as stated inside the front cover: | prom 2 the

teaching and learning of ecoromics in colleges, junior <1 e-ns anc higr

schools by sharing knowledge of economic education."

o |
eic! 8 .
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trthe principal Type of fnput the prcduictivity of wnich was belng

studied, and according to the level of schooling. Since each paper was
counted only crce, while some pzpers touched on more than cne input or

schcot level, the tasle 't a- incomnlete porrayal o the resear-+ foci.
I have classif wiependent varial "=+ in che pruduct a function

as capital, labor, stude -3 =nselyes, court 2 . -ntent, ard ins¢ ructiomal

. methods (waxs of combir g inp z). An fmpresmzc e variety ¢ f variables
i have been resea}ched. " cane judge whethe: sow 2 {nputs that have
recefved ?ittYé or no . ont:. are ",oarth" tng--faé e ¢, the
cutput effects of the = =~ ¢+ - y that the ¢! = 5 held {b.1 =+ Mirue,
1873}, the color-cf - 157 950 walls, or - - :ating arrzroements.

Interaction Effects

Wiat is proba mere arigus ¢nissin: the lack ¢ sxamination
of interaction eff. ameny  out variables seems likely, -or ex-
ample, that a parti il .r =yse of textbook (iapu' TA) when used by grad- - s--=

uate teaching assistars f1:i0) will be more efective for iow-ability
students (I17) %han *' . wea o be for high-ab Tity students.; Similarly,
qames and sirulationt  dinnu VA) may bedifferontially effective'depedhing
. 1

on whether instructcs. {(1iA v jraduate assis-ants (1IB) are used and

depending on the stod o' o nital level of motivation (II1).

: Limited Scope

t

‘///,f\\\ ~ Another str1k1ng asoec* of Table 1 is the overwhe]ming enphasis on
' tFaching at the college 1eve1 (77 percent of the papers) The g§§_96a1,

;

eRic . - g .. .,
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’ Level of Schegl
tlerzrntary linior Non-
Tgpe of Inzus 7o lrd Hisk Tallece Tollons fradagte Ceben Z
1. Capital
A. Textbooks 2 2 :
8. Computers 3 g
C. Televisicr, slides, ezc. K = 1 7
20 125%)
T
il
A ' :
5. N = =
L. i
R el
(11, Students (ability, roti-
vaticn, femily bacvgroune 3 < 5 6%
qther stucents;
] .
IV. Course Content _
{subject maiter) 2 ? 7 - 11 (14%)
V. Instructional Methods
(ways of combining inguts) R
A. Games and Simulations ] 1 7 8
B. Learning contracts, Self- :
paced instructicr and
programmed learning . IN IR
€. Lectures 1 ]
D. Course evaluations ) 3
E. Length ov course - 1 1
F. Class size ] T
K L L L 26 {337
Total 12 5 3 0 1 79
{rs7) 6 . (777} ' (1) (1967)
i
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sducation in junior colleges zre Weldenzar and Dodson {1972) and Lewis,

Wentworth and Orvis [1973). For a precoilege focus, see Fels (1977}

. and Duff {1971). It may or may nct be true that the production function

findings for the college population apply aiso to the junior cclleges and

——

~i;h schoels: t-e ifecue merits attention. Students’ ability and motivaticen
Tevels fac well as the yariarces ir those levels) vary across the scheoling

levels; thus, the interacticr: of these student characteristiés with
other, conventionz’ inp?ts will produce, T hypothesize, different cutput
effects depending on the level of school. |

The narrow s;ope of teaching settings on which research has been
pub115Hed is also evident from the dearth of attention fo the production
function for teaching economics either in graduate schools (see, however,
Hansen (1971} and Decker (1973) for models predicting success in graduate
economic stud;es) or in noncchool cettings such as in the home via television
'see Coleman, 1653) or via popular journalism (magazines and newspapers).
How "effective," for example, have been the syndicated newspaper

columns of writers such as Sylvia Porter; the Newsweek columns by Milton

Friedman and Paul Samueison; the articles in magazines such as Challenge

or Public Interest, or in daily newspapers? How effettive--and for whom--
7 - » .
are the efforts of private firms to provide "economic educatior™ via
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snanswered--indeed, unasked--zuesticns. Yet, the vas®t maliority oF pecnle
have not'ta&en aﬁg nzver will take a formal eccnomtics course in arv school,
and they will be expesed tc economics only thrcugh such informal media. Thus.
tne production function for learning ecoromizs cutside traditiora’ schoels
seems to warrant substantial exploration--assuming, of course, that

ecoromizs 1; worth the opportunity cost of learning 1t. The omiscion o~

nonschool teaching and learning of economics from the JCE statement of

policy, Is unfortunate. ¢

Sistribytiona’l Effect

*
Wy

I turr next to 2 related aspect of the production function work- the

4

distributional effects of alternative course contents, input combinations, «~

aﬂd 1nstructioﬁa} materials. These have been stgdied to soﬁe extent‘(for
example, Attiyeh and Lumsden, 1972; Harsen, Kelley and Weisbrod, 1970;
Thompson,~1970); yet, given the evideﬁce from the general literature on
education that a giver. approach is 1ikely to have substantially different
effect£ on different “types" of students, tQi: dimersion seems to deserve
more scrutiny. Whatever the mean differential may be Letween the output
effects of different inputs, examination of the variance about the mean may
—

disclose systematic differences among students according to characteristics

that are discernible at the outset of a course.

Q ' . ‘ 1 2 | |
ERIC ‘- :
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" "Should 1t be fdealogically oriented?

4. OUTPUTS

Goals 6f Economic Education

The Eody of recearch presented in Table 1 focuses on the proJuct1v1ty of
various inputs; the dependent yariéb]e--output—-is generally taken as
inen,ty,fcally in the‘form of some test score. There ié, however, sub- . °
stantia! other literature--not in the input-output framgwork--di$cussing
the normative question of’héw output ought to be'definéddéﬁd measured.

There are papers that discuss the "usefulness" of a specific output meas-

‘ure, parvicularly the Test of Understandihg in Co]iege'Economics (TUCE) (for

" example, see Lewis and Dahl, 1971; and Fels, 1977). Other concepts and measures

of outputs on which papers have been pubiished include changes in student

political att{itudes (Scitt and Rothman, 1975) the students' own judgment of

" effectiveness (Kelley, 1972); learning "radical" economics (Edwards and

« ' A
MacEwen, 1970; Gurldy, 1975); and developing problem-solving abilities
(Fels,-1973)." In addition, the durability or permanence of the effects, as
J
distinguished from measures of effectiveness obtained at completion of

the course, has receivedpa.little attention (see §aunders, 1970; and

s *

Saunde;s and Baéh, 1170). ‘
'Ove}a1lv quéver, the queétion of what economics eduration ought to be
‘51m1pg at--that 1;, whicﬂ oufputs should be produced-~is 4 question that |
hds'feCeived Tittle ﬁjéorous analysis.  The quest%on of‘whaivkind'
or.ginds,oé,"economic educatioﬁ" to p;oduce is a diff1cu1;"one..

[~

Should it provide whateyen."buyers"

o

.’H;.
- QO
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want? Who are the 5uygrs~-parents? taxpayers? students? Our customary
consumer-sovereignty modél appears to be.of Timited guidance here, given
widespread consumer ignorance of the importance of economic knoW]edge, and
given the external béne%its from having a population tht is more sophis-
ticated in its understanding of economic propessgs. ““In 'economics educa-
tion, as in many other "professional" m;rkets, buyers are poorly.informéd
regarding product~quality. Even if buyers know their objectives, thgy may
know Tittle about the effectiveness of particular activities in acﬁieving
those objectives.

My references to “consumer ignorance" and to “external benefits", how-
ever, are scarcely more’fhan assertions. I have seen little research that
rigorous1y’confront§/the question.bf whether there is a market failure in

»

/ 7 ! g ' . » "
the economic education market, with too few people studying too little eco-

v

v '

nomiqs or stgdfin@ the “wrong" economics. The pUb]ishgd research either

* asserts tha£ more économiés is "good"—-and presumab]y‘is better than some
unspecified alternative useé of student time and other resources--or else
the research asks the narrower production-function question of how effective
one type of input js compared to another, without asking whether the output
is worth-producing. En volume 1 of the JEE Stigler (1970, p. 78) did pose the
question, "Why should people be economically literate, réther than.musjcally
l1iterate, or historicai1y literate, o;.chemica11y literate?" 1 must resist

the .temptation to discuss his answer--except to note that musicians, histor-

ians and chemists may seebthings di>¥erent1y.

-

Effectiveness vefsus'AI1ocat1ygﬁEffigﬁency . , L

;
The domination of a production funttion emphasis in economic educa-
/'/ . '

tion réseafch has, in short, obscured ths.re1ated issue of the allocative

14
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efficiency of alternative input combinatibns. Many -papers have examined

the effectiveness (productivity) of var(ous inputs, but rarely have the

relative costs of the inputs been juxtaposed to the relative effective-
ness, nor have the measures of effectiveness been transiated jnto values
of benefits. These questions have Seemingly been overlooked or, at least,
slighted.
I find it surprising that among the {(admittedly small number of)
papers confronting the questién of how to define the output or outputs
of economic education, there has been so littie attention to labor
market effects in general, and earnings effects in particular. The
contrast between the economic education literature and economics of
education_]iteraturé is dramatic. The Tatter ha§ concentfated, iypically
within a human capital pheoretit framework, on the relationship between
education (meaning schooling) and earnings, virtually disregarding the
process through which educational inputs produce the outputs that have
value in the labor market. Another way of saying this'is that the eco-
nomics of education literature has viewed earnings as the value of outputs.
Me;nwhi]e, the economic education literature has concentrated heavily on
the process 'of converting inputs into outputs in noﬁpecuniary'forms, vir-
tually d1sregérdjpgAthe vqjqq?iqn of outputs. i
. ‘ One might ﬁave predicted é_ggiggl that the economic education litera-
- ‘ ; ture would have fﬁc]uded numerous efforts to assess the labor market value
‘ of economics training either directly or indirectly throughv1ts effeét on,
say, the probability of‘admission tq taw school. Why the economic edﬁcation

: . §
Titerature and the economics of education literature have been so divergent,
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and whether efther, or both, or neither has pursued ah "optimal" path are

questions which I raise here, but will not pursue far.

Lifetime Effects

One further observation, however. The human capital framework, with-

in which much of the economics of education literature has been cast, has
chysed research attention on the investment aspect of schooling (typically
in broad units such as high school or college, though sometimes in narrower
program units such as vocational training or even Ph.D. training in economics),
The investment emphasis implies a 1ifetime perspecfjve on the outputs of
schooling.” By sharQ contrast, the economic educatioﬁa1iterature'has con-
centrated errwhelming]y on the immediate outputs, tﬁogg measured at the
coqgletion of the course. As pointed.out abo?e, there Héye been a few note-

worthy exceptions, in‘whiqh the durability of outputs has heen considered,
though even-these have involved a horizon of oniy a few year§ or so (Saunders,
I970§ Saunders and Bach, 1970f. It may well be exceedingly difficult to measure.
1ffetime effects of exposure to economics, and this'may explain the 1aék of
atsention to this question in the literature. (This Qou]d {1lustrate the _
interrelatedness of the "do-ability" of research and the formulatfbn of - .
rgsgarch questiéns.) But the fac% remains that 1ittle effort has been “

-devoted to the measurement of 11ifetime effects.

4

- 1

s

5. INCENTIVE STRUCTURES

A

Another underresearched area is'the nature of incentive structdreg
facing teachers and administrators. Assume that (1)vthe production fuhction

u»),‘

{
'

g_ 16
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research disclosed that certain inputs are more e fective thar others;

(2) consensus was reached on appropriate i —as of outputs (i.e.,
effectiveness), and (3) outpucs and inputs were valued and showed positive .
net benefits frcm a change in current teaching practices. Would the changes
occur? Are there 1ncent1ves sufficient to encourage ckanges that are

efficient (granting thaf"5uch changes can be identifie: with reasonable

confidence)?
These .questions, it might be argued, transcend o a1c education.’
It would seem, however, that the responsiveness of = -zcme»r and admini-

: strators of economic'education programs may or may re t- the same as

*

for thosé in noneconomics areas; at least this hypotr. : cannot be ruled
out, any more than cag,the‘hypothesis that varfation ‘{1 -‘ass size, or in-
the effectiveness of teaching assistants or the use ot : -.evision instruc-

tion differs as between economfcs and other subject areazs.

The nature of 1ncent1ves confronting teachers-—of economics or of any-
thing else, and at various levels of schoo11ng—-has recéived scant attention.
There are possible incentives for instructors (a) to learn which changes are
efficient, and (b) to make those changes. (On the latter poinc, however ,
studies of salary determination at unTvercit1es [e.g., Siegfried and White,
1973; Koch and Chizmar, 1973] have shed some Tight on the financial returns to.—
scholarly receorch, teaching, ;nd other uses of faculty time.) It is arqu-

. able that little is.to be gained from research on how to fjmprove" teaching
if the incentives to ddopt improved methods are weak. It is also arguable,
~on the other hand, that incentives are weaker than they might be because
; there is so little agreement as to what constitutes efficient teaching; thic,

after all, involves the specification of goals in ooérational-terms and the




}’ : . : 14 ’

adopt1aﬁ of v ‘ghts for the multiple ¢ “hat surely exist. Thus,
]

understanding 4. . and weights is one part « .  research agenda for

effictent innovation in education.

In any analysis of incentives in education the relatfonship between
private costs and .soctal costs (or returns) is 1ikely to be crucfal. As an
i1lustration, consider the case of an economics instructor who is free (although
many are not) to select a2y undergraduate texthook, and that a néw textbook
appears on the market. -r& may well be little incentive ' fir icial, pro-
fesﬁfoﬁa], or any othesr - -ead the new textbook ca}efullx =~ 4, to de-
termine whether itris superior to the one being'used;'thfs, sowever, is not
my p;incipal point. What if the iﬁstrdctor knew--&ostleley and wjfh cer-

/ -
tainty--that the new bonk was "more effective" for all ct his students; what

\

would be the private ani social costs and benefits of a oting the new book?
\ . Q .

Of course, "more effective" need not imply "more efficiart."
v ' . )
From ‘the studentS"VYewpoint, theonew book would presumably be preferred

it if were more effective. Such a preference, in turn, embodies two deeper
assumptions: ﬁ(a) the simi]ariﬁy\of student goals ipd of facd]ty goals for
students, and (b) the absence of higher costs (time, effc-t, money) for using

7

‘the new book that offset the benefits of increased learn:ng.

Note, however, that while tHg student must incur the cost éf reading.
.whatever textbook is chosen--so that this is essentially a fixed cost--the
facultyiperson bears 2n incre;sed real sooial cost of changing,“sinég he or
she has lerture v tes keyéd to a textbook .that has‘already been read. Qith
the benefits of. change accruing to students while the costs are bor;é by

faculty, the 1ikelihood of market failure is substantial.
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The market failure would diséppear, however,'if the ins;ructor in-
ternalized f;e students' benefits. This might appear to be the case if
the instructor acted as an idealized "professional"--that is, acted as the
consumer's _agent for maximizing the consumer's (student's) utility. Educa-.
tion ié an example of a cummodity{flike medical care ani legal represonta-
tion--in which consumers are aware of their %nabilit; to iudge qualit. and
50 they p]ace—trust in the professional to acﬁ in their best interest.

Even if the instructor were to behave, however, so as to maximize not his
or her own utility but that of students (cr parents, or taxpayers); it
would not follow that -efficient iresource aliocation would r95q1t\ The
reason is t .at the cost of switching textbooks (or, in general, of ‘chang-
ing anything in the teaching process) is a real cost; if it were‘to‘Be
disregarded--as would be the case if the instructor Qére to act so as to
maximize the consumer's uti1ity-;the result would be exgessﬁye chqnge.
The market failure would also disappear if the rewérd structure were

such that the instructor's pay were an appropriate function of the "value
added." Then, if students learned more from the new text, the 1;;tructor-:
‘nactiné in self-interest--would weigh the costs of chaqg1ng books
égainst.the benefit; and would choose aqcordtngiy.: Idpsiiy, the re-

wards wou]d;be commensurate with the student benefits,,andVSQQ-assuming
awayvrea1 external effects and othef market imperfection;--the instructbr‘
would be confronted with the real costs and benefits of chanéé.‘_The prdb-
1e;s of developing such a reward system are\doubtless great. It ﬂoes not
follow, however, that they are not research;?1e. : i .

|

19
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These remarks have been abstract; meat must be put on the analytic

bones. I hépe that the next time the economic education 11t -at =2 1.

veyed there w : gap +s exploring fncentives for  novat’-

and efficiency- 4 ws ' ve ard normative dimens{ons.

6. CONCLUDING F S ' -
it is all c. .mple "= ind questions .that one would 1ike .th-

researchers to ta’' ‘e, ac :ve done here. Thus, I should clos &

refterating m - claim made - the outset that the selection of op-iia’

research que« tic s is, 1 ur wéip]e, a matter of weighing benefi-s :nd

éosts, of compai ing th .z... »f having answers to the costs of S

,“fng them. If tie costs .. = s ficiently high, it would be ineff

to research questions tha: ieem important. “Some of the questior .
which [ have pointea probab. v faff such a benefit-cost efficienzy =3~
and so have received, quita wisely, little research attenion: otl
questions, however may pa- it--at least for some resen

merit rore s- unce meo2 se can conclude that "more sarch is

nended."

—~
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NOTES

1 to say that there is nothing special about: the te¢::hing

of ¢ i 5. Economists typically believe, for example, that u:aple
hav: -« misinformation and biases concerning economics than abcut’
athe  L.oject métterS; (Mark Schlesinger pointed this ou£‘to me.) Ever
T is true (see Boulding, 1975) the quest{on would renain whzther

~ .o zes devoted to teaching economics should be deployed different’y

atae subtects.

21lent survey of research on educational product-m 0

il /]
seak 77

{r
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