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Summary
This project will create a set of active learning supplemental teaching modules for the introductory economics curriculum.  These modules will contain material for conducting class-based economics experiments, including appropriate software, descriptions, experiment procedures, discussion topics, instructor guidance, and other material to aid instructors with integration of the experiments into classes.  This type of active learning will increase the sense of community in typical large lecture-based classes, and thus may be expected to increase learning, grades, and retention.  A team of several undergraduate students and one graduate student will be created to participate in this project.  These students will serve as “resident experts” to interact with GSU faculty and students using these teaching materials.  All material created by this project will be available on the Internet from the EconPort digital library (http://www.econport.org) that is currently maintained by the GSU Experimental Economics Center.  By offering the material online in this manner, we will be publicly establishing GSU as a pioneer in this area by providing this material to all interested instructors to use at their home institutions.

Purpose

Economics courses play an important role in economics, general social science, business, and engineering curricula. The majority of undergraduate students take only first-year, economics principles courses.  Traditionally, economics courses have been taught in a “chalk-and-talk” lecture format and rarely engaged the student in interactive learning.  Further, these courses are increasingly taught with larger numbers of students in the classroom, and the traditional lecture format can cause students to feel isolated from one another.  Introducing more active learning material in teaching economics shows great promise for improving pedagogic effectiveness, student interest, and student retention.  The GSU Economics department is currently proposing to increase student interaction through the use of CPS response pads in large enrollment principles classes.  Additionally, we at the Experimental Economics Center propose to create new active learning supplemental instructional material to be used in economics classes.
Instructional experiments with markets and strategic games have recently become a popular active learning tool for economics instructors, as evidenced by an increase in related journal publications, conference presentations, and available online software tools.  However, a significant impediment for individual instructors to begin using such an approach is the high start-up costs of adopting the techniques.  Another barrier to instructors is the difficulty of using instructional experiments in teaching large principles of economics classes; much of the currently available experiment material is not readily usable in such larger classes.  The Experimental Economics Center will leverage its particular expertise in this area to create a set of teaching modules that will dramatically lower the cost of introducing active learning experiments into the introductory economics courses.
Evidence shows that active learning teaching experiments improve test scores in introductory economics courses.  One of the more comprehensive studies of the efficacy of teaching experiments is reported by Emerson and Taylor (2004). They describe a comparison between experiment and lecture oriented sections of a microeconomics principles course. The authors assess student learning outcomes as measured by the microeconomics portion of the Test of Understanding of College Economics (TUCE), which was administered at the beginning and end of the semester in all sections. The study compares two experiment sections (59 students), each of which used eleven pencil and paper experiments over the course of the semester that were taken from Bergstrom and Miller (2000), with seven non-experiment sections (241 students) that served as controls. This study reports several conclusions regarding the efficacy of instructional experiments as a teaching methodology.  The authors’ main conclusion is that there is a statistically significant difference in the mean TUCE score improvement between the experiment group and the control group. Improvements of post-course over pre-course TUCE scores for the control group are similar to the national average, whereas improvements for the experiment group were 77 percent higher than improvements for the control group and 60 percent higher than the national average improvement.


Given the evidence stated above, we view the proposed teaching modules as valuable resources to be offered to instructors of introductory economics courses.  These teaching modules will enhance student involvement and group discussion (either in-class or online using Vista), therefore establishing a more vibrant learning community which may be expected to increase learning, grades, and retention.  An important element of creating these modules will be the team of students who will actively contribute to the project.  These students will benefit the project by insuring that the teaching modules are best designed for the student audience who will ultimately use this material.  Also, by involving students in this project, we will foster and develop their teamwork and presentation skills.  Not only will the students help with the creation of the teaching modules, but they will also help faculty who initially use the teaching modules; the students will become “resident experts” who will be able to assist instructors either in or out of the classroom on an as-needed basis.
Goals

We have three specific goals for this project:

1.  
The creation of a set of teaching modules that span the core topics of introductory economics.  These modules will provide instructors with classroom experiment activities that will engage students in interactive learning.  These modules will be available online from the EconPort digital library.
2.  
The creation of a team of undergraduate students who will provide assistance at all stages of this project: inception, planning, development, and dissemination.  By involving the students in this way, we will instill in them a better sense of teamwork, and they will also develop better presentation skills by working with faculty.

3.  
The adoption of the teaching modules by economics faculty.  The student team members will help in this activity by assisting interested GSU faculty learn about these teaching modules.  In addition to providing GSU faculty with this valuable supplemental instructional material, we will also be providing this material on the Internet for all interested instructors to use at their home institution.

Project Activities
fall 2006

1. 
Create a team of students comprised of a mixture of sophomore, junior, and senior students. 

2.
Identify the core topics of introductory economics to be covered by the modules, the materials that already exist for these topics, and the materials we will need to create.
3.
Create the teaching modules: this stage will involve the students working on materials for the modules, in conjunction with faculty supervision.  Also, needed software will be developed during this time.

4.
As initial modules are developed, student team members interact with instructors of economics principles courses and gain feedback on the modules that will be used to refine the material.

spring 2007

5.
Disseminate teaching modules through student team members will interact who faculty wanting to learn more about the use of the modules.
6.
Refinement work on some additional modules.

Evaluation

Two methods will be used to evaluate this project.  As the modules are used within courses starting in the spring 2007 semester, instructors will be able to assess student attitudes to the active learning material.  We will collect this information from the faculty who use the teaching modules.  Additionally, the Experimental Economics Center has submitted an NSF proposal to conduct a multi-year efficacy study on the use of class-based economics learning experiments.  If the NSF proposal is funded, then the teaching modules described in this document will be used as a part of the NSF project and will be a formal part of the NSF efficacy study.
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Budget

6 undergrads for the 2006-2007 school year ($10/hour for l0 hours per week for 30 weeks): $18,000
software developer support: $9,000
1 graduate research assistant: $14,000
1 Experimental Economics Center faculty buyout: $8,000
Total: $49,000

