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economics education which led to a very successful workshop at City University
London in October 2008,1 supported by the Royal Economic Society (RES), and to
this special issue.

The journal consists of two sections.The first was to contain commissioned papers
from the AHE and from the Conference of Heads of University Departments of
Economics (CHUDE) addressing the controversy over the SBSE. CHUDE was
responsible for overseeing the development of the 2000 SBSE (together with the
RES) and for overseeing the revision of 2006 (QAA, 2007: Preface). CHUDE declined to
contribute a paper to this section – as indeed they had declined to participate in the
workshop at City University, on the grounds that ‘CHUDE is a representative of all its
members who will no doubt have quite disparate views of the benchmarking
statement’ (personal communication).This section therefore consists of one paper: a
consideration of the relationship between the benchmark statement and pluralism
from the perspective of the AHE, by Alan Freeman, the Convenor of the National
Committee of the association.This paper is the product of a wide consultation, both
within and outside the membership of the AHE, and may be taken as representative
of a significant strand of opinion.The remainder of the special issue consists of four
contributed papers on the general topic of pluralism in economics education which
have been through the normal refereeing process. Of these, the paper by Wilson and
Dixon, was presented at the City University workshop.We believe these papers, the
survivors of a larger number of submissions, constitute a showcase for the
scholarship taking place in the area.

The remainder of the introduction to the special issue attempts to situate these
contributions by drawing out some of the themes and concepts upon which those
further papers are based.

A plural discipline taught monistically

We start with two salient facts about the world.The first fact is that there are, not one,
but many sciences of economics.To illustrate: as well as the neoclassical family of
schools of thought – including neoclassical Keynesians, monetarists, new Keynesians,
new classical and real business cycle theorists, new institutionalists, new economic
geographers and analytical Marxists – there is a constellation of heterodox schools,
including Post Keynesians, Marxians, Austrians, institutionalists, Georgists, Associative
economists, feminists, and critical realists, as well as Muslim, Christian and Buddhist
economists, in so far as they regard their religion as informing their economics. My
suggested system of classification may (in fact certainly does) lack consensus, but the
basic fact of interest here is indisputable.There are many economics: many sciences,
many practices, many visions and paradigms of economics – that is simply a fact that
we have to recognise and deal with.
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Editorial Issue 8.2

Pluralism in Economics
Education

Andy Denis

Abstract

This Editorial introduces the special issue of IREE on pluralism in economics
education. It draws out the pedagogical consequences of the contradiction between
the plurality of the discipline and the singularity of student induction into it.
Economics education should instead be based on controversy, benefiting students,
staff, employers and the polity, via the development of students’ intellectual
independence. Pluralism does not entail lowering standards, but itself constitutes a
demanding standard. On pluralist criteria, the current subject benchmark statement
for economics is seriously deficient, but an appropriately edited version would
constitute a step towards the pluralistic reorganisation of economics education.

Introduction 

This issue of the International Review of Economics Education (IREE) is a special issue
on the topic of pluralism in economics undergraduate education. I am extremely
grateful to the editors of IREE – Peter Davies and Ross Guest – and their team, for
the opportunity, and the experience, of working together on the special issue.The
origins of the project are as follows. In 2006 the Quality Assurance Agency for
Higher Education launched a review of the existing Subject Benchmark Statement
for Economics (SBSE), originally published in 2000, leading to the revised SBSE
(QAA, 2007). As part of that review, the Association for Heterodox Economics (AHE)
submitted a paper critical of the original SBSE (Freeman, 2007).The AHE then
approached IREE with proposals for collaboration on the issue of pluralism in
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the world, which may be served or frustrated by the pronouncements of economists,
it is not then surprising that there is also a variety of economic lines of thought. And
of course, the notion of interest need not be interpreted in any crude or mechanical
way: it is well known that we perceive it to be in our interest to adopt new ideas when
they are consistent with what we already think we know. Science is blighted by
confirmation bias. Empirically we see every day that people do indeed believe what
they want to believe, and that that is frequently what they perceive it to be in their
interest to believe. It would be odd if economists were immune.The image of
knowledge thus feeds back into the body of knowledge and a variety of images can
be expected to give rise to a variety of bodies, a range of sciences of economics.This is
the second sense in which the social sciences and in particular economics is
rhetorical. Its outputs, its insights, its theories, its prescriptions, serve and frustrate
interests. So much the more pressing then, that these outputs be presented, to the
economists themselves as much as to the end-users of their outputs, as the product
of pure, dispassionate science.To the extent that a social science must, in serving
knowledge, serve also interests, its image of knowledge has a doubly rhetorical
function: each economics must find a way not only to justify itself, to present itself as
scientific, but also to justify its specific content, its particular body of knowledge.

While this is true of social science in general, it is particularly true of economics
because of its proximity to the policy-making, and in particular the economic
policy-making, process. (Freeman, this issue). Interests within society, the potential
winners and losers from the implementation of this or that policy, often stand to
win or lose more as a consequence of economic policy decisions than any other,
and indeed almost every policy issue has an economic dimension. Such interests do
not hesitate to attempt to influence the kind of economics which is performed in
the hope of influencing its outputs in their favour.The hope that cold fusion does or
does not work does not give those hoping for one or the other outcome much
incentive to support this or that kind of physics. Few believe that the outcome can
be influenced in this way: at best discoveries can be hastened or delayed. But with,
say, minimum wages, the case is quite different: every organised interest with a
stake in the matter is free to commission their own research, in-house, or bought in
from private and public sector research organisations, in the same way as they
might employ legal staff to defend their interests at law.The purpose here is not the
discovery of truth, but the generation of effective rhetoric.Those hoping for cold
fusion would generally accept that there is a truth, and they’re probably better off
knowing it sooner rather than later.Those whose interests will be promoted or
damaged by this or that policy on minimum wages, or some change to the tax
system, are principally interested in ensuring that their interest is represented as
the interest of society, and hence acquiring social acceptance for their desired
outcome. As long as interests within society are various, therefore, we can expect
economics itself to be various.
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The second salient fact is that the teaching of undergraduate economics, both in the
UK and elsewhere, is – given this heterogeneity within the discipline – remarkably
homogeneous.Typically, undergraduates are taught a core of mainstream textbook
microeconomics and macroeconomics in their first two years, alongside courses in
mathematics and statistics, and then a range of optional applications of that core to
specific topics in such specialisms as financial economics, industrial economics,
labour economics, health economics, and monetary economics, in their final year.
Economics is typically seen within the discipline as analogous to engineering – there
is thought to be little valid or interesting controversy on fundamentals, and what
controversy there is can only be addressed on the basis of a common technical
apparatus: the mastery of this technical basis is therefore the principal or sole
preoccupation of undergraduate, and indeed postgraduate, tuition.The degree to
which we are systematically failing to expose our undergraduates to alternative
paradigms should not be underestimated. In my third-year, second-term, optional
module in history of economic thought, I discovered a year or so ago, in the first
lecture of that year’s series, that none of the dozen students present had ever even
heard of Hayek – and that’s the group of students who, presumably, were least
averse to learning about the past of their discipline.

The contrast between the heterogeneity of the discipline and the homogeneity of
our undergraduate pedagogy is striking, and worth dwelling on.

Every science is rhetorical, but social science is rhetorical in a double sense. Every
science consists of a body of knowledge and an image of knowledge: the first is the
substance of the science, the knowledge of the world which the science claims to
offer, the second concerns what the discipline thinks it is and should be, how it
presents and justifies itself to itself and to the world (Giocoli, 2003).The body of
knowledge comprises the accumulated theoretical and empirical knowledge of the
science, the methods it has adopted, and the open questions and features of the
world the science should address.The image of knowledge comprises the identity
of the science: how it thinks of itself and presents itself – both to itself and to the
world, the identification of the open questions deserving most urgent attention,
the grounds and criteria upon which these open questions are to be resolved, what
constitutes an authoritative statement of the science, and how novices are
inducted and socialised. Economics is no exception and this is the first sense in
which we can identify a rhetoric of economics: it has a self-image.

The social sciences, however, present a special case in that their content addresses
interests: their almost every pronouncement leads or tends towards one policy
prescription or another, including the prescription to do nothing.We are all fallible
beings, but, mostly, we are not stupid.We can often see where a line of thought is
going to take us, and the temptation to choose the line of thought in the light of its
expected terminus may frequently be overwhelming. Given the variety of interests in
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accepted by the majority of palaeontologists, but the idea is well known and new
facts and interpretations of the facts are often compared with its predictions.

The situation is quite otherwise in economics, however.The past, and the periphery,
are not overcome in theory but simply forgotten.There is, in my opinion, no cogent
neoclassical critique of – for example – Marx’s labour theory of value, Keynes’s
theory of aggregate demand, or Hayek’s theory of social evolution.These
contributions have not been refuted, they are simply ignored. And that ignoring,
that ignorance, is not a passive failing, but an active process: the long drawn-out
process of squeezing the history and methodology of the subject out of the
curriculum is part of an organic process of quarantining and sequestering
heterodox thought in the discipline. Heterodox economic thought today embraces
a great variety of standpoints within it – and they cannot all be right. But whatever
its flaws, it cannot be compared to the eccentric attachment to astrological and
homœopathic notions rightly dismissed by astronomy and medicine. Until the
process of intellectual settling of accounts has taken place, we cannot know who
are the cranks, which are the cults. No doubt we all have our suspicions.

What is pluralism?

I believe that we can identify a lower and a higher grade of pluralism in economics
undergraduate education, which I will refer to as permissive and assertive pluralism.

The lower grade of pluralism simply involves permission: allowing or advocating
permission for many schools of thought and modes of teaching to exist. In this view,
intellectual diversity is advocated or at least tolerated. It can be regarded as teacher-
centred, since it permits teaching which fits with the inclinations of the teacher.What is
taught is not necessarily particularly pluralist, the pluralism lies rather at the aggregate
level, simply in the fact that more than one approach is taught, or may be taught.This
minimal pluralism is required to satisfy the principle of academic freedom.

The higher grade of pluralism presupposes permissive pluralism but goes further. It
requires the mutual engagement of different schools of thought. In this approach, it
is recognised as a necessary part of undergraduate education in economics that
students be exposed to competing paradigms. It can be regarded as student-
centred, as aiming to give students an adequate induction into the discipline, one
which educates them about the plurality of their discipline and inculcates the skills
required to deal with that plurality.This grade of pluralism is pluralistic in practice
as what each student gets is tuition in the range of economic approaches, past and
present, and assistance in acquiring the knowledge, understanding and skills
required to discriminate between them.This is the kind of pluralism for which the
AHE is committed to striving (Freeman, this issue). It is the difference between
tolerating diversity and embracing diversity.
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So the discipline is inevitably and intrinsically plural, and our transmission of it to
the next generation is overwhelmingly singular. Perhaps needless to say, this
monism extends well beyond the particular issue of undergraduate pedagogy that
we are considering here – research and postgraduate education are similarly
dominated by a single standpoint. Undergraduate education is merely a
particularly salient and egregious instance. Progress towards pluralism in
undergraduate education, should we decide that that this what we want, is most
unlikely to be achieved in that domain in isolation, but presupposes parallel shifts
from monism towards pluralism in postgraduate education and in research. Later I
want to say more about the desirability or otherwise of this contrast between a
plural science and singular representation of it. Here I want to address an important
‘knee-jerk’ response to the idea of pluralism in economics education.

Given that economics is inevitably plural, there can be no neutral ground on which
to stand, outside of the many competing paradigms, from which we can pronounce
upon the legitimacy of these schools of thought, or the quality of what
representatives of those schools say.The alternative, then, is either pluralism – a
tolerant, critical conversation (McCloskey, 1998), or monism – what we have today:
the hegemony of a particular approach. Other social sciences, by contrast, take a
multiplicity of positions and methodological discussion for granted.

The suggestion of relaxing the monism of the discipline immediately raises a
concern: does open-mindedness mean empty-headedness? This is addressed in
almost every defence of pluralism today: pluralism, it is said, does not mean that
‘anything goes’ (Dow, this issue; Freeman, this issue). A Google search for the key
words pluralism, economics, and ‘anything goes’ yields nearly 12,000 hits. Pluralism,
that is, raises the spectre of legitimising cranks and cults, unproductive and
damaging hangers-on that are parasitic on the discipline. Parallels in medicine and
in other sciences immediately spring to mind. But the difference is this: in general,
we know what is wrong with previous, exploded theories such as those of
phlogiston, the luminiferous ether and the inheritance of acquired characteristics, on
the one hand, and current heterodox notions such as intelligent design,
homœopathy and astrology, on the other, because they have been theoretically and
empirically comprehensively refuted. Moreover, the knowledge of these past and
heterodox notions remains – to a greater or lesser degree – at the disposal of the
current generations of these disciplinary practitioners and theoreticians, available to
them to draw on, should new phenomena challenge the accepted view. In medicine
and the natural sciences we continually see the heterodox becoming the orthodox
(and vice versa).The Wilson and Sarich finding in 1967 that humans and apes
diverged 4 to 5 million years ago, an order of magnitude below the contemporary
consensus, was discounted for decades before being accepted. Likewise with Julian
Huxley’s notion of clades. Elaine Morgan’s aquatic ape hypothesis has never been
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relevance.The aim of pluralist teaching is equip students to exercise their own
professional judgement as economists.To this end, pluralism cannot be reduced to
synthesis or inclusion, but has to based on systematic deployment of controversy as
means of understanding and educating. It means introducing students to
controversy and debate from day one of their programme.

Why pluralism?

The first answer one can give to the question,‘Why pluralism?’, is a very simple one
– it’s the truth: the discipline is plural, we have to tell the students that. Failure to
inform the students of the plurality of their discipline is just dishonest.

The bigger answer is that by failing to expose our students to plurality, by failing to
use controversy as a pedagogical instrument, we make it much more difficult for
ourselves to do our job as teachers.The pedagogical advantages of pluralism – the
papers in this special issue conclude – are overwhelming.The process of contention
and discussion between differing standpoints is an essential component of
progress towards an adequate understanding of the world.

Economics undergraduate education has four broad purposes – to underpin
citizenship, to equip students to be productive employees, to lay the basis for
further professional education and training in economics, and to have fun. For
those few unconvinced by the fourth goal suggested here, an instrumental
approach can be adopted: if teachers are enjoying themselves, they’re probably
going to do a better job; and students who enjoy their courses are more likely to be
learning effectively. All of these goals are supported by pluralist pedagogy, though
the consequences for the enjoyability of economics education will be left implicit
on this occasion.The claim made in the papers published here is that it supports
vocational goals both by teaching the standard content of economics degrees
more effectively, and by setting that in a far-reaching social context. Students’
understanding is deeper, and they are better able to learn and integrate new
material. All four goals are supported by enabling students to become life-long
learners.The central claim is that basing pedagogy on controversy leads to the
development of critical independence, which itself leads to better citizenship and
employability, and better mastery of the discipline.

The subject matter of economics is marked by diversity, openness, fragmentation
and complexity. In these circumstances it is possible that the application of a range
of approaches will lead more reliably to valuable insights than reliance on any one
method, however good.This is related to the well-known idea, in domains from
meteorology to finance, that averaging a range of forecasts, impounding different
forecasting approaches, will lead to greater accuracy.The various paradigms within
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Nevertheless, it is very important to underline that pluralism in economics
education cannot be identified with heterodoxy, and monism with orthodoxy.
Pluralism is not about replacing one approach or family of approaches (the current
orthodoxy) with another (one or other current heterodoxy) – which thereby
becomes the new orthodoxy. Pluralism is categorically not about combating the
mainstream – there are many pluralist individual economists, institutional units and
processes within the mainstream. Indeed, pluralism requires a debate with
heterodox as much as orthodox currents since it is perfectly possible for heterodox
economists to be quite convinced in the correctness of their particular heterodoxy
and to wish to see it become the new orthodoxy. Salerno (2009), for example,
wishes to see the Austrian school become ‘THE new neoclassical mainstream’.
Rather, assertive pluralism breaks with the notion that progress means replacing
one orthodoxy with another, or even that it means the renewal from within of an
existing orthodoxy. It rejects the idea that where we are – now or at any other time
– can be reduced to a single doctrine or canon. Pluralism is a challenge to the
heterodox and orthodox alike. Indeed, those paradigmatically attached to the
current mainstream have a strong incentive to support pluralist pedagogy since –
as will be argued in the papers in this special issue – it promotes deeper learning of
orthodox theories, by contrasting them at every point with their rivals.

For assertive pluralism, the starting point in constructing the undergraduate
curriculum has to be that economics is plural, that is, that there is more than one
approach, theory, and proposed solution to every problem. Pluralism, Freeman
argues, is the tradition of controversy. All major economic doctrines are born and
sustained in controversy.This is the nature of the discipline, which, if we are honest,
we have to communicate to our new students from the outset of their studies. It is
significant that the ‘post-autistic’ movement of French students explicitly demanded
the teaching of economics via controversy. Controversy, according to this
understanding or pluralism, is not something for the footnotes or closing chapters in
the textbooks, nor something to be focused on in optional modules towards the end
of the students’ undergraduate studies. Rather controversy is the method, the tool,
the means of instruction from the very beginning of that instruction.

Pluralist undergraduate education in economics is a process of teaching and
learning focused on the coexistence of multiple approaches – all of which are
presumed to be valid, until theoretically and empirically refuted. It uses controversy
between these schools of thought as the means towards developing pluralist
students, that is, students with the capacity not simply to reproduce and apply one
particular theory, but who are knowledgeable about, and have insight into, the
main intellectual trends within the discipline, and the ability to discriminate
between their pronouncements on the basis of logical cogency and empirical
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theoretical consideration of the evidence. At each level the student is challenged to
understand, to diagnose and to judge.The competing points of view interpret
differently the borders between economics and contiguous subjects, leading
students to a deeper understanding of context, the definition of economics and
how it relates to its cognates.

Whatever stance a student takes with respect to a specific issue, exposure to
controversy will help the student to cope with uncertainty about the truth, and
challenges to the correctness, of his or her own arguments.We are likely to do less
damage when we are aware of our ignorance, and of the existence of alternatives,
than when we think we have the answers.What is needed is reflective judgement,
the ability to make judgements in the context of uncertainty, and a commitment to
questioning one’s own purposes, evidence, implications, assumptions and
standpoint, as much as those one opposes.

Pluralist teaching leads to better citizenship. It teaches the student to be
participatory, critical and informed, and emphasises powers of judgement.The
Enlightenment goal of student intellectual independence lies at the heart of the
pluralist pedagogical project. Presenting the alternative theories for every
phenomenon requires students to make up their own minds, and requires the
instructor to help the student to do so. Students learn to think for themselves and
to negotiate their way through difficult issues on which there are many
perspectives.What is prized above all in this perspective is the student’s ability to
think critically, independently and objectively.

Pluralism helps students learn to become life-long learners.They are encouraged to
engage with the learning process itself: understanding why the content is being
taught via controversy leads to conscious reflection on learning and the promotion
of active learning. Ever-deeper understanding of the roots of controversy between
economic paradigms underpins the capacity to change one’s mind, both to correct
erroneous premises and to respond to changed circumstances. It encourages
students to become conscious about their own learning and to learn about the
learning process. Pluralist learners become active, self-directed learners.

Pluralist education is vocationally useful. Employers want oral and written
communication and presentation skills, social and team-working skills, and
debating skills.They also want problem-solving skills with the ability to cope with
complexity and interconnectedness.They want employees who are able to weigh
up the sides of an argument. Some of this we have already mentioned above.
Pluralism develops students’ rhetorical powers in two ways. Firstly they must
understand the rhetoric of the schools of thought whose pronouncements they are
studying – how these writers and thinkers attempt to gain support for their
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economics may thus be complementary. No paradigm is complete, none has the
last word: all have lacunae and blind-spots; it is possible for diverse approaches to
contribute to our understanding of the world, even though they may appear to be
mutually inconsistent. In other words there can be a cross-fertilisation between
paradigms.This leads to the idea of a pragmatic, heuristic pluralism, a
horses-for-courses approach potentially valid both in research and teaching. It
might be judged desirable to teach our students to practise heuristic pluralism and
to seek insights from a range of standpoints.Teaching via controversy is more likely
to lead to good economics.

It is well known that people display greatly varying abilities to do the same task,
depending on how the task is presented. An example is the Wason test. A number of
cards is displayed and subjects are asked to turn over the minimum set required to
prove or disprove some hypothesis about the obverse and reverse of the cards.
People are in general surprisingly bad at it, but research has shown that they do
much better when it is presented – for example – as detecting violations of an
implicit social contract (Ridley, 1994). Similarly, a blue-collar worker with limited
mathematical schooling can often quickly execute complex arithmetical calculations
in the bookmaker’s shop. By presenting economic questions in terms of controversy
about important issues with which students can engage, it may be that they can
learn faster by recruiting brain modules not normally employed for the task.

Teaching economics by using the controversy between a range of economic
paradigms allows students to see themselves and the issues they care about as part
of the discussion, encourages student engagement with the interests of the agents
involved, and underlines that economic choices have moral, social, cultural and civic
dimensions. Students are enabled to identify with agents, to take sides, to care
about outcomes, and to identify the human significance and moral status of
economic interpretation and policy prescription (Peterson and McGoldrick, this
issue).We all respond better to a story, and students are no exception (Dave Wilson,
personal communication).

Pluralism leads to deep learning, partly because it speaks to matters which students
care about, and hence recruits brain modules not otherwise engaged, and partly
because the use of controversy itself requires students to take sides and hence to
find reasons for the views they adopt. By viewing the phenomena in question from
multiple perspectives, pluralism raises the issues of uncertainty, complexity and
context.This requires students to develop strategies for coping with all three.
Different paradigms dispute the evidence and its interpretation, dispute the logical
and theoretical framework within which the evidence is to be understood, and
dispute the normative, policy-orientated consequences to be drawn from
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pluralism, one approach worth considering is benchmarking for pluralism. I will
address this in the next section.

It is not generally possible to start a pluralist or heterodox module or programme
from scratch.There are exceptions, such as the recently launched master’s and
doctoral programme in Austrian economics at King Juan Carlos University, Madrid,
and such opportunities are of course to be seized with both hands.2 Nevertheless,
at present they are the exception, not the rule. So the question is, how we are to
infiltrate pluralism into predominantly mainstream modules and programmes.
There will of course be random opportunities where specific members of staff have
both the interest and expertise, and the confidence of their colleagues, to introduce
alternative material. In many ways, the mainstream has become more internally
pluralist than it has been in the past (Dow, this issue; Coyle, 2007): opportunities to
exploit this internal pluralism do exist. On these occasions, instead of standard
mainstream textbooks, the instructor may choose to deploy an alternative
textbook, to read two textbooks in parallel, to compile a set of selected readings, or
to use their own specially created notes and teaching materials. A project to run
over 2009–10, partly funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England
(hefce), via the Economics Network, and partly by City University London, will
attempt to collect heterodox teaching materials and make them publicly available
on the Economics Network website (Economics Network, nd). If successful, this will
help teachers to introduce heterodox material alongside the standard, mainstream
material, injecting an element of local pluralism into the students’ education.

A more systematic approach to the problem of introducing heterodox material into
existing modules and programmes is indicated in the contribution to this issue by
Sheila Dow, namely via history, in particular via the history and methodology of
economics, and via economic history and the history of economic policy. A strong
case can be made that students need the historical background to the doctrines we
are now teaching them, and which are now accepted by many practising economists,
in order for them to fully understand what they are being taught. Equally, a strong
argument can be made for introducing students to the history of the economic
system, of which ostensibly they are embarking on a study, and the history of
government policy and laissez-faire. But the history of economic thought cannot be
taught without introducing students to controversy.The history of the emergence
and development of even just the current mainstream ideas implies exploring the
controversies giving rise to and sustaining those ideas. Likewise, the methodology of
the subject cannot be taught without introducing students to a range of possible
methodologies, and investigating the reasoning and motives behind the adoption of
this or that methodology in the social and natural sciences. Finally, the history of the
economy and of economic policy cannot be undertaken without examining the
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standpoint. But it also encourages students to become articulate communicators
by getting them to engage with this issue and that, to put forward a case, orally or
in writing, for this theory or that, that policy prescription or an alternative. All this
makes students better, more attractive employees. Learning in a pluralist
environment, students become more creative, better judges, better problem-
solvers, more effective organisers.

Pluralism is associated with a more open and varied approach to pedagogy, ie a
greater variety of modes of instruction, with greater stress on student-centredness.
This is to be contrasted both with ‘Monecon’– the standard, single-paradigm,
single-delivery approach, and with artificial attempts to graft a more open and varied
pedagogy onto the mainstream approach, that is, in abstraction from any attempt to
remedy the deficiencies of a monist pedagogy. It is through a hypostatisation of
content and curriculum – a wilful narrowing of content and standardisation of the
canon, not through failure to adopt the best teaching practices, that Monecon has
become boring, divorced from reality, and difficult to teach. As Wilson and Dixon (this
issue) elaborate, the attempt to isolate the technique of teaching as at fault, and to
introduce innovative methods of teaching and learning without addressing the
problems of a monist curriculum, generates counter-productive and perverse effects.
Such methods can be ‘hands on without being minds on’. Pedagogically innovative
techniques, combined with the interest of learning about and through controversy,
by contrast, can lead to learning activities which are engaging, comprehensible,
interesting and satisfying.They can capture student interest, question the underlying
assumptions of the approaches considered, and illuminate different approaches.This
is a world away from both the monolithic, inefficient rote learning and memorisation
or, rather, learning and forgetting, still associated with so much of the mainstream,
and – Wilson and Dixon claim – with the attempt to paste ‘teaching and learning’, in
particular via new technology, onto the monist mainstream curriculum without
addressing the content.

How to move towards pluralism? 

The question of whether a pluralist broadening of the curriculum is desirable leads
immediately into the question of how its proponents would envisage its
implementation. Broadly there are two paths, which are not mutually exclusive, but
rather support each other, and which relate to the two grades of pluralism
considered above. In the case of the lower grade of pluralism, permissive pluralism,
the appropriate mode of procedure is for individual lecturers and departments to
add heterodox material to the mainstream material, to infiltrate pluralism within
existing modules and programmes. For the higher grade of pluralism, assertive
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and may have more than one solution’ (QAA, 2007: 8). However, this is the last of
seven modal and threshold attainments and appears to have the status of a
footnote. Moreover, it is highly ambiguous what ‘more than one approach’ actually
means: it is quite possible to teach a range of neoclassical approaches to a single
problem, without ever drawing on a heterodox idea. And pluralists would claim that
the threshold benchmark – indeed, the very first threshold benchmark – should
require the graduate to display a profound familiarity with the necessity, not merely
the possibility, that economic problems admit of many approaches and solutions.

Again, one of the possible attainments of an economics student is listed as
‘Appreciation of the history and development of economic ideas and the differing
methods of analysis that have been and are used by economists’. It is indeed
laudable that the history and methodology of the subject are thus mentioned. But
this comes in a list of possible ‘indicative’ attainments immediately after a
disclaimer stating that which elements on the list are actually selected is a matter of
individual institutional choice (QAA, 2007: 3).

Finally, under ‘Subject knowledge and understanding’, we read that ‘students …
should appreciate the existence of different methodological approaches’ (QAA,
2007: 2), which, while welcome, is, to say the least, ambiguous – after all, even two
standard econometric techniques, not to mention indifference curve analysis and
ISLM models, could easily be interpreted as ‘different methodological approaches’.
This is exactly the same point as has already been made above about the
references to possible plurality of approach mentioned in the seventh and final
threshold and modal benchmark standards.

These elements, as Garnett (this issue) implies, are features that a pluralist SBSE
would incorporate, develop and build on.The AHE would certainly agree that all
students should be familiar with the history of their subject, and of the different
ways economists have conceived of their discipline, and that they should assume
that every economic problem will admit of a plurality of approaches and solutions.
But that is not enough.

It’s worth stating exactly what it is which is objectionable about the current SBSE.
The three lengthy paragraphs constituting the definition of the subject do not give
the merest hint that there may be a number of schools of thought with very
different views of the subject.The SBSE describes the mainstream view and calls it
‘economics’.The extensive list under ‘The transferable concept’ in Section 5 (QAA,
2007: 4–5) comprises eight concepts including incentives, the margin, equilibrium,
gains from trade, and expectations. Indeed, a very strong argument can be made for
every one of these concepts. But that is not the point.The fact is that nearly every
one of them is disputed – either rejected completely or interpreted in a quite
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motivation and reasoning of the policy-makers and the evidence on the efficacy of
their interventions in the history of the economy. All of these approaches, to the
extent that they are taught effectively, teach students via the deployment of
controversy and therefore not only tend towards the goals outlined above, but form a
transition to a more assertive and systematic grade of pluralist pedagogy.

Benchmarking for pluralism

Undergraduate tuition in economics in the UK is benchmarked in the subject
benchmark statement for economics (SBSE), established by the QAA (QAA, 2007).
Subject benchmark statements ‘describe what gives a discipline its coherence and
identity, and define what can be expected of a graduate in terms of the abilities and
skills needed to develop understanding or competence in the subject’ (QAA, nd).The
SBSE cannot be ignored. A recent Royal Economic Society-Economics Network study
reported that ‘the Benchmark Statement has been found to be robust and relevant
to current employers’ (O’Doherty et al., 2007: 15). A number of reactions to the SBSE
are possible. On the one hand, a casual inspection might lead to the impression that
the BES is so anodyne that it is compatible with almost any interpretation and
unlikely to obstruct the advancement of pluralism within economics education.The
opposite extreme sees it as inevitable that a benchmark statement will dictate
adherence to the orthodoxy, whatever the orthodoxy happens to be.The only
possible response in this view is that the benchmarking system should be rejected
or, if we must suffer the imposition of benchmarking, then we should engineer the
benchmark statement for economics to be as vacuous as possible.

The line take by the AHE is different from both of these. It takes seriously the
current statement and regards it as damaging to the profession, but at the same
time argues (Freeman, this issue) that reforms to the SBSE can convert it into an
important instrument for the pluralist reform of undergraduate education in
economics in the UK.

The SBSE consists of seven sections – a very brief introduction, a definition of the
nature and context of economics, the aims of degree programmes in economics, a
summary of subject knowledge and understanding, a list of subject-specific and
other skills, a section on teaching, learning and assessment, and, finally, a set of
threshold and modal benchmark standards. Garnett (this issue) notes that the SBSE
already has some pluralist elements, and argues that rather than completely
re-writing the SBSE from scratch, we need to ‘beef-up’ these sections. For example,
the very last modal benchmark standard says that the typical graduate should
‘display familiarity with [‘awareness of’ in the threshold benchmark standard] the
possibility that many economic problems may admit of more than one approach
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controversy.The goal is to teach pluralist courses which will produce pluralist
students.

The pluralist SBSE, without dictating anything, would describe the discipline’s
expectations of what undergraduate degree courses in economics would consists
of and what sort of graduates it would lead to. Each department and institution
would be able to choose its own way forward.We should expect a very diverse
range of courses and ideas, introducing students to the diversity of approach within
the discipline and providing them with the intellectual tools to make sense of this
diversity. It seems likely, however, that the historical approach mentioned above,
and spelled out in detail in the paper by Sheila Dow, would play a major role.The
history of economic thought is a prerequisite for understanding the controversy
between the schools of thought extant within the discipline today. A study of
economic methodology of the subject is essential in order to gain a deep
understanding of the differences between the approaches and the rhetorics
deployed by those schools of thought. And, finally, a study of the history of the
economy and of economic policy-making is essential in order to be able to appraise
the various policy prescriptions of these schools of thought.

Conclusion

In this introduction to the special issue I have tried to set the scene for the papers
which follow by drawing out the consequences for undergraduate education of the
manifest contradiction between the plurality of the discipline and the singularity of
the induction into it that our undergraduate students receive. I have argued that
this contradiction cries out for resolution by giving our students a pluralistic
education in economics, an education based on controversy. Further, education
based in controversy is capable of delivering benefits for staff, students, employers
and the polity of which they are citizens, via the development, in a manner closed
to the current monist curriculum, of the students’ intellectual independence and
critical judgemental skills. A wide-spread concern is that allowing pluralism will be
tantamount to diluting standards. I have argued that this concern is misplaced and
that pluralism itself constitutes a demanding standard. Finally, I have outlined the
view of the Association for Heterodox Economics that, while the current subject
benchmark statement for economics is seriously deficient when viewed through
the lens of pluralism, it would be possible to draft a benchmark statement which
would establish pluralism as the standard by which undergraduate education in
economics should be measured.
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different way – by one school of thought or another. But they are presented here as
wholly uncontroversial.The assumption is that when we speak of ‘economics’, it is
just the mainstream version of economics that we are talking about. Apart from the
two ambiguous references, noted above, to a possible plurality of approach, and
the reference to the history and methodology of economics as an optional target
attainment, there is simply no mention or acknowledgement of controversy.That,
for the AHE, is the core.

The starting point for the construction of a satisfactory SBSE must be that
economics is plural: there is more than one approach, more than one theory, more
than one proposed solution to every economic problem.The discipline is plural in
the sense that a large number of competing schools of thought strive to make
sense of the economic world we inhabit. Our education in economics simply has to
reflect that fact. As argued above, in the section on assertive pluralism, this means
that pedagogy has to be based on controversy.The SBSE has to prioritise
controversy, criticism and the nurturing of dissent.The goal has to be the
inculcation of critical independence, the ability to challenge received wisdom of
whatever kind and the production of students who are in a position to be able to
make up their own minds.This is far from being a novel way of conceiving the role
and structure of a benchmark statement: as the AHE submission to the review of
the SBSE (Freeman, 2007) documents, other benchmark statements in the social
sciences and beyond, from theology to accountancy, find ways to reflect the
pluralism of their disciplines in ways that the SBSE signally fails to do.

It should not be thought that the pluralism being advocated here effectively
displaces standards of quality. Pluralism itself constitutes a demanding standard of
quality. Benchmarking for pluralism sets up pluralism itself as the expected standard
throughout the discipline. A pluralist SBSE would set out benchmark standards for
pluralism; establishing threshold and modal criteria for students’ capacity for critical
and pluralistic reasoning, knowledge of the variety of theories and standpoints, past
and present, in the discipline as a whole and the specific field in which they are
working; understanding of the presuppositions of these theories, and ability to
discriminate between their pronouncements on the basis both of the empirical
evidence for their assumptions and predictions, and of their logical cogency; and the
rhetorical skills both to understand the use of rhetoric which they will encounter,
and the ability to present a powerful and cogent argument of their own.

In this approach, pluralism is regarded as both an output and an input. It is not just
that the students’ education is pluralist, but that the students produced by a
programme meeting the standard of pluralism, will themselves be pluralist – in the
sense that they will accept, entertain and encourage difference, dissent and



23

The Economists of Tomorrow:
the Case for a Pluralist
Subject Benchmark
Statement for Economics*

Alan Freeman

‘If you put two economists in a room, you get two opinions, unless one of
them is Lord Keynes, in which case you get three.’Winston Churchill

Abstract

This paper, on behalf of the UK-based Association for Heterodox Economists (AHE),
argues for a reformulation of the Subject Benchmark Statement for Economics
(SBSE) on pluralist principles.

Pluralism – the capacity to examine critically a range of explanations for observed
reality – should be the primary required outcome of economics education. Specific
provisions should recognise, promote, defend and guarantee this good practice in
teaching and assessment alike.

Such a revision, it argues, is the appropriate response to widespread criticism of
economics, to which the monotheoretic character of its practice has laid the
profession open, following the recession which began early in 2008.

Introduction

This paper outlines the rationale for, and principles behind, a pluralist Subject
Benchmark Statement for Economics (SBSE). I first define pluralism, contrasting it
with its opposite, monotheoreticism. I show that, as a consequence of this
definition, a pluralist SBSE would involve a radical rewrite, rather than an
incremental revision, of the existing SBSE.This in turn would rest on a
reconceptualisation of the relation between economics and society, bringing the
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Notes
1 For more information about the workshop, please see http://www.staff.city.ac.uk/

andy.denis/pluralism.htm 
2 As pointed out above, there is nothing particularly pluralist itself in generating a

heterodox programme such as this, the pluralism lies rather at the aggregate level, in
the fact that the teaching of a plurality of approaches has been permitted.
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should be the capacity to handle disagreement: to identify, select, adapt, and
critically interrogate the range of theories relevant to each concrete problem. Only
on the basis of these principles can tomorrow’s economists hope to confront each
juncture with the fresh minds required to understand it.This is the rational basis for
pluralism in economics – and hence for pluralism in economics education.

Pluralism is a radical break with the idea that economic knowledge should seek to
reduce itself to a canonical set of principles or techniques, which arises from the
mistaken attempt to assert a unity where none has been achieved.The outcome is
a dissolution of thought into a variety of contesting monisms – the neoclassical
approach, the neo-Austrian approach, Keynesianism, Marxism, and so on, each
seeking to establish itself as the single unique truth.

This unseemly struggle nurtures the misconception that pluralism is a ploy to
replace one orthodoxy by another. Actually, critical pluralist economics aims to
replace all orthodoxy with a real understanding of variety. It aims to equip
practitioners to select, from all appropriate theories, that which best fits the
evidence.To achieve this, students first need to understand, not where economists
agree, but why they disagree.

Pluralism thus goes hand in hand with critical thinking. Beyond the different
predictions of conflicting theories, the student needs to grasp the premises on
which each rests. Consider, for example, the efficient markets hypothesis, which has
figured extensively in recent criticism of the performance of economics. Buiter
(2009) argues that:

In both the New Classical and New Keynesian approaches to monetary
theory (and to aggregative macroeconomics in general), the strongest
version of the efficient markets hypothesis (EMH) was maintained.This is
the hypothesis that asset prices aggregate and fully reflect all relevant
fundamental information, and thus provide the proper signals for resource
allocation. Even during the seventies, eighties, nineties and noughties
before 2007, the manifest failure of the EMH in many key asset markets was
obvious to virtually all those whose cognitive abilities had not been warped
by a modern Anglo-American Ph.D. education. But most of the profession
continued to swallow the EMH hook, line and sinker, although there were
influential advocates of reason throughout, including James Tobin, Robert
Shiller, George Akerlof, Hyman Minsky, Joseph Stiglitz and behaviourist
approaches to finance.The influence of the heterodox approaches … was,
however, strictly limited.
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subject closer to its sister social sciences. I establish this by considering the
widespread criticism of economics that followed the financial crash and ensuing
recession which opened in 2008.

What is pluralism?

Pluralism restores the lost academic principle of controversy to economics. It
recognises that both the effective development of theory, and its valid application,
depend for optimality on the debate between contrasting and opposed ideas.

Within economics, pluralism has been misrepresented as a synonym for
heterodoxy. In fact, the very polarisation of our subject into orthodoxy and
heterodoxy – one of many phenomena unique to this subject – arises because of
the monotheoretic1 conception that the job of an economist is to pursue a single
theory or theoretical paradigm, identified in advance of the evidence, without
considering conflicting alternatives.‘Orthodox’ economics, at any given time,
singles out one such body of theory as meritorious. Heterodoxy arises precisely and
only when orthodoxy treats other ideas as undeserving of merit for no valid reason
beyond mere disagreement.

The pluralist economist makes explicit the alternative theoretical approaches
relevant to any given problem, whether or not she or he agrees with them,
presenting the different solutions and policies which might arise from each
approach, the presuppositions on which it rests, and the basis – in any given case
– for choosing between them.

Pluralism has wider implications for the relation between society and economics,
whose close and direct relation to policy-making is also unique to the subject. In the
monotheoretic framework, this relation is conceived of, by both client and provider, as
one in which the economist provides the single ‘right answer’which the
decision-maker then adopts. Pluralism, by contrast, presents the decision-makers with
choices, thus ensuring they cannot absolve themselves as merely ‘acting on advice’.

Pluralism, in summary, rests on two foundations. The first is a different conception
of economic theory, closer to our subject’s sister social sciences. The second is a
different conception of competent economic practice, closer to Dearing’s (1997)
description of the modern UK approach as a ‘compact between higher education
and society’.

What pluralism is not

Pluralism, as thus conceived, embeds the principle of controversy in the definition
of economic theory.The defining characteristic of the economist of tomorrow
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without prior prejudice, we must confront each approach, excluding none, with the
evidence as it emerges – and then judge between them.

Pluralism is not a method contrary to that of the sciences but the method of the
sciences, as Fullbrook (2001, 2008) has accurately shown, drawing on a wealth of
work in the philosophy of science.

There is no evidence that pluralism constitutes a relaxation of professional
standards. It is far more difficult – but also far more necessary – to understand, and
represent fairly, a point of view with which one disagrees, than simply to repeat
one’s own beliefs or, worse still, the beliefs of one’s superiors. Moreover, it is greatly
more probable that a student who understands the arguments against any theory
will truly grasp what that theory actually says.

Pluralism is not relativism. It does not give researchers or students license to
assume whatever they feel happy with.To the contrary, it requires competent
economists to be conversant with theories they may be singularly unhappy with.

Ginger Rogers once remarked she had to do everything Fred Astaire did, but
backwards and in high heels. Pluralist economists pursue not only their own
preferred line of thought but also that of their own main opponents. During the
consultation process which gave rise to this paper, the commonest objection was
that pluralism was difficult for students, who did not like having to understand so
many theories.This is true, but it cannot simultaneously be claimed that pluralism is
difficult and that it will lead to lax standards.

Two further benefits of pluralism are thus clarified: it constrains the economist to
react creatively to unsolved problems, and it inculcates a spirit of theoretical
enquiry. In both cases it denies the practitioner the luxury of retreating to
mechanical formulae which, while they may well have been tried, cannot
legitimately be described as tested.

The myth of synthesis and the case for assertive benchmarking

Having defined pluralism and established its advantages, I next consider the
benchmark statement itself, putting the case for what I term ‘assertive’2 pluralism
– the introduction of pluralism as a requirement, rather than an option. In doing so I
address the most common response to the AHE’s case: that the benchmark is
already pluralist, since it already includes the whole range of economic ideas.This
argument rests on two assertions: first, that, by synthesising the whole of economic
theory, the SBSE is already pluralist since nothing has been left out; second, that it
contains permission to explore alternatives.
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The EMH, he rightly notes, became an implicit assumption in financial theory.Yet it is
a hypothesis, not a proven theory.The possibility should have been considered that
circumstances might arise in which it was not valid, if only to identify when it might
be valid.To be competent to undertake such questioning, practitioners were needed
who both recognised that it was not an established fact, and who understood at
least some approaches which do not presume perfect coordination. A shortlist
includes Keynes’s vigorous critique of Say’s Law; the Austrians’ critique of Walrasian
assumptions; Marx’s startlingly relevant account of capitalist crisis, Schumpeter’s
notion of creative destruction, and behavioural accounts such as Shiller’s.

Students trained to appreciate these alternative hypotheses would also have
understood historical context. Having absorbed the lessons of a past stage of
history, they could have dusted off their History of Economic Thought textbooks to
study the relation between 2009 and 1929.They would have recollected the
warnings of Galbraith and Minsky, and realised that received opinions on the role of
the banks and the state should be set aside once their presupposed conditions no
longer applied.

Pluralistic education would thus have equipped today’s economists with an
understanding of the alternatives to EMH-based models even if the latter furnished
their method of choice. As the crisis approached, they could have recognised the
relevance of Keynes’s theory of liquidity preference, the importance of flow-of-
funds accounting, and the business-cycle disputes of the 1920s which gave us both
the NBER’s and Hayek’s theories of the trade cycle. Acquaintance with Schumpeter
would have sensitised them to the importance of underlying long trends, and they
would have been attuned to behaviouralist and institutionalist critiques.

Two initial benefits of pluralism can now be summarised: it equips the economist to
check, regularly and critically, the assumptions that inform any judgement and
refrain from employing them in the absence of solid evidence. And it equips the
economist to respond to new or unanticipated phenomena.

A second, prevalent misconception is to see pluralism as an excuse for laxity.
Pluralism is not a substitute for a standard: it is a standard.

Pluralism does not claim there is no such thing as truth or falsehood. It does state
that the ultimate test of theory is evidence.The purpose of research is to judge
what is true, and the purpose of education is to equip students to make
judgements.These may not be made in advance of conducting empirical tests.We
do not yet know whether the present crisis is best understood using the approach
of Buiter, Shiller, Krugman, Friedman, Keynes, Schumpeter or Marx.Therefore,
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transcends. Even a synthesis that has been achieved – let alone a field of
knowledge in the fractured state of modern economics – systematically deploys
controversy as the founding principle of theory, understanding, and action.
Understanding controversy is not an optional extra.

It is for this reason that the SBSE falls short in proposing that the student should
‘display familiarity with the possibility that many economic problems may admit of
more than one approach and may have more than one solution’ (Quality Assurance
Agency for Higher Education, 2007: 8) or in requiring that a possible attainment of
an economics student might be ‘Appreciation of the history and development of
economic ideas and the differing methods of analysis that have been and are used
by economists’.

At first sight, this is so bland that it appears that no theory could possibly be
excluded. But neither statement requires the competent student to understand a
variety of theories or the reason for their differences.The latter, for example, comes
in a list of possible attainments immediately after a disclaimer stating that which
elements on the list were actually selected is a matter of individual institutional
choice.The student’s education, so defined, cannot but omit the great majority of
theories the student should be required to know – the omissions, moreover, being
selected by the institution and not the student.

A second defence of the SBSE is that, by stating some kind of common
denominator in all economic theory, it leaves nothing out but creates a space for
everything.This is not true either.The end effect of an Ibsenesque urge to conceal
unresolved differences is both suppressive and repressive.

This is clearest in the SBSE’s apparently innocent attempt to define the subject as
the ‘study of the factors that influence income, wealth and well-being’, aiming at the
‘allocation, distribution and utilization of scarce resources’.The attempt at
inclusiveness is welcome, but fails. It presents a single, deeply contested view as a
common denominator. Marxism for example, could never sign up to it and it is
decreasingly likely that ecological economics could do so – both having converged
on the alternative consensus that scarcity is a socially created phenomenon, not an
external ‘given’ of economic analysis.

The problem is, then, what happens if an institution assents to such a benchmark. If
it takes the SBSE seriously, it should exclude all those alternative approaches that
conceive of scarcity as socially constructed, on elementary Aristotelian grounds,
since a contingent feature of the field of study cannot possibly be a part of its
founding basis.
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Any statement that the benchmark explicitly specifies a range of ideas is demonstrably
false. One searches it in vain for behaviouralism, evolutionary economics, feminism,
Keynesianism, Marxism, or any identifiable body of theory.The defence rests, therefore,
on the idea that such ideas are already implicit in the SBSE. However, one need only
compare economics with its siblings to see how far its benchmark is from standard
practice in the social sciences (Freeman 2007).3 The benchmark statement for politics
makes no attempt to present a prescriptive synthesis; indeed, it explicitly guards
against it and names the alternatives to be considered:

The scope of politics and international relations is broad, the boundaries
often being contested or in movement. Perhaps in no other academic
discipline are the subject matter and approaches so much in contention
and in flux … International political theory could be taught as contending
approaches such as realism, neo-realism, neo-liberalism, institutionalist
theory, feminism, pluralism, Marxism or critical theory; it could also be
taught as normative theory.

Our colleagues in geography are yet more explicit that plurality is a positive virtue:

any attempts at prescription must be discarded; institutions offering degree
programmes in geography must be free to decide upon the details of
content and organisation. A valued characteristic of the discipline is its
plurality of ways of knowing and understanding the world.

It is both disconcerting and revealing to discover that economics is more
committed to the unity of its doctrines than theology, whose benchmark simply
states that

Much of the excitement of the discipline lies in its contested nature.

The idea of a single, prescriptive statement of content is unique to economics, and
also appears to be a late addition, formalised in the neoclassical synthesis.Yet both
this, and the benchmark statement, constitute not a true synthesis but a syncretism.
Syncretism is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as the 

[A]ttempted union or reconciliation of diverse or opposite tenets or
practices, esp. in philosophy or religion; spec. the system or principles of a
school founded in the 17th century by George Calixtus, who aimed at
harmonizing the sects of Protestants and ultimately all Christian bodies 
(The Oxford English Dictionary, 1989)

True synthesis is not an amalgam of fragments from views that utterly conflict with
each other but, as any student of Hegel can testify, rests on the contradictions it
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A third example: the standard microeconomic theory of supply and demand.
Objections and alternatives to that theory come from many quarters: from all critics
of Say’s Law such as Marx and Keynes; from Chamberlin’s conception of
‘monopolistic competition; from the behaviouralists and the institutionalists; from
studies of particular markets that do not comply with the theory of perfect
competition, such as labour markets as analysed by Manning (2003) and by Card
and Krueger (2001); from Kaleckian theories of price formation; from feminist
economics; from the literature on imperfect information and bounded rationality;
and so on.These are subjects of vigorous dispute.The mark of competence should
no longer be exclusive mastery of any one approach but the ability to offer the
decision-maker a reasoned choice between them.

A fourth example comes from the theory of trade. A competent pluralist
practitioner should clearly understand Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage;
however, this is insufficient.Why? From the standpoint of much modern teaching,
this theory has been ‘extended and built on’ – for example, by Heckscher-Ohlin
theory. A pluralist standpoint, in contrast, requires familiarity with the theory’s
theoretical challengers – from Mercantilism through the Listian corpus to
modern-day developmental nationalism, within development theory from Arthur
Lewis to Prebisch and Singer, the arguments of the Dependency School and the
critiques of the modern anti-globalisation theory, through to the New Trade Theory
of Fujita, Krugman and Venables (1999). Not least, he or she would understand why
Ricardian theory has been so rarely applied and why the alternative tradition, which
Reinert (2004) terms the ‘other canon’, held so much sway.

Students exposed to these ideas would understand Ricardo’s theory far better than
those trained simply to reproduce its mathematical basis, logically beautiful though
this is, because they would understand not merely what Ricardo was arguing in
favour of but what he was arguing against; and they would understand in turn the
assaults on Ricardo made since that time, and the responses of his defenders.

The systemic failure of economics

Thus far, I have outlined the positive reasons for a revision of the SBSE, in explaining
why its results would be superior. However, the argument is incomplete without
considering the other side of the coin, namely, the negative consequences of the
existing benchmark.The primary rationale for a rapid and thorough reconsideration
is the widespread public criticism of the profession which followed the financial
crash and recession that opened in 2007.

This reconsideration cannot be avoided for two reasons: first, the response is prima
facie evidence of the considerable flaws in the existing practice of economics
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This suppression is self-inflicted: a prescriptive definition is unnecessary; no other
social science has done it, the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA,
2004: para 5)4 counsels against it, and it is perfectly legitimate to define a subject by
its differences.

Critical pluralism as the foundation of a subject benchmark

Competence, in a pluralist economics thus envisaged, is the capacity to think
originally and independently.This in turn requires what I term ‘critical pluralism’.
Students should be required to understand what theories presuppose and to
subject these presuppositions – not just their immediate predictions – to the
empirical test of evidence.They should also demonstrate the capacity to make
independent judgements between theories on this basis.

This is not some kind of ‘soft’ alternative to producing valid and excellent theory
but is the way to produce it. Competence thus defined is not the ability to
reproduce and conform to a canon but the capacity to think outside it. It thus tests
not just the students’ knowledge of what the experts and teachers have to say but
their understanding of what their opponents also say.

An example should clarify this point.The SBSE asserts that ‘analysis is both static …
and dynamic’.This statement is plain wrong. It is not possible to be static and
dynamic any more than to stand up whilst falling down: a theory may be static or
dynamic. It is a well-established mathematical truth that the solution to a
differential or difference equation system bears no necessary relation to the fixed
point of the system, will not converge on it, average to it, have it as its centre of
gravity, or even in general possess it as a strange attractor. Not surprisingly,
therefore, the static and dynamic approaches in all but the most trivial cases simply
yield different results.

Not surprisingly, also, the history of theory is riven with conflict between those who
favour one such result over another. Between non-equilibrium approaches
associated with Keynes, Marx and the Austrians, on the one hand, and the
comparative static approach of Walras and his successors, on the other, lies a
century of dispute; this is a choice, not a bygone family spat.

How, then, should we determine, in any given situation, whether a dynamic or static
approach is superior? By confronting both theories with the evidence: by
considering their presuppositions and predictions, and asking which conforms to
the known facts.The SBSE should have specified ‘analysis will explore the reasons
for the conflict between static and dynamic approaches’. Beneath these two
opposed specifications lies a conceptual and paradigmatic abyss.
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happens to it.The critics’ complaint is that the system, as a whole, delivered wrong
results: that the considered advice given to decision-makers was grounded in
erroneous theory.The touchstone is not whether dissence existed but how it
affected the advice normally given, the theories normally used, and the
qualifications normally awarded.

Economics and the treatment of dissent

The distinguishing feature of Buiter’s list of dissenters, given earlier, is that, had they
been considered, different economic judgements would have been offered to
decision-makers.The ‘select club of the seers who saw it all coming’ as the Times
describes it (Pettifor 2008) extends, but is by no means limited, to Roubini (Mihm
2008), Brenner (2002), Shiller (2006),Turner (2008), Pettifor (2006), Stiglitz (2008) and
Wade (2008).

The approach among the profession’s orthodox, I will argue, is not that such
dissenting views are wrong but that it does not need to consider them.The point is
clearly, if perhaps unintentionally, made by Portes (2008), outgoing Secretary-
General of the Royal Economics Society, in his valedictory address to the Society.
Questioning 

administrators, who may not have deep disciplinary backgrounds, [who]
nevertheless impose their own views rather than deferring to professional
standards

he singles out for derision a referee who rejects a funding proposal with the words

despite the excellence of the partners’ record within mainly economic
science, they fail to include alternative, complementary or even competing
approaches.

Portes laments that ‘Referees like these have regrettably been taken seriously’.

Consider this text carefully. Actually, the administrators, from Portes’ own testimony,
did not ‘impose their own views’; they asked the researcher to include views other
than his own. Portes’ inadvertent but revealing definition of ‘professional standards’
is that research based on a single idea is superior and it is positively wrong to
consider anything else.

As early as 1992 this tendency was sufficiently threatening to move 44 economists,
including four Sveriges Riksbank Nobel Laureates, to sign a declaration in the
American Economic Review (Hodgson, et al,. 1992) in defence of pluralism. It brought
no discernible improvement.There is countless further testimony that the standard
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arising from its abandonment of pluralism. Second, however, it corresponds to a
public duty.The QAA’s own criteria (2004: para 3) state that benchmark statements
are intended provide ‘a foundation for employers, public and others to have
confidence in the academic awards of higher education institutions’. As I will now
show, this confidence has manifestly eroded: pluralism is the only valid response.

Recent criticism of economics is unprecedented in living memory.While there is a
moment in every recession when moral panic sets in (see Freeman, 1999), it would
be very unwise to dismiss the criticism this time. It covers the spectrum of views in
the profession ranging from Krugman (2009) or Stiglitz (2008) to Buiter (2009),
extends to its authoritative heights, and questions its most cherished beliefs.5

Whatever one may think of its validity, to deny its existence defies the laws of
evidence. Colander et al. (2009) summarise what may reasonably be termed a
critical consensus:

If one browses through the academic macroeconomics and finance
literature,‘systemic crisis’ appears like an otherworldly event that is absent
from economic models. Most models, by design, offer no immediate handle
on how to think about or deal with this recurring phenomenon. In our hour
of greatest need, societies around the world are left to grope in the dark
without a theory.That, to us, is a systemic failure of the economics
profession.

This is shared by such eminent practitioners as Alan Greenspan (cited in Norris, 2008):

In recent decades, a vast risk management and pricing system has evolved
… A Nobel Prize was awarded for the discovery of the pricing model that
underpins much of the advance in derivatives markets.This modern risk
management paradigm held sway for decades.The whole intellectual
edifice, however, collapsed in the summer of last year

Gillian Tett (2009) reports yet stronger charges from Financial Services Authority
(FSA) chairman, Adair, Lord Turner, which he made after his widely-reported lecture
on financial regulation (Turner, 2009):

In recent years, he argues,‘the whole efficient market theory, Washington
consensus, free market deregulation system’ was so dominant that it was
somewhat like a ‘religion’.This gave rise to ‘regulatory capture through the
intellectual zeitgeist’ (Tett, 2009).

These all rebut the ill-considered claim that, since economics has produced
heterodox writers, it is already pluralist – a hypothesis akin to crediting Mary Tudor
with the rise of Protestantism.The issue is not whether dissent exists, but what
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Keynesian once again: how economists change their minds

Lee and Harley (1998: 41) studied the relation between rating, university status, and
the hiring of heterodox economists arising from the first Research Assessment
Exercise (RAE) in 1992.They found an inverse correlation between rating and the
hiring of heterodox economists.The RAE itself made it difficult, if not impossible, for
dissenting economists to be hired in high-performing, well-funded,
research-oriented economics departments.

In the lowest ranked departments (RAE 2) 14 out of 63 – 26 per cent – of hirings
were heterodox. In departments ranked 3, the proportion was 9.7 per cent; in those
ranked 5 or 4, one economist hired in every 70 (1.4 per cent) was heterodox.

Lee’s research (2007) demonstrates that the review system goes beyond merely
securing ‘favour’ for a particular idea: it eliminates the capacity to generate
alternatives.This is the logical outcome of an outlook which identifies dissent with
poor quality. If there is only one correct view, it is self-evidently wasteful to invest in
producing any other. Contrarian research is not funded, dissident work is not
published, heterodox lecturers are not hired, and survivors are not promoted.

It must be stressed that this case does not depend on whether the theories
selected by this process are wrong or right. It arises from the risk they are wrong
– to which the profession should respond by maintaining the capacity to correct its
mistakes.This it has not done. If Wolf (2008) is to be believed, we are now all duty
bound to become Keynesians yet again – yet it takes years to become an
accomplished Keynesian macroeconomist. A specialism is an expertise, not a
fashion item. From whom should future economists learn ideas that differ from
those of their teachers? How can we nurture the dissidents that will be needed in
the next crisis?

Conformity necrotises the capacity for change. A minimum response to the critics
would be an urgent stock-take of heterodox resources, to find out now whether
Britain’s premier institutions still possess the means to teach students anything
other than a discredited orthodoxy and, if not, to redirect funds to those who can.

Who regulates economics?

I have noted that, were there an external standard of quality, the risk of adverse
theoretical selection by even a narrowly based system might be reduced.What actual
external conditions govern the theories selected by the system I have analysed?

When all is said and done, the only real external constraint on economists is money.
Those who judge its policies, and those who benefit, also pay for them.Why should
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view of an economist’s job is to acquire, from his peers, a single theory around
which consensus exists, and to apply it.

The institutional origin of systemic failure

Reduced to essentials, the behaviour of a regulated system depends on the
interaction between behavioural rules and institutional practice. I have identified
the informal, but effective, rules under which economics operates. How do these
affect its practice? They lead, I will show, to selection for conformity. Its practitioners
are dominated by a compulsion to agree. I will now show that this introduces two
risks: adverse theoretical selection, and – as Turner (2008) notes – regulatory capture.

The risk of adverse theoretical selection arises not from the way theories are
applied but from the process which verifies them. If a theory can be verified
externally to a profession, conformity could conceivably ensure that this correct
theory is applied. But conformity as such is no more likely to enforce valid theory
than wrong theory.

The problem is precisely the lack of any criterion of relevance or tested mechanism
to verify economic theories externally. Economics has many outputs but few inputs.
It bows to no authority. It has no regulatory structure worth speaking of, nor a code
of either conduct or ethics.6 And it does not merely enforce theories: it produces
them. If it creates a wrong theory, the only safeguard against enforcing error as
assiduously as truth, it would appear, is peer review.

But peer review is not a safeguard against wrong theory. Peer endorsement, it is
well known, is an indicator of approval, not merit. Ample research demonstrates
that in the absence of explicit safeguards, assessors confuse dissent with poor
quality, assigning lower ratings when they simply disagree with what is said.7

The process that passes judgement also selects the judges. If those who share a
certain viewpoint assign higher quality ratings to those they agree with, these will
secure higher status.They will then themselves be disproportionately entrusted
with the function of judgement.Those who dissent – the ‘heterodox’ – will attain
lower rankings and will be less likely to become judges. A positive feedback loop
will be established, selecting on no other basis than approval by the
representatives of orthodoxy.

Such a system possesses no mechanism for eliminating a wrong theory. Still more
alarming, over time it will eliminate, in the names of both efficiency and quality, the
intellectual capacity to generate correct theory.This, the evidence suggests, is what
has happened.
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Conclusion: a new compact with society

At the heart of the choices before us lies a contradiction.We could return to the
pre-Dearing system, amounting to a kind of unregulated competition between
homogeneous theories, which still prevails in the USA. But this would not eliminate
the monotheoreticism of each individual theory, nor reduce the risks that one
particular ‘orthodox’ theory will be captured. Another choice is enhanced external
regulation – a kind of ‘FSA for economists’. It may come to this, but if economics is
regulated by those it regulates, it is not clear how capture may be avoided.

Thus, a systematic rethink of the relation between the economist and society is
required.The problem is not just the consensus which economics has produced,
but the very fact that it strives to produce one. Both our profession, and society,
need to organise consciously to combat monotheoreticism wherever and however
it manifests itself.This is the foundation of assertive pluralism as a strategy.

In closing, I can illustrate this by scrutinising Anatole Kaletsky’s (2009) claim that ‘[i]n
the search for the ‘guilty men’ responsible for the near-collapse of the global
economy, one obvious group of scapegoats has escaped blame: the economists.’ By
this he means ‘the academic theorists who win Nobel prizes, or dream of winning
them’.

To see why these seemingly obscure academics deserve to be hauled out of
their ivory towers and put in the dock of public opinion, consider why the
bankers, politicians, accountants and regulators behaved in the egregious
ways that they have … The answer was beautifully expressed two
generations ago by John Maynard Keynes:‘Practical men, who believe
themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influence, are usually
the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear
voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a
few years back.’

This judgement is open to question: bankers, politicians, accountants and
regulators are surely culpable if they have let themselves be deluded by such
scoundrels.Yet they, and opinion-formers such as Kaletsky, can only blame their
delusions on us for as long as we present ourselves as sole custodians of
unequivocal economic truth – and for as long as they demand it of us. If a new SBSE
can express this simple idea, a solid foundation for progress will be established.
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this matter? Because as Freeman and Kliman (2008) note, economics is uniquely
close to policy – notably, policy on which large fortunes depend.

Economics is itself a regulatory system.True, it does not directly intervene in
decision-making processes, or does so infrequently. However, it provides the
language of decisions, the bulk of which are allocative and monetary. It provides the
criteria used to judge whether decisions were right.To take just two examples: it
furnished the rationale for dismantling post-war regulatory constraints on financial
institutions and for the structural adjustment programmes the IMF and World Bank
have demanded of debtor countries for the past 30 years.

Such decisions have enormous material consequences. It makes a real difference
when economic theory comes down on one side or the other of any dispute in
fiscal policy, bank regulation, trade policy, or wage and labour relations. Huge social
conflicts testify to the seriousness which the protagonists attach to economic
judgements.

The principle of cui bono is relevant.Whose fortunes depend on whether
hypotheses like EMH are adopted in the policy sphere? Clearly, those to whom the
decisions are applied – not least, governments and financial institutions.

But these same institutions finance the economics profession. Governments and
financial bodies directly employ most professional economists and are heavily
involved in processes which influence the selection of economic theories.They
award prizes, fund departments, hand out grants and consultancies and, in the case
of international monetary authorities, directly intervene in selecting personnel.The
risk attached – raised in Freeman (2009) – is well known to public choice theory
and, as noted, has been made explicit by the chair of the FSA. Regulatory capture
occurs when private interests which stand to be affected by policy decisions
intervene in the regulatory system to ensure it decides in their favour.8

No field of human knowledge benefits from such large quantities of goal-directed
funding from organisations whose interests directly depend on the conclusions
arrived at, with the possible exception of health.9 Yet, as we have seen, economics
offers its practitioners almost no defence against the pressures that may arise.

This is the final point: whether or not the reader accepts that regulatory capture has
occurred, the risks cannot be ignored.What guarantees can be offered against
them? The corrective, I argue, begins with the economists of tomorrow: namely, the
students of today.
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Notes
* I am indebted to Fred Lee, who has been gently urging the Association for Heterodox

Economics (AHE) to present its case since it was founded; Victoria Chick who has
been actively involved at every stage of preparing it, Andy Denis for his editorial
support and the many AHE members whose views, we hope, played some part in
shaping it.The mistakes are all my own.The opinions expressed here do not purport
to represent any view except those of the AHE.

1 This term was introduced in Freeman and Kliman (2008).
2 I thank Andy Denis for this term. In Elsner (2009) ‘active pluralism’ means something

very similar.
3 All subject benchmark excerpts reproduced in Freeman (2007).
4 Point 6 in the section entitled ‘Purpose of benchmarking’ QAA (2004: 2 para 5) states

that one of the needs to be borne in mind in drafting benchmark statements is ‘to
avoid producing a specification of a detailed curriculum or programme and to avoid
prescribing approaches to teaching, learning and assessment’.

5 The succession of letters to the Queen, after she famously asked Professor Garicano
of the LSE why ‘nobody saw the crisis coming’ (Pierce, 2008) is worthy of special note.
Early contributors included Nick Macpherson, permanent secretary at the Treasury,
and Goldman Sachs chief economist Jim O’Neill, who jointly and severally apologised
for ‘a failure of the collective imagination’. See also Hodgson (2009). Our reference
website www.emperorstailors.com contains a wider selection.

6 DeMartino (2008) proposes an economists’ oath based on the Hippocratic Principle
‘First do no harm’. Many Harvard MBA Students (http://mbaoath.org/) now swear an
informal oath; Garvin claims to be the first management school
(http://www.highbeam.com/doc/1G1-151558443.html), with a formal oath of
honour.

7 Gans and Shepherd’s (1994) collection of peer-rejected classics of economics is justly
celebrated. Chubin and Hackett (1990: 12) record widespread scepticism that peer
review selects for merit in the natural sciences. See also Ietto-Gilles (2008).

8 Thus Briody and Prenzler (1998) directly apply the term ‘systemic capture’ to account
for regulatory capture which they define as the ‘procuration of an entire regulatory
system by the regulated industry’.

9 See for example Desai (1994) for a detailed analysis of the conduct of the think tanks
on which the Thatcher government drew, in motivating its economic policies.
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History of Thought and
Methodology in Pluralist
Economics Education*

Sheila Dow

Abstract

The purpose of the paper is to develop the argument that history of thought and
methodology should form part of the content of pluralist teaching in economics,
where the aim of this teaching is to equip students to exercise their own
judgement as economists. Discussion of the nature and scope of economics, with
examples from history, helps students understand what is involved in considering a
range of approaches and methods (rather than uncritically accepting one general
approach, but without resorting to ‘anything goes’). A way of teaching about the
current crisis is used as an exemplar.

Introduction
In teaching economics, it is important to give students a sense of the discipline.This
includes a feeling for current debate (see eg Dow, 2003). Analysing the different
arguments within a debate itself requires some pluralism, ie considering different
approaches to a question. Indeed the pluralist pleas from the French students
which led to the setting up of the Post-Autistic Economics Network and what
became the Real-World Economics Review explicitly called for teaching economics
through teaching about debates in economics (Anonymous, 2000).

Discussion of pluralist teaching in economics therefore addresses concerns that
only one general approach is currently emphasised in economics teaching, and that
instead students should be exposed to a range of approaches. Already we are
touching on controversial questions about the nature of our discipline: how far are
economics, and economics teaching, in fact dominated by one approach? What do
we mean by approach? What is the justification for considering a range of
approaches? If students are exposed to different approaches, how are they then to
proceed as practising economists? 
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with a complete formal expression of individual behaviour. Similarly the happiness
literature, and even more so the development well-being literature (see Sen, 1985),
have highlighted individuals’ concern with processes rather than outcomes, which
evades expression in terms of equilibrium outcomes. Depending on the definition of
economics, these approaches might or might not be included in the subject.

We need to be aware that there is an important asymmetry. By specifying the
bounds on economics, or indeed even going so far as defining economics in terms
of method, the mainstream excludes other approaches which, by that definition, fall
short. Since these other approaches define economics more in terms of subject
matter, and allow a range of methods, there is no question for them of excluding
mainstream economics from the discipline of economics. I am not aware of any
heterodox economist ever arguing against orthodox economics on the grounds
that it is not economics. Arguing for or against any one approach to economics is a
totally different matter and is not at all incompatible with recognition of other
approaches against which one’s own approach needs to be justified.The
non-mainstream approach has been more amenable to methodological pluralism,
understood in this way, than mainstream economics.

If students are to understand recent developments in economics, and indeed learn
about alternative approaches, then a pluralist education must be cast wider than
the different theoretical approaches within the mainstream to include study of
other approaches. It therefore needs to allow for methodological differences. It also
needs to address the question of pluralism itself.Why should we aim to understand
and teach different approaches rather than seek a common approach (monism)?
The issues of debate we have touched on above, and indeed the very notion of
different approaches, are all methodological.To understand what is involved in
studying different approaches, therefore, a pluralist education needs to incorporate
methodological and historical material to raise awareness first, and equip students
with the necessary analytical tools second.We explore this argument further in the
next section.

But before we proceed, some clarification of concepts may be helpful.This is
important since, as we shall see, there is scope for plurality, not only in economic
theory and methodology, but even in understanding of methodology, history of
thought and the definition of economics itself. First, I will use the term
‘methodology’ in the sense of ‘approach’ to forming economic knowledge; an
‘approach’ involves a particular selection of methods, but also entails a view about
how to build knowledge more generally, about history of thought and about the
subject matter of economics. For some (non-pluralists) methodology simply
involves questions of how to use particular methods.

International Review of Economics Education

42

The purpose of this paper is to make a specific recommendation for the content of
pluralist teaching in economics, as a foundation for teaching through debates. It
will be argued that economics teaching should be pluralist also in the sense of
including coverage of the methodology of economics and the history of economic
thought.The questions posed by pluralism are essentially methodological and
therefore require students to be both methodologically aware and
methodologically informed. Further, once attention is paid to different approaches
to economics, we find that these are best understood with reference to different
episodes of development in economic thought, as the discipline addressed
particular new concerns. History of thought can thus make a valuable input.

Until the past 50 years, much of economics discourse was pluralist to some degree,
in allowing for consideration of some diversity of views, and also had embedded
within it methodological discussion and reference to history of thought (Blaug,
1999, 2000, 2003). Indeed we will argue that having the two subjects integral to
discussion in the various fields of economics would be ideal. However, during a
transitional phase, a separate teaching focus on methodology and history of
thought would probably be necessary.This is because our starting point is a
discipline dominated by the mainstream approach which discourages explicit
study of history of thought and methodology.

In the mainstream, insofar as pluralism is considered, mathematics is seen as the
solution to what is seen as a regrettable plurality, putting all argument on an equal
footing.The mathematical modelling requirement has been understood as a
neutral scientific requirement for rigour, on the grounds that mathematical
argument translates fairly unproblematically into verbal argument (Krugman,
1998).The form of mathematics used is an application of classical logic, where
propositions are derived logically from axioms taken to be true (ensuring the truth
of the propositions).Where the truth-value of the axioms is open to question, as in
the behavioural economics literature, the express aim is to amend these axioms for
conformity with the evidence, rather than change the structure of argument.

Yet the argument has been made by heterodox economists that mathematics
cannot offer a direct translation of verbal argument, and therefore that
mathematical argument sets its own bounds on the subject matter (Chick and Dow,
2005; Duran, 2007).The issue is whether or not a complete argument can be
expressed mathematically, or whether a mathematical argument can only
contribute a partial argument. In particular, individual decision-makers face
knowledge limitations, as highlighted by behavioural economists (particularly ‘old’
behavioural economists, who draw on Herbert Simon; see Sent, 2004) as well as Post
Keynesians (Runde and Mizuhara, 2003).The resulting uncertainty is not consistent
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statements arrived at by means of deductive logic (Caldwell, 1982).This provided
the methodological justification for defining good economics in terms of general
equilibrium theory which could then be subjected to empirical testing (even if only
‘in principle’; see Hahn, 1973).

But empirical testing did not prove to be as decisive in discriminating between
theories as had been expected, for a wide variety of reasons. In spelling out some of
these reasons, Caldwell (1982) made the first call for pluralism in economics. Given
that no one approach seemed satisfactory for establishing the best methodological
approach to economics, it would be better to consider a range of different
approaches.This call came as methodology was changing, reflecting the changes in
philosophy of science itself. One of the major challenges was to the whole notion of
independent facts as arbiters of theory, without which logical positivism could not
be sustained. Also a more pluralist tendency was emerging in society, promoting
respect for a range of political views, social background, race, religion and gender
(replacing the traditional hierarchical structure). So in social science there was a
growing recognition of different methodological approaches, without any ultimate
set of rules by which to demonstrate which was best, ie pluralism.

Studying economics from this pluralist perspective can benefit from an
understanding of the influential framework of Thomas Kuhn (1970a, 1970b),
although it requires some adaptation to the social sciences. A methodological
approach is like his concept of ‘paradigm’. It is based on a particular understanding
of the subject matter (in the case of economics, how the economy works) and of
the best way to build knowledge about it.Thus, for example, mainstream
economics understands the economy in terms of markets, and seeks to build
knowledge about it in terms of predictable individualistic choice behaviour.The
method employed to that end is mathematical, such that a theory can be fully
represented by a mathematical model. Neo-Austrians share the focus on markets
and individuals, but understand markets as ever-changing, and individual
behaviour as creative, so that neither can be captured adequately in a
mathematical model, nor in macroeconomic analysis, so that the primary method is
the case study. Post Keynesians focus more on the interdependency between the
individual and social levels; mathematical modelling is used to contribute to
argument, but fundamental uncertainty limits the scope for the kind of stable
behaviour which lends itself to modelling, because of the scope for unpredictable
discrete shifts as expectations and confidence in them undergo shifts.

A key element of Kuhn’s framework was that paradigms are ultimately
incommensurate.This follows because, not only are theories different, but even the
meaning of words may be different, reflecting different understandings of the
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Second, pluralism is the argument for plurality, and can apply at a range of levels.
Methodological pluralism involves recognition of a plurality of methodologies to
be analysed, and it is this sense of pluralism which will normally be used in what
follows. Practising economists must adopt one methodology or another, but they
can also be methodological pluralists if they recognise that there are other
possibilities, and that there is no absolute set of criteria by which to decide which is
best to the satisfaction of all.The methodology they adopt can be pluralist or not, ie
reliance on many methods or one, respectively. So a pluralist approach to teaching
involves methodological pluralism, while some of the literature being taught may
itself not adopt a pluralist methodology. Similarly, within one methodological
approach being taught there may be a range of theories, ie theoretical plurality.

We proceed by considering the historical development of methodology in order to
understand the different approaches to methodology itself (including attitudes to
pluralism), from which follow the methodological differences which underpin
much of the plurality of theory.We then consider how an integrated use of this kind
of material might work in practice.The case study of teaching about the
explanations for the current financial and economic crisis is used as an illustration.
Here students can not only learn about the different explanations for the crisis, but
can also see how different theoretical approaches to money and financial market
analysis in the past have themselves influenced the institutional arrangements and
policy which produced the crisis.

Pluralism, methodology and history of thought

If we are to give an explicit role for teaching the methodology of economics in a
pluralist curriculum, we need to consider further what is involved in
methodological analysis, since here, too, there are different possible approaches. In
particular there are different approaches to pluralism itself.We will therefore start
this section by discussing different approaches to methodology as the field has
evolved, and in the process we will discuss how ideas about pluralism have
developed.We will also explore more fully the reasons for the methodological
differences within economics. It will be argued that methodological and historical
understanding is a necessary ingredient in pluralist education.

Some methodological argument in economics harks back to an old approach to
methodology, echoes of which still appear in introductory textbooks, in discussion
among non-methodologists and implicitly in discussion of theory choice.This
traditional methodology (exemplified by Blaug, 1980) took the approach of
specifying rules for good science, applied to economics.The dominant influence
was logical positivism, which defined good science as consisting of testable
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acceptance that there is no independent way to decide which approach to adopt,
and the approaches are in many respects incommensurate, this does not mean that
‘anything goes’. It only means that choosing one approach over another is a matter
of judgement, and debate consists of persuasion (in the absence of demonstrable
proof ).The choice is not free, in that the way we understand the world is the result
of what Searle (1995), calls ‘deep background’; we are creatures to a considerable
extent of our social and personal circumstances, as well as the education we
receive. But the more we are aware of this, the more we can employ reason in our
choice of approach, and the more constructive is debate.

The importance of rhetoric for persuasion was something well-understood by
Keynes, and now the subject-matter of the rhetoric approach spearheaded by
McCloskey (1983).We choose our approach to economics for good reasons, which
we bring to debate.There also needs to be some commensurability to allow
communication of reasons; that commensurability is provided substantially by a
shared subject matter, even though it (and evidence about it) may be understood
differently, and by shared elements of economics education, even though that
might have employed different approaches. Any one individual who understood
the economy completely differently from everyone else, and whose reasons were
not accepted by anyone else, would not be able to engage in economics discussion
(whether or not the reasons were good in their own terms, or nonsense). Kuhn’s
paradigms were essentially social, referring to shared views within a scientific
community. He saw progress in science as occurring within these communities, by
the criteria of these communities. Although for the physical sciences Kuhn saw
paradigms as sequential, for the social sciences we can apply his ideas to
contemporaneous paradigms.What emerges in practices, given the
nonindividualistic notion of paradigms, is a pluralism structured around a limited
range of approaches rather than ‘anything goes’ (Dow, 2004).

The methodology of the dominant approach will tend to colour the structure of
economics education. Some have expressed concern that mainstream economics
education has focused increasingly on mathematical methods, at the expense of
other methods (Colander and Klamer, 1987; Krueger et al., 1991). As we have seen,
this characterises the mainstream methodological approach, although the range of
mathematical methods, and of types of evidence, is expanding.

But, while it is argued by some that mathematics is necessary for the development
of argument (Krugman, 1998; Backhouse, 1998), argument in practice even in the
mainstream draws on a wide range of methods, ie it is pluralist.There is thus a
contrast between the mathematical formalist ‘official discourse’ and the plurality of
methods of the ‘unofficial discourse’ (McCloskey, 1983). Non-mainstream
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economy and the different frameworks developed to analyse it. Equilibrium can be
understood as an abstract requirement of theory, or as a real state of rest, for
example (Chick, 2006). A great attraction of mathematics is that it appears to render
arguments commensurate. But the problem is that in the process it changes and
constrains arguments which have been developed deliberately beyond
mathematics. Indeed it is precisely because of this that most non-mainstream
approaches differ from the mainstream exclusive reliance on mathematical models.

What is involved in methodological pluralism, therefore, is studying these different
frameworks, with a view to analysing each in its own terms, and also discussing the
frameworks themselves. But there is no neutral ground; each methodologist, and
each student as methodological observer, has his or her own approach. However,
making that approach explicit at least helps the discussion escape from
ever-recursive reflexivity.The reader has a clue as to how to interpret the analysis.
As a result, the bulk of work in methodology now aims as far as possible to describe
and analyse methodologies. As such it provides useful material for students
learning about different approaches to economic theory.

Modern methodology provides the tools for students themselves to understand
what lies behind the kind of debate noted above about the nature and scope of
economics, as well as more specialised debates about how best to analyse a
particular topic. For example, the critique of logical positivism aids the
understanding of the debate between theorists and applied economists in
behavioural finance. But methodological awareness also helps with debates about
theory and policy, many of which are arguments at cross-purposes because the
underlying methodological differences have been suppressed.

It is through debates between different positions (on methodology, theory or policy)
that students can learn how to develop their own capacity for judgement as
economists. By considering the different approaches as well as the different detailed
arguments, students can prepare themselves for forming their own views. By
stepping outside the asymmetry of the exclusivist mainstream methodology (which
precludes discussion of other approaches as being not-economics), some students
will discover other approaches which accord better with their own understandings
of how the economy works. But for the many who conclude that they prefer the
mainstream approach, understanding why that is the case, and understanding what
is meant by arguments from other approaches, can only strengthen their capacity
for judgement. An understanding of methodology should also engender an
appropriate modesty among economists as to the limitations of our knowledge.

It is important to understand what is involved in this pluralism at the
methodological level, since it is often misunderstood.While it involves an
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matter for debate (see for example Weintraub, 1999, and Backhouse, 2001).
Exploring such debate in itself would contribute to a pluralist education in that it is
relevant also to the interpretation of contemporary literature.

Second, to understand modern economics, with its different approaches, students
need to understand how it became the way it is. If economics is not fully
represented by a set of mathematical models, where meanings are taken to be
uncontentious, then the significance of the models and the meanings attached to
them can only be grasped by understanding their history (Blaug, 2000).This
involves understanding the motivation of those who developed new ideas, and the
context in which these ideas were taken up and developed.The interview format
arising from the rhetoric approach, and pioneered by Klamer (1984), has helped us
understand the work of leading economists by helping us to understand their
motivation and the background to the different paths their work took.

Third, the formalist mainstream approach has promoted the view that economic
thought represents progress, so that everything we have in modern economics
represents the best of what has been produced in the past.Thus for example Lucas
(1980) represented rational expectations as progress from Keynes’s formulation of
expectations under uncertainty; but the very act of ‘operationalising’ uncertainty
eliminated it. Any notion of progress is specific to one approach to economics
– progress to mainstream economists may be regress to non-mainstream
economists, and vice versa. Once we take a pluralist approach to economics
education, the way is open to study different periods of economic thought in the
terms of those periods.What were the problems of the time? Why were they
studied in that particular way? Are there any ideas from the past which we might
want to revive and adapt to modern circumstances? 

Teaching about the causes of the crisis

We have argued here at a fairly abstract level that methodology and history of
thought should be part of a pluralist education in economics, not only to
understand the different methodologies lying behind different theories, but also to
understand pluralism itself.We now try to tie these arguments down in an
illustration of how this might be done in practice.We take the case of explaining
the current crisis as an excellent example of where important issues are being
raised about what had conventionally been accepted as good theory and policy.
We will see that these issues can be illuminated by drawing on methodology and
history of thought. In particular we will see that plurality applies at the level of how
the crisis is defined and how it is explained, in each case building on the history of
ideas. Indeed questions of theoretical approach have become a matter for public
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approaches which do not accept the exclusivity of mathematical argument employ
a range of other methods in addition in their official discourse. In particular, verbal
argument is understood to allow for different content from mathematical
argument, including in particular discussion of meaning (something which
mathematics suppresses). For some the only logic is classical logic (which lends
itself to formal expression). But others (particularly Keynesians, such as Gerrard,
1992) argue in favour of alternative logics. For example Keynes’s ‘human logic’,
which takes a pluralist approach to knowledge, is appropriate where the truth-
value of premises is uncertain, and the approach lends itself to conceptual as well
as mathematical analysis.

If mathematical argument is insufficient, and other types of argument are required
in addition (a pluralist methodology), then judgement is required in order to arrive
at conclusions (Dow, 2004).This is something made explicit by the Bank of England
(1999), when discussing the role of models in monetary policy decision-making.The
nature of judgement is seldom discussed in economics, yet clearly it is critical for
economists in practice, when applying what they have learnt to real-world
situations. It is important therefore that economics education should equip
students by training them in judgement.This requires that the curriculum cover
different types of argumentation and exercises in putting them together in order to
arrive at a coherent conclusion.

In order to even start discussing these things, students need some training in
methodology. It is not that all discussion or teaching should be explicitly
methodological.The point is that without methodological awareness there can be
no recognition of difference of approach, and without methodological training no
conceptual apparatus with which to discuss it.

The arguments for teaching history of economic thought as part of a pluralist
curriculum follow from the argument for teaching methodology. History of thought
can be studied for its own sake, as intellectual history, and indeed it is out of such
detailed archival work that the body of knowledge in history of thought emerges.
But study of this history of thought is also important as part of a pluralist education.
First, once we get away from the idea that there is one best interpretation of past
ideas (as of current ideas), the history of our subject opens up. For example, does
Adam Smith really provide unqualified authority for free-market economics? Or,
however we regard the political conclusions Marx drew from his analysis of
capitalism, might we not learn from this analysis? Or, does Austrian economics
really provide the foundation for rational expectations (as Kantor 1979 suggests)?
Have ideas been discarded which could now prove useful? How we understand the
history of economic thought in general, and interpret texts in particular, is itself a
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efficient markets hypothesis). As bank assets were increasingly securitised and
complex derivatives markets developed, quantitative models became the core
basis for trading, with two of its more successful purveyors (Merton and Scholes)
being awarded the Nobel prize.

But the drawbacks of this methodology had already become evident, for example
in the 1997–98 crisis.The limitation of these models to extrapolating from the past
meant that they were unable to predict the structural shift in market pricing as
perception of risk went through dramatic revisions. But there was no ‘plan B’; the
models had been treated as sufficient. In the current crisis, the underpricing of risk,
and the inability of quantitative models to handle discrete shifts, has again been a
central feature.Yet the institutional structure of markets is built on the pricing of
risk, and the main plank of central bank control, capital adequacy ratios, is also built
on assessment of risk, all in terms of quantitative models which were unable to
predict actual risk in time of crisis.

Teaching about the central role in the crisis of these ‘quants’ exposes students to a
methodological discussion which gets to the heart of how we build knowledge in
economics (see eg Dow, 2009). Here students can explore a different tradition in the
history of economic thought. Keynes (1936) was concerned precisely with these
matters in the wake of the Great Depression, and drew on his theory of probability
(Keynes, 1921) to analyse them. Keynes emphasised that fundamental uncertainty
was the norm, ie conditions under which it was impossible to determine a
quantified probability.Therefore markets develop practices (conventions) to cope
with uncertainty, normally promoting stability. But since market valuations cannot
be demonstrably correct (the future being fundamentally uncertain), they are
vulnerable to changes in sentiment which can cause discrete shifts in prices.

Minsky (1976, 1982) developed Keynes’s ideas into the financial instability
hypothesis, which many have drawn on to explain financial crisis (see eg Arestis and
Glickman, 2002; Kregel, 2008; Whalen, 2007; Nesvetailova, 2007; Wray and Tymoigne,
2008).The theory is built on an understanding of crisis as part of a systemic
instability in capitalist economies which can be moderated but not eliminated.
Minsky showed how, during a boom, market valuations become held with
increasing confidence, encouraging ever-more leveraging, to the point that the
financial system becomes increasingly fragile, because it is so vulnerable to
expectations being disappointed. High degrees of leveraging mean that cash flow
is critical to meeting debt commitments. Once perceived risk is thought to be
increasing, the resulting asset price falls lead to asset sales and defaults on loans,
which encourages banks to curtail their lending, further exacerbating the situation.
The real economy is affected by reduced demand, with the result of increased
unemployment.
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debate (eg in the pages of the Financial Times). Methodological pluralism is playing
out before us.

Students need to develop awareness that the reality of the crisis itself is open to
different understandings. For commentators on the financial sector it is a matter of
the behaviour of some key individuals, about judgements and misjudgements, and
about wild swings in market values. For others outside the financial sector the
economic crisis is an occasion for increasing hardship, within those economies
which had contributed to the financial crisis, but also spreading to those which had
adopted more prudent financial practices, threatening even more the worsening
disparities in incomes worldwide. For policy-makers, the crisis also poses important
questions about confidence in domestic and international institutions.

Students can be shown too that economic theorists have different understandings
of the nature of the crisis, tied into different methodological approaches and
drawing on different historical ideas.

In order first for students to understand the theoretical and institutional frameworks
within which the crisis arose, they need to be taught about the legacy of 1980s
monetarism, with its logical positivist methodological approach. First New Classical
monetary theory (see eg Lucas, 1981), then New Keynesian monetary theory (see eg
Woodford 2003), treated the real economy and money-and-prices separately. Central
banks could thus be charged with the primary goal of controlling inflation, while
governments were concerned with real variables.This encouraged the practice of
making central banks independent of government, charged with pursuing inflation
targets.This practise was explicit, for example, in the conditions for European Monetary
Union.At the same time, bank regulation and supervision became regarded as a
micro-concern, detached from inflation targeting, and thus administered increasingly
by bodies separate from the central bank.The theoretical framework had encouraged
an institutional framework which proved to be highly significant as the crisis
developed, in that it impeded both recognition of the seriousness of the situation and
also the capacity to address it as effectively as possible.

Students can also be shown that the market conditions which led to the crisis can
also be understood in terms of this theoretical framework and its underlying
methodological framework which gave primacy to mathematical modelling as
being capable of encompassing the complete picture (within known stochastic
variation), not only of the economy (for monetary policy purposes), but also of
markets.This approach reached its apex in the field of finance, where markets were
regarded as being as close as possible to the perfect markets of theory.The
foundation of this approach is that there is a ‘correct’ measure of risk (based on the
capital asset pricing model), which is embodied in market prices (according to the
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aberration, lead to quite different explanations. In turn, a methodological approach
predisposes economists to understand the crisis in these different ways. Students
can also be shown how the reality itself can be shaped by the implementation of
theories, not only in policy but in institutional design.We can look to the history of
economic thought in Niebyl’s (1946) history of monetary theory for an enlightening
discussion of how reality, ideas, institutional arrangements and policy impact on
each other. But they can get seriously out of phase, such that ideas encouraged by
one set of circumstances eventually become embedded in a new institutional
structure which delimits subsequent monetary policy, which may be quite
inappropriate to new circumstances. Students then need to get a sense, not only of
how banking and central banking have evolved, but also of how the theory of
monetary policy has evolved and led to particular institutional arrangements and
policy stances. A particularly fruitful framework has been developed by Chick (1986;
1988; 1993) for analysing the development of banking systems, and the theory of
monetary policy appropriate to the different stages, through history.The analysis
has been updated to apply to the current crisis (Chick, 2008).

In conclusion, in teaching the material covered in this section, students can be
shown that the crisis raises key methodological issues about market pricing and
behaviour in financial markets (and indeed in any market), and the nature of the
knowledge base.These issues apply also to how we theorise about economic
behaviour, and therefore about the knowledge base of economics more generally.
How we resolve these questions (which will differ depending on our
methodological approach) will determine how we understand markets, and
formulate policy. Analysis of the crisis at a methodological level also helps students
understand the nature of the different analyses on offer, and the source of much of
the debate about how to proceed.We have also seen how each of the different
approaches on offer has drawn on different traditions in the history of thought.

How to proceed

We have argued here for promotion of methodological awareness as a central part
of pluralist teaching in economics. But dealing with methodological issues poses a
particular challenge when students are new to this kind of teaching.When the
impression has been created that there is only one legitimate approach to
economics (within which there may be differences of theory and method, but not
methodology), it is hard to get across a methodologically-pluralist approach.There
is therefore a question of managing the transition to pluralist teaching; indeed the
transition may be equally important for teachers themselves who are not
accustomed to a pluralist approach to economics education.
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But students can be shown how a very different explanation arises when the crisis
is seen, not as part of a normal instability, but as an aberration from the norm. A
different and highly influential explanation of the crisis comes from the New
Keynesian tradition, within the mainstream so still with optimising agents, but
subject to market imperfections.This approach focuses on knowledge issues,
stressing the role of asymmetric information.Their critique of the efficient markets
hypothesis is based on the idea that market players have different information sets
on which they base their price expectations and risk assessments (see eg Furman
and Stiglitz, 1998). Indeed this focus on knowledge lay behind the dominant
explanation for the South-East Asia crisis, and led to the IMF emphasis on
improving governance in South-East Asian banking, and thus improving
information flows (see further Stiglitz, 2002, who inspired this ‘Post Washington
Consensus’). It is still maintained that, even if only in principle, there is a correct
measure of risk which can be incorporated in asset prices.

Students could be asked to consider, as just one example of the current literature,
Calomiris’s (2008) comparison of analyses of the current crisis, presented at an IMF
conference in November 2008. His own New Keynesian approach analyses the
origins of the crisis in underpricing of risk due to a combination of such factors as
asymmetric information, market imperfections arising from government
involvement in financial markets, agency problems and poor governance. He
regards as inadequate the New Classical (‘fundamentalist’) focus on the need for a
correction back to trend from the long market rise which these factors had caused,
on the grounds that this does not explain the initial deviation from trend in this
particular case. Similarly he rejects the Minsky explanation because it relies on
‘irrational myopia’ without supplying a universal theory of human behaviour which
can explain why risk is underpriced at some times and overpriced at others, and to
differing degrees.

But then it can be shown to students that Minsky is here being interpreted within
the New Keynesian approach, which (like the ‘fundamentalist’ approach) presumes
a rational objective risk measurement benchmark with respect to which the market
may underprice or overprice. From the Post Keynesian perspective, Minsky is
arguing rather that, in the absence of such an objective benchmark, markets value
risk as best they can.The dynamic of rising markets reduces the perception of risk,
while that of falling markets increases it, but not in such a way that timing and
degree can be forecast quantitatively. In these different ways of understanding
what is happening, we have a clear example of the significance of the
methodological framework within which we consider competing explanations.

More generally this type of analysis helps students see how different
understandings of what the crisis means, and whether it is systemic or an
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Conclusion

The argument for pluralism is a methodological one, itself requiring reference to
history of thought. But what I have argued here is that methodology and history of
thought should themselves be an integral part of pluralist teaching in economics.
We are only in the position of having to consider such questions because the non-
pluralist development of mainstream economics takes its methodological
approach as given (and thus an arbiter of quality in the discipline) and makes scant
reference to history of thought. Once a pluralist approach to teaching economics is
established, methodology and history of thought would be such a natural part of
the discourse that we would cease to regard them as separable specialisms.They
would become part and parcel of how we teach economics.

Notes
* I am grateful to Victoria Chick and anonymous referees for helpful comments.
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I would suggest an initial exercise which I have found effective in managing the
transition. I use this exercise for students embarking on a course in history of
thought and methodology, but it could equally be used more generally in a pluralist
economics course where students have been accustomed to monist teaching.The
critical step for students to take, and one which is difficult for many to contemplate,
is for them to accept that they can legitimately express opinions about economics
(not just about the choice between this or that model; see Earl, 2000).

The exercise is to ask them to choose any piece of writing in economics which has
struck them for some reason. It may be particularly persuasive, or particularly
repellent; it may be intriguing, or well-written, or just interesting. Students are asked
to write a page explaining why they chose that piece, and be prepared to present it
to the group, who may have differing opinions. Some students grasp the exercise
quickly, particularly if they have had prior experience of methodological pluralism.
But for many it is a struggle to understand that they can legitimately form their
own opinions. However, my experience has been that, once that understanding is
achieved, there is no looking back.There is no problem thereafter encouraging
class discussion, and students put great effort into written work. In the process of
the pluralist education which follows, students learn how to develop their own
capacity to judge issues and to understand the basis for their judgements. As a
result, students become equipped to choose their own approach and address
alternatives as they become practising economists.

The transition to incorporating history of thought and methodology into pluralist
teaching may require some initial specialist teaching of the history of economic
thought and methodology to provide some background for applying them to
particular fields, like monetary/macroeconomics as above.These introductory
courses could be supplemented by specialist history of thought and methodology
courses for those with a special interest in them. But the main priority should be to
equip all students to approach economics with an awareness of methodology, and
the scope for methodological difference, and with a basic knowledge of the history
of their subject (with its different methodological approaches). Ideally,
methodology and history of thought are most effective when woven into
economic teaching as the best way to understand a field and the debates within it.
Indeed this is the political economy tradition; history of thought and methodology
only became specialist fields, separated from the rest of the discipline, when
economics came to be taught largely without any reference to them.
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campaign to reform standard courses and curricula via the ‘integration of
heterodox economic theories’ (Barone, 1991: 16), then a pessimistic appraisal is
indisputable. But positive possibilities begin to multiply if one instead conceives
pluralism as a philosophy and practice of critical thinking.The latter view offers a
cogent, student-centred approach to economics education. It also foregrounds a
set of educational goals and values (including intellectual autonomy) that many
academic economists find compelling.The breadth and strength of this common
ground opens the door to cooperation across paradigmatic borders, e.g., heterodox
and mainstream economists working together to integrate reflective judgment
into the QAA’s list of ‘subject-specific skills’.

One prominent advocate of the pluralism-as-critical thinking view is the
Association for Heterodox Economics (AHE). In response to the QAA’s 2006
consultation request, the AHE called on the QAA to elaborate the critical thinking
elements of the Economics Benchmarking Statement,‘to spell out what [the critical
thinking approach] consists of, how it might usefully be taught, and how it might
be assessed’ (Freeman, 2007: 2).The AHE response takes the occasional polemical
turn, declaring at one point that the QAA Economics Benchmark is ‘entirely lacking
in a pluralist perspective’ (Freeman 2007: 1).Yet their overall position is constructive.
They explicitly link pluralism to critical thinking, arguing that ‘an adequate
definition and assessment of critical thinking is coterminous with a pluralist
approach’ (Freeman 2007: 10). On this premise, pluralist educators need not agree
on the value of heterodox or mainstream economic ideas. One can be highly critical
of either approach, or both, and still be a committed pluralist. My aim in this paper
is to affirm and extend the AHE position by highlighting its advantages –
philosophically, educationally and strategically – over the notion of pluralism as
competing paradigms.

By seeking to disentangle the pluralist economics education agenda from any
school of thought agenda (heterodox, mainstream or otherwise), I do not mean to
suggest that certain schools of thought are incompatible with pluralism, nor that
students’ exposure to contending paradigms is not an important catalyst for critical
thinking. I am sympathetic to the claim that students’ intellectual autonomy and
critical thinking skills are more effectively enhanced via sustained exposure to
multiple paradigms than by monistic textbook approaches (Moseley, Gunn and
Georges, 1991; Feiner and Roberts, 1995; Ferber, 1999; Earl, 2000; Colander, 2001;
Feiner, 2003; Fullbrook, 2003; Knoedler and Underwood, 2003; Underwood, 2004;
Becker, 2007; O’Donnell, 2009). However, just as it is wrong to assume that
mathematical formalism is the only way to produce economic knowledge, I believe
it is equally misguided to imagine that exposure to multiple and/or heterodox
economic paradigms is the only way to achieve a pluralistic education. Economics
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Abstract

Two overlapping yet distinct views of pluralism vie for the allegiance of economics
educators: an ‘intellectual diversity’ view in which the pluralist goal is to integrate
competing paradigms into standard curricula, and a ‘critical thinking’ view in which
the aim is to cultivate students’ ability to reach reasoned conclusions in the face of
analytical, empirical or normative uncertainties.This paper defends the latter view.
Educators who aspire to achieve and expand the pluralistic outcomes specified in
the QAA Economics Benchmarking Statement would be better served by pursuing
the student-centred aim of intellectual freedom rather than the teacher-centred
aim of paradigmatic diversity.

Introduction

The prospects for enhancing pluralism in UK undergraduate degree programmes
seem to have dimmed considerably since the introduction of ‘subject
benchmarking statements’ by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) in 2001
(Simonetti, 2007). Many observers see little hope of persuading the QAA to
incorporate substantive pluralism into the core curriculum of the single honours
economics degree. Since most PhD economists take the single honours degree
(rather than an interdisciplinary joint honours degree), Roberto Simonetti
concludes that ‘it will be increasingly unlikely for the next generation of economists
to receive an education that emphasizes pluralism’ (Simonetti, 2007: 121) since the
QAA is unlikely to allow heterodox theories such as Marxian or old institutionalist
economics to reside within the single honours core curriculum.

Is Simonetti’s pessimism warranted? The answer, I argue, depends on one’s
conception of pluralism. If one sees pluralism in economics education as a
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The risks of introducing ambiguity or uncertainty in core theory courses are
undoubtedly real. Even more dispiriting, however, are the risks of not inviting
students to recognise that economics ‘contains more than one approach, more
than one theory and more than one proposed solution to every problem it faces’
(Freeman, 2009: 7). If it is true that ‘superficially absorbed content … leads to
intellectual arrogance’ (Paul, 1999: 129), then catechistic economics courses are
surely a barrier to student learning. By denying students the opportunity to move
beyond stylised images of knowledge, learning and economics, such courses may
unwittingly encourage students (especially high achievers) to become uncritical
defenders of a narrowly conceived economics.These are the dangers of presenting
economics as a ‘single coherent view’. As Marianne Ferber argues:

Much more damage is likely to be done when people erroneously believe
that they have all the answers than when they are aware of their
ignorance… Furthermore, it is difficult, if not impossible, to teach
economics effectively while pretending that there is consensus in the
discipline about either theory or policy … Ignoring these issues deprives
students of learning about the most thought-provoking discussions of the
profession (Ferber, 1999: 137–38).

Suppression of controversy may also lead students to disengage, emotionally and
intellectually, once they perceive the limited applicability of textbook knowledge to
complex real-life events and arguments.This may partially explain why high-
achieving graduates of US undergraduate economics programmes have shown
limited proficiency in applying economic theory to real-life personal, professional
and public problems (Salemi and Siegfried, 1999; Hansen, Salemi and Siegfried,
2002; Katz and Becker, 1999).

What exactly does pluralism mean in the context of economics education? I
propose to define pluralism as both a philosophy and a practice: (1) a particular
view of knowledge and education; and (2) a learner’s capacity for critical thinking
and intellectual autonomy.With regard to (1), pluralism assumes that disciplines are
never quite as monolithic as standard textbooks might imply. Each discipline is
assumed to be comprised of multiple approaches whose practitioners are engaged
in ongoing disputes over the meaning and value of basic concepts and methods of
analysis. On many important issues, a consensus on which ‘all experts agree’ does
not exist and most likely will never exist. In addition, pluralists generally assume
that the aim of university education is to enable each student to assume ‘a position
of intellectual independence’ within his or her discipline (Strike, 1982: 135).‘This
requires teachers both to give students reasons for what they are asked to believe,
within students’ capacity to grasp them, and to teach so as to expand the students’
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educators who aspire to achieve and expand the pluralistic outcomes specified in
the QAA Economics Benchmarking Statement would be better served by pursuing
the student-centred aim of intellectual freedom rather than the teacher-centred
aim of paradigmatic diversity.

Defining pluralism

Traditional economics education posits a unified disciplinary perspective and
places a high value on teaching students to ‘think like economists’ (Siegfried et al.,
1991).The idea of a single economic way of thinking rests on several tacit
assumptions about the nature of economic knowledge and education, notably:

• There is a scientific consensus about what comprises good economics – a core
of foundational concepts, methods and propositions that is ‘accepted by all but
a few extreme left-wing and right-wing writers’ (Samuelson, 1967: 197–98).

• This disciplinary consensus is reflected in standard micro- and macroeconomic
textbooks.

• The chief task of economics educators is to disseminate these core ideas as ‘the
economic way of thinking’.

Though rarely stated or defended explicitly, these premises are generally conveyed to
PhD students as part of their disciplinary socialisation.With active encouragement
from the economics textbook industry, new PhDs build their courses and intellectual
personas on these premises, thus transmitting them to future generations.

For example, basic micro- and macroeconomic theory courses are often taught
from textbooks that present a single consensus view.Teachers and textbook
publishers justify this practice on pedagogical grounds, claiming that the inclusion
of contending perspectives would ‘risk undermining the entire venture … with too
many qualifications and alternatives [so that] teachers and their students may
abandon economics entirely out of frustration born of confusion and uncertainty’
(Siegfried and Meszaros, 1997: 249). In addition, leading texts remain steeped in
what Ronald Coase (1992) called blackboard economics, emphasising deductive,
engineering logic and highly abstract, mechanical conceptions of human
behaviour, markets and government, with little space for history, institutions, ethics
and other sources of analytical and normative complexity. Individual instructors
may aspire to create more intellectual space for students by teaching a wider range
of models, by including more real-world examples, or by emphasising policy
dilemmas. But critical thinking goals are difficult to achieve in courses tied to
textbooks that trivialise scholarly disagreement and recite only the prevailing
conclusions (Klamer, 1990; Myers, 1992).
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best alternatives with no theoretical guarantee that their choices will be welfare-
improving (Lipsey and Lancaster 1956: 23). Learners are propelled to each higher
stage by the realisation that the subject matter ‘encompasses meaningful
uncertainty’ (Nelson 1989: 18).With each new layer of uncertainty come new
demands and opportunities to think for oneself.

In economic terms, a pluralist approach aims to increase learners’ effective freedom
to determine which ideas they will buy or sell in the disciplinary marketplace.The
marketplace analogy evokes Adam Smith, whose theories of economic and moral
order placed distinct emphasis on intellectual autonomy, judgment and learning. In
his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1976 [1759]), Smith explores the human capacity to
judge one’s own conduct through dialogue with one’s conscience or ‘impartial
spectator’.‘We endeavour to examine our own conduct as we imagine any other fair
and impartial spectator would examine it … It is only by consulting this judge
within ... that we can ever make any proper comparison between our own interests
and those of other people’ (Smith, 1976 [1759]: 110 and 134). Smith’s moral agents
are not isolated automatons but socially embedded individuals who gain the
capacity to think for themselves via ongoing social interaction ‘in the great school
of self-command’ (Smith, 1976 [1759]: 146). Philosopher Samuel Fleischacker (1999)
suggests that Smith regarded this ‘freedom to judge’ as an elemental form of
human freedom (see also Griswold, 1999: 180). On Fleischacker’s reading, Smith
‘construes freedom above all as that which enables one to judge for oneself –
unlike a child, who requires others to judge for her, who requires tutelage’
(Fleischacker, 1999: 4).

From principle to practice: expanding the pluralist enterprise

The discussion thus far has outlined a critical thinking view of pluralism in
economics education. In this section I turn to the practical question of how
individual undergraduate programmes and the community of economics
educators at large, might strengthen their commitments to pluralist education.
Within the UK, the QAA benchmarking statement identifies several learning goals
that could rightly be regarded as pluralistic, namely:

• ‘the ability to think critically about the limits of one’s analysis in a broader
socio-economic context’ (QAA, 2007: 1);

• an appreciation of ‘the existence of different methodological approaches’ (QAA,
2007: 2);

• an ‘appreciation of the history and development of economic ideas and the
differing methods of analysis that have been and are used by economists’ (QAA,
2007: 3);
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capacity to comprehend and assess reasons’ (Strike, 1982: 43).To this end,
education, even at the undergraduate level, must include the incompleteness,
uncertainty and multiplicity of understandings that exist within a disciplinary field.

Pluralism as practice refers to students’ willingness and ability to engage in critical
thinking. In the tradition of Dewey (1933, 1938), Perry (1970), King and Kitchener
(1994), Nelson (1997) and Paul (1999), critical thinking is usefully defined as the art
of reflective judgment: the ability to reach reasoned solutions to problems for
which ‘there is no way to apply a formula to derive a correct solution and no way to
prove definitively that a proposed solution is correct’ (King and Kitchener, 1994: 6).
As such, critical thinking is marked by three characteristics: (1) uncertainty about
the truth value of one’s own arguments (Nelson, 1997: 63); (2) reflective judgment:
the unavoidable necessity of ‘making judgments in the context of uncertainty’
(Borg and Borg, 2001: 20); and (3) reflexivity: a commitment to ‘question our own
purposes, evidence, conclusions, implications, and point of view with the same
vigour as we question those of others’ (Paul and Elder, 2001: 2) since ‘judgments
derived from the reflective thinking process always remain open to further scrutiny,
evaluation, and reformulation’ (King and Kitchener, 1994: 7–8).

On this definition, critical thinking differs fundamentally from the ‘analytical thinking’
(Borg and Borg, 2001: 20) and ‘complex correct thinking’ (Nelson, 1997: 62) promoted
by standard economics textbook problems. Students’ intellectual autonomy – ‘the
ability and responsibility of individuals to make independent intellectual choices’
(Thoma, 1993: 128) – is not promoted by exclusive exposure to problems that can be
uniquely solved with high degrees of certainty. Economics educators have long
aspired to the Enlightenment goal of teaching students to think for themselves (Fels,
1974: 403; Siegfried et al., 1991: 212 and 199; Shackelford, 1992: 522; Ferber, 1999: 136).
Yet, as Borg and Borg (2001: 20) observe, economists tend not to worry about
potential failure in this area because they assume that ‘the analytical nature of most
economics courses inherently teaches students to think critically’.

In an important sense, a pluralist approach to knowledge and education is
distinguished by its commitment to learners’ intellectual autonomy: not unchecked
subjectivity but opportunities to discover the relativity or open-endedness of ideas,
methods or authority figures that one previously regarded as universal or absolute.
The link between pluralism and intellectual autonomy is well illustrated by the
familiar Perry scheme (Perry 1970). On the Perry ladder of intellectual and ethical
development, learners progress from a black-and-white monist stage in which they
‘assume that valid questions have certain answers and that teachers should teach
those answers or unambiguous rules for finding them’ (Nelson, 1989: 17) to higher
levels of thinking and decision-making in which they must choose among second-
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teachers, implementing pluralist pedagogies can create both more work and a
greater fear of failure.The search for appropriate class materials (readings, films,
speakers) and the development of inspiring yet accessible questions is generally
more time consuming than preparing for lectures, particularly when lecture notes
already exist. Emotional barriers may be even more powerful.‘[W]hen we ask
faculty to teach in new ways, we ask them to set aside or modify pedagogical
modes that have served them well and still tie them to colleagues and mentors’
(Nelson, 1999: 178). Pluralist education can create added uncertainty and emotional
risks for students as well.To the extent that every step in the process of intellectual
development ‘involves not only the joy of realization but also a loss of certainty and
an altered sense of self,’ resistance is to be expected from most learners at some
point (Perry cited in Kloss, 1994: 157).

These difficulties are compellingly conveyed in Peter Earl’s account of ‘the perils of
pluralistic teaching’ (Earl, 2000 and 2002).

I made one serious mistake right at the start of the subject … I presumed
that students were used to the notion that a university is a place where
ideas are debated openly and difficult issues are not dodged, rather than a
place at which one receives the present state of knowledge in neatly
packaged form without any diversions into the history of the discipline or
the personalities and politics that shaped it (Earl, 2002: 2).

Earl’s experience led him to conclude that effective pluralist education requires
explicit, prior exposure to a critical thinking framework such as the Perry scheme
(Perry, 1970).

Subsequent cohorts of my students in New Zealand reacted differently, and
this seems in large part to have been due to me teaching them at the start of
the subject about Perry’s work … Gradually students come to see that it isn’t
a matter of scientists simply asserting their position is right but of arguing a
case, which is what they realize everyone does in other parts of their lives. It is
only by this stage that the student will be really comfortable with pluralistic
teaching in which they are given contending perspectives and opportunities
to test their fit in a variety of contexts and are then left to make up their
minds with mentoring assistances from their teachers (Earl, 2002: 2–3).

My third and final suggestion is for pluralistic educators to promote curricular
collaboration across paradigmatic lines. Nothing is more important to the prospects
for pluralist reform in UK undergraduate programmes than the ongoing
conversations within and among departments about whether, why, and how to
implement or supplement the critical thinking elements of the QAA benchmark.The
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• an ‘ability to discuss, analyse and evaluate government policy and to assess the
performance of the UK and other economies and of the global economy’ (QAA,
2007: 3; emphasis added);

• ‘higher-order skills of reasoning and analysis’ (QAA, 2007: 6); and

• an acquired ‘familiarity with the possibility that many economic problems may
admit of more than one approach and may have more than one solution’ (QAA,
2007: 7).

How might these goals be actualised such that most students acquire an effective
capacity for critical judgment? I offer three broad suggestions.

First, UK economics educators should join the AHE-led effort to beef up the critical
thinking elements of the QAA’s benchmarking statement. One obvious place to
augment the current statement is its list of ‘transferable skills’ (QAA, 2007: 4–5).The
current list includes mathematical and statistical skills as well as skills derived from
core micro- and macroeconomic principles.These skills are meant to enable
students to understand, evaluate, construct and communicate economic arguments
in academic and non-academic settings. A central task of a pluralist curriculum
would be to expand this list to include the critical thinking skills students must have
in order to successfully ‘engage differences of opinion, evaluate evidence, and form
their own grounded judgments about the relative value of competing perspectives’
(Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2006). Hodgson had a similar
goal in mind when he proposed that basic philosophical skills (including history and
philosophy of science) be added to all natural and social science curricula.‘Just as the
requirement of mathematics is now virtually universal, so too should be some
philosophy, and relevant parts of the history of ideas’ (Hodgson, 2002: 132).

Second, UK department heads and faculty should exploit the flexibility afforded by
an outcome-based assessment scheme. By defining pluralism as a learning
outcome rather than as a specific mix of educational inputs (such as a
paradigmatically diverse faculty or curriculum), each undergraduate programme is
afforded the freedom to craft its own recipe for achieving critical thinking
outcomes.With apologies to Rodrik (2007), the motto for pluralist curricular reform
could be ‘one goal, many recipes.’

Space does not permit even a brief discussion of the pedagogical methods through
which the QAA’s pluralistic outcomes might be achieved (Garnett and Butler, 2009).
However, proponents of pluralism should be prepared to offer special support and
encouragement to instructors and students, to help them navigate the difficulties
of switching from monistic to pluralistic modes of teaching and learning. For
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With financial support from the Teagle Foundation and the American Economics
Association’s Committee on Economic Education, Educating Economists is being
circulated to every U.S. undergraduate economics department.The conversations
generated by these essays – within departments and across the profession – offer a
glimmer of hope for pluralistic reform, but only to the extent that they extend
beyond the small circle of economists already committed to these reforms.

On the common ground of ‘education for freedom’, one can imagine a fruitful
dialogue between a heterodox advocate of pluralist education and a mainstream
educator who favours a ‘less is more’ rethinking of standard micro- and
macroeconomics courses (e.g., Hansen, Salemi and Siegfried, 2002).The former
would be inclined to see critical thinking (broadly defined) as an essential learning
goal for all undergraduate economics programmes, whereas the latter would likely
see critical thinking as just another name for the suite of skills our students acquire
when we teach them to ‘think like economists’.Yet both would seek to increase
students’ intellectual autonomy: one via critical thinking, the other by creating more
space in basic theory courses for students to actively acquire – i.e. to make their
own – the know-how to apply economic concepts to messy, real-life situations.

A generative question almost certain to emerge from such an encounter would be:
‘How do economists think?’ How do we ourselves evaluate competing arguments?
How are our critical thinking styles already on display in the manner and content of
our teaching? The answers to these questions contain potent resources for
teaching. As Shackelford perceptively observes, most economics educators already
teach reflective judgment:

Teachers of economics are constantly demonstrating or ‘modeling’ a critical
thinking agenda in lectures and in the questions raised in class. Perhaps
economists need to recognize, examine, and question their teaching
agendas, particularly as they unconsciously relate to critical thinking skills
(Shackelford, 1992: 575).

To put the same point in a different frame: heterodox critics of mainstream
economics should resist the temptation to see the educational goals formulated by
their mainstream colleagues (such as ‘thinking like an economist’) as inherently
antithetical to pluralism and critical thinking. Rather than rejecting the goal of
thinking like an economist, for example, we could work with our mainstream
colleagues to creatively unpack, rethink and rearticulate this pregnant phrase – as
Bartlett and Feiner (1992), Underwood (2004) and others have long suggested – so
that it more accurately conveys the multiplicity of reasonable ways to think as an
economist, including various perspectives on the nature and limits of human
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QAA itself provides a potent catalyst for these conversations. But more powerful,
ultimately, would be the discovery of shared intellectual or educational values
among mainstream and heterodox colleagues. Students’ intellectual freedom offers
a compelling idiom for this purpose, highlighting the Enlightenment heritage we
share as university educators. Intellectual autonomy is a value shared by all modern
economists, regardless of methodological or ideological orientation. It provides a
resonant language in which to discuss what is lacking in received modes of
economics education and the appropriate ends and means of reform.

One promising vehicle for these conversations is David Colander and KimMarie
McGoldrick’s Educating Economists (Colander and McGoldrick, 2010), a volume in
which mainstream and heterodox economists all address the editors’central
question:‘How can undergraduate economics degree programmes contribute more
effectively to the goals of a liberal education?’Liberal education is a less familiar term
in the UK context but refers simply to education that is liberalis (‘fitted for freedom’),
an education that ‘frees students’minds from the shackles of their own narrow
experience’ (Fels, 1974: 403). In the words of British economist George Shackle:

The first task of the University teacher of any liberal art is surely to persuade
his students that the most important things he will put before them are
questions and not answers. He is going to put up for them a scaffolding, and
leave them to build within it. He has to persuade them that they have not
come to the University to learn as it were by heart things which are already
hard-and-fast and cut-and-dried, but to watch and perhaps help in a
process, the driving of a causeway which will be made gradually firmer by
the traffic of many minds (Shackle, 1953: 18).

The Colander and McGoldrick volume offers no facile prescriptions.The editors
describe the process of pedagogical and curricular reform as conversational and
bottom-up:

Much more discussion is needed about the focus of content taught in
economics, and how that content is taught, if the economics major is to
make the best contribution it can to a liberal education.We don’t know
what the ‘best contribution’ is, and believe that there are many ways that
programmes can contribute, some of which may be seemingly
contradictory.We strongly believe that positive change in any discipline
does not come from the top down; it comes from the bottom up, and major
change builds on the initiatives of individual schools.That is why the goal of
this report is to open up a conversation rather than come up with a set of
specific recommendations (Colander and McGoldrick, 2010: 37-38).
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knowledge. Doing so would allow us to re-examine what we deem to be the chief
educational goal(s) of the economics major and whether or not ‘helping our
students to acquire the intellectual means to think for themselves as economists’
deserves to be among them.These reflections might also unearth the liberal
impulses – the yen for intellectual independence, the taste for devil’s advocacy
– that inspired the goal of ‘thinking like an economist’ in the first place.

Conclusion

Pluralist economics educators should endeavour to persuade their colleagues that
reflective judgment is an essential learning outcome for undergraduate economics
students and therefore merits more attention and substantive weight in the QAA
Benchmarking Statement.When economists fail to respect and expand their
students’ capacities to think for themselves, we leave them ill prepared to ‘grapple
successfully with uncertainty, complexity, and conflicting perspectives and [to] still
take stands that are based on evidence, analysis and compassion and are deeply
centred in values’ (Nelson, 1989: 71), unfit for intelligent participation in a ‘messy,
puzzling, and complicated world, in which there is absolutely no substitute for one’s
own active searching’ (Nussbaum, 1997: 35). For the intellectual heirs of G.L.S.
Shackle and Adam Smith, such an outcome is surely unacceptable.

On the difficult strategic question of how best to achieve this desired end, I believe
it is imperative for heterodox advocates of pluralistic reform to separate their
pluralist/QAA agenda from their heterodox/RAE agenda and to form alliances with
their mainstream colleagues around the shared value of intellectual freedom. Some
heterodox thinkers are sceptical of pluralism as a banner for heterodoxy because its
foundations lie in the same Enlightenment traditions that spawned mainstream
economics as well as heterodox economics (Davis, 2008). However, a successful
campaign to reform economics education does not require a uniquely heterodox
philosophy of education. It requires, rather, an awareness of the multiple and
overlapping traditions of modern liberal and Enlightenment thought that we and
our fellow economists share, and a determination to reach out in good faith to all
educators who might be persuaded to join us in our quest for more open, critical
and meaningful ways of educating economists.
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Our review of existing literature suggests that calls for pluralism in economic
education typically focus on economic content and range from discussions of
comprehensive curricular reform to those focused on a single course or specific
topic.While enriching the discussion among pluralistic economists, these arguments
often fail to resonate with a broader audience, one that reaches beyond the
heterodox tradition.We argue that efforts to bring pluralism to a broader audience
will be strengthened by more effective use of expected learning outcomes
– explicitly addressing what is desired (in terms of both content and skills), how it can
be measured (quantitatively and qualitatively), and how it is to be achieved (through
pedagogical practices which promote desired outcomes).This process begins with
recognition that the pluralism debate is not simply one to be conducted by
professionals at academic meetings; rather, the call to broaden economic content
and classroom practices has roots in what outcomes students, faculty and employers
desire. It also recognises that learning theory is an integral component of
understanding how to design practices that generate desired outcomes.

Consequently, this paper provides a new perspective on the pluralism debate, focusing
on using learning theory to design courses which explicitly include a consideration of
learning outcomes.We begin with a brief overview of relevant economics literature,
and argue that a more explicit and comprehensive use of learning theory will further
the pluralistic agenda in economic education.We illustrate advantages of this
approach through backward course design, a process that begins with identification of
outcomes desired to guide the introduction of content and pedagogical practices to
achieve these outcomes.We argue that this method of course construction is useful in
furthering the pluralistic agenda because it explicitly links content and pedagogical
choices to desired outcomes and allows for changes to be made incrementally,
thereby moderating implementation costs to faculty.

Pluralistic perspectives in economics education

Previous arguments in support of a pluralistic perspective in economics education
vary in focus and approach.While some authors have presented a more theoretical
justification for broadening content coverage and pedagogical practices, others
have gone the route of describing a single course or topic area in their quest to
promote pluralism in economic education. A brief review of this work provides a
logical starting point for our argument that explicitly grounding economic
education reforms in learning theory provides a stronger basis for developing
courses and curriculum that are consistent with a pluralistic perspective.

Aerni et al. (1999) employ stages of pedagogical development and course content
revision as a means of creating a more inclusive classroom. Pluralism from this
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Abstract

Preparing students to participate in social and economic life after graduation is a
widely held goal of economics instructors. How that goal is achieved and
interpretations of what is a relevant skill, however, are a source of debate, covering
both content coverage and pedagogical practices.This paper argues that a more
pluralistic approach to both course content and pedagogy is fundamental for
better preparing economics students for the world, and that learning theory is an
integral component of understanding how to design practices to achieve desired
outcomes.

Introduction

The longstanding question of ‘what is it that we want our students, at the end of
their studies, to know and be able to do?’ (O’Donnell, 2002: 1) continues to
challenge the economics profession.While preparing students to participate in
social and economic life emerges as a widely held goal, interpretations of what this
means for knowledge and skill acquisition vary widely. From a pluralistic
perspective, exposure to multiple paradigms underlies debates on appropriate
content coverage, while the extent to which faculty should move away from
lectures and embrace active learning exercises lies at the heart of pedagogical
discussions.While these two components are often discussed in isolation, some
have argued that they are not independent.We agree that content and pedagogy
are interconnected, and argue that ‘pedagogical review (rather than mere
curricula/topic adjustment) provides a stronger foundation to achieve the
necessary content transformation to promote a pluralistic agenda’. 1 Further, we
make the argument that grounding the discussion in learning theory is key to
developing this foundation.
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In addition to general arguments advancing pluralism described above, furthering
the pluralistic perspective in economics also targets individual courses.While not
specifically focused on heterodox economics, Borg and Borg (2001) use a Perry
framework for defining critical thinking and describing how reliance on a single
perspective can limit students’ intellectual development to dualistic thinking.They
use this standpoint to argue for interdisciplinary approaches to teaching
economics. Knoedler and Underwood (2003) build on this framework in support of
a multi-paradigm approach to principles courses arguing that it provides students
with a useful way to understand the actual economy. Using a constructivist
approach applied to topics covered in introductory, radical political economy, and
urban courses, Ford and Leclerc (2000) argue for explicitly identifying and building
on student knowledge and understanding generated through experiences,
providing a basis for comparing alternative perspectives. Ford et al. (2007:300)
describe additional examples of the constructivist approach, further arguing that it
‘relies on the students’ own experiences to provide “scaffolding” for the student to
construct an increased understanding of economic phenomena’.

In response to Dorman’s call for examples of teaching methods consistent with the
political economy approach, Banks et al. (2005) use a particular pedagogical
method (service-learning) and a specific economic issue (the living wage) to
address one of Dorman’s key aspects of political economic education: that student
experience matters.They argue that well defined service-learning experiences can
‘lead to personal and social transformation’ (Banks et al., 2005: 348). McGoldrick and
Peterson (2009) introduce the concept of public scholarship, applied within a social
economics perspective, as a method of generating deeper learning by using an
intentional learning process as students take ownership over their own learning.
Public scholarship activities are grounded in community problems and therefore
‘transcend traditional (academic) understanding of social and economic problems’
(McGoldrick and Peterson 2009: 232). Course projects are described which integrate
students’ service to the community, course content, class discussion and research, in
two courses in Women in the Economy, in two very different institutional settings.

Maier (2008) adds a unique perspective to the discussion, addressing three
‘research traditions’ which have potential to contribute to the pluralistic agenda.
Specifically, overviews and examples associated with the Perry framework of
intellectual development, structured cooperative learning, and research in the
learning sciences are used to demonstrate methods of incorporating pluralism in
economics courses.This work is the first to explicitly integrate key learning science
developments associated with constructivism (identifying current knowledge and
perspectives as a key step in understanding alternative perspectives),
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perspective is grounded in their statement that ‘if the goals of economics
education include increasing students’ understanding of the world and enabling
them to participate fully as citizens in a democratic society, then the economics
classroom must invite all students to participate’(Aerni et al., 1999: 29).This inclusive
classroom environment is generated by transitioning from individual learning to
group learning and ultimately to learning communities. Supportive content
revisions begin at the point of teaching the received neoclassical canon, then
finding and adding heretofore underrepresented groups, which leads one to
challenge core concepts and propose alternatives, culminating in redefining and
reconstructing economics to include everyone (Aerni et al., 1999: 32). Perhaps what
is most intriguing about this perspective is that it explicitly argues that progression
in one area (either content or pedagogy) will lead to progression in the other.

By way of an introduction to a new section on pedagogy in the Review of Radical
Political Economics, Dorman (2002) presents the argument that greater focus on
pedagogy in the political economy approach to economics is needed. He describes
the importance of reconciling classroom practices with broader political economy
research agendas, developing an argument for a pluralistic economic education.
While this perspective is presented in the context of the philosophy of John Dewey
and Paulo Freire, many will recognise key elements as consistent with frameworks
put forth by both Bloom (1956) and Perry (1970).2 Specifically, Dorman argues that
the classroom is a social setting in which learning occurs when ideas are shared
and challenged, that people construct their own understanding and learn more
effectively in groups, that no idea can be appreciated apart from an encounter with
its ‘other’, that education comes from experiences and critical thinking requires
challenging of perspectives, and that problem-solving skills need to be developed
(Dorman, 2002: 489–90).

In contrast to the two previous articles that focus on pedagogical changes with
links to learning theory in their arguments for a pluralistic economic education,
others have focused on changes in content. Barone (1991: 18) suggests that
teaching contending perspectives provides students with exposure to a wider
range of economic phenomena and human values underlying economic actions so
students develop evaluative skills and thus are better prepared to assess policy
choices. Mearman (2007) describes three well travelled strategies for incorporating
heterodox content: the orthodox-plus approach, teaching from a heterodox
perspective and using a parallel perspectives approach. He argues that teaching
multiple perspectives enhances student learning because it provides them with a
better understanding of orthodoxy and economic policy, encourages expanding
the domain of economics and better prepares students for complexity that is
present in the world beyond the classroom walls.
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public scholarship – have the potential to connect students’ lives with course
material and community issues, providing a catalyst for enhanced future community
engagement (Aerni, et al., 1999; Banks, et al., 2005; McGoldrick and Peterson, 2009).

‘Student engagement’ emerges from the economics literature as a process that
creates an environment conducive for pluralism, and ‘engaged learning’ becomes a
goal in the pursuit of education with a higher purpose. Bowen (2005: 4, 7) identifies
four different but related meanings of engagement, all of which are currently
employed in the literature on pluralism in economics:

• The most fundamental meaning of engagement is ‘student engagement with
the learning process’.While this is most typically associated with active learning,
it reaches beyond enhanced content comprehension as students become more
reflective on behaviours that enhance their learning.

• The second meaning of engagement is ‘student engagement with the object of
study’, where students learn by ‘direct experience of something new’.This draws
on the tradition of experiential learning and is grounded in applications with real
world interactions.

• The third meaning of engagement is ‘student engagement with contexts of the
subject of study’.This approach, typically associated with multi-disciplinary
learning, includes consideration of social and civic contexts of the subject, and
associated ethical issues as students practice integrating their knowledge across
courses and subjects.

• Finally, there is ‘student engagement with the human condition, especially in its
social, cultural and civic dimensions’.This engagement is pursued through
activities such as service-learning in which students interact with others unlike
themselves, gaining a deeper understanding of themselves and others.

Bowen (2005:7) concludes that, taking into account the various meanings of
engagement, engaged learners are ‘those who complement and interpret what
they learn from others with direct knowledge based on personal experience, who
develop appropriately complex understandings situated in relevant contexts, and
who recognize learning’s moral implications and consequences’.The most
important contribution of engagement is ‘the focus it brings to the learner’s
personal relationship to learning’, a necessary component of learning that lasts.

The role of engagement in the literature on pluralism in economic education is
revealed in this context. Approaches focusing on reforming content exemplify
student engagement with the context of study, emphasising alternative
perspectives. Reforming content may also actively engage students in the learning
process through questioning and critical evaluation of assumptions. Approaches
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metacognition (being conscious about one’s own learning) and transfer (to new
contexts) in a discussion of pluralism in economic education.

While this review of literature is by no means exhaustive, it highlights key steps
taken in promoting pluralism to a wider audience. McGoldrick (2009: 222) argues
that ‘promoting pluralism in economic education requires a change in the status
quo: the single paradigm, single delivery approach’, and that any agenda for
pluralism in economic education necessitates that learning goals be identified and
incentives provided. She identifies existing incentives that are growing in strength
as evidenced by the liberal education movement and public calls for better
assessment of the impact higher education practices have on learning. Perhaps
most important for our perspective, however, is the recognition that learning goals
and incentives have roots in a more rigorous consideration of learning theory,
outcomes and practices. In this light, we employ student engagement and the
theory of significant learning to motivate practices that generate learning
outcomes which are more pluralistic in nature.

Student engagement

Although literature on pluralism in economic education presents a wide range of
views on where and how reforms should take place, connections between
increasing ‘student engagement’ and more pluralist approaches are common
throughout. For example, it is argued that reforming economics course content to be
more inclusive of different society members experiences will engage a more diverse
student body in the subject of economics because they can see themselves and the
issues they care about as part of the discussion (Aerni, et al., 1999). Students will also
be better prepared to understand ‘that economic choices have moral dimensions’
(Barone 1991:18), engaging their hearts as well as their minds. Further, by critically
evaluating assumptions and teaching alternative approaches, pluralistic approaches
make economics better reflect the world that students actually observe, thus
engaging their interest (Mearman, 2007; Knoedler and Underwood, 2003).

A more pluralist approach to pedagogy is also linked closely with increased student
engagement. For example, some authors identify the potential of group-based
pedagogies to create richer environments for exploring pluralistic content by
making the classroom more collaborative and cooperative (Aerni et al., 1999).The
use of active learning and experiential exercises (such as cooperative learning,
simulations, experiments and field work) also provides a way to capture student
interest, question underlying assumptions and illuminate different approaches to
economic analysis (Dorman, 2002; Mearman, 2007; Maier, 2008). Experiential
pedagogies that involve students in the community – including service-learning and
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(Mearman, 2007: 6), provides ‘students a useful way to understand the actual
economy’ (Knoedler and Underwood, 2003: 701), requires them to take ‘ownership
over their learning’ (McGoldrick and Peterson, 2009: 241) and ‘engender[s] personal
change’(Banks, et al., 2005: 348).

The question remains, however, how to develop activities that engage students in
ways that promote deep approaches to learning and generate desired outcomes.
Fink (2003) provides one avenue for developing courses in which the experience of
learning4 matters as much as associated activities in moving students beyond rote
memorisation, identifying six categories associated with ‘significant learning’:

• Foundational knowledge: Provides ‘the basic understanding that is necessary for
other kinds of learning’ (Fink, 2003: 31).This encompasses understanding and
remembering information and ideas.

• Learning how to learn: Learning about the learning process in a way that enables
students to become better students, inquire about a subject and construct
knowledge, and become ‘self-directing learners’ (Fink, 2003:50–55).

• Application: Involves ‘using foundational knowledge’ and encompasses the
development of different skills and thinking (critical, creative, and practical), as
well as the ability to manage complex projects (Fink, 2003: 38).

• Integration: Involves making connections between ideas, people, and realms of
life (Fink, 2003: 31).

• Human dimension: Refers to the process of learning about oneself and others, to
‘inform students about the human significance of what they are learning’ (Fink,
2003: 31–32).

• Caring: Involves the ‘development of new feelings, interests and values’ (Fink,
2003: 74).

Student engagement provides a particularly powerful means to approach
significant learning outcomes. One avenue for facilitating this approach employs a
process of ‘backward design’. Backward course design, as defined by Wiggins and
McTighe (2005: 17–19) reverses the traditional process of course development –
instead of starting with decisions about reading materials and activities, instructors
begin by asking what students should ‘walk out of the door and be able to
understand, regardless of what text and activities we use?’This is followed by
questions concerning assessment, asking ‘how will we know if students have
achieved the desired results?’ Only after these two steps are completed does course
design turn to planning instruction, asking ‘what enabling knowledge (facts,
concepts and principles) and skills (processes, procedures, strategies) will students
need in order to perform effectively and achieve desired results?’
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promoting pluralism through pedagogical practices such as the use of cooperative
learning, simulations, experiments and field work to illustrate key concepts and
question established analyses exemplify both active learning and experiential
learning. And the use of service-learning as a way to promote pluralism exemplifies
student engagement with the human condition.

Significant learning

In the preceding paragraphs we established connections between promoting
engagement and pluralism, regardless of whether the source of broadening
perspectives is initiated via changes in course content or pedagogical practice.We
introduced an array of engagement definitions to argue that existing literature
promoting pluralism in economics already embraces tenets of engagement.We now
use this background as scaffolding to link desired outcomes associated with pluralism
to the theory of significant learning through the process of backward course design.
This will serve as grounding for examples demonstrating how using learning theory
provides a stronger basis for promoting pluralism in economic education.

Economic educators have struggled to find evidence that the learning we assume is
occurring in our courses has any lasting effect.3 Education literature provides
insights into this ‘learning and forgetting’ behaviour suggesting that ‘we can only
learn from activities that are interesting and comprehensible to us, in other words,
activities that are satisfying. If this is not the case, only inefficient rote learning, or
memorization, is available to us and forgetting is inevitable’ (Smith, 1998: 87).
Marton, et al. (1997: x) argue that the quality of learning is enhanced when the
‘student seeks a personal understanding’ of the material, referred to as a deep
approach to learning, as opposed to a desire to simply regurgitate material as
exemplified by a surface approach to learning. In short, it is necessary to go beyond
a simple transmission of knowledge and include broader objectives in the
development of course goals.

Throughout existing literature promoting pluralism in economic education,
increasing student engagement with the learning process, the subject and its
contexts, and the community, contribute to achieving course goals that go beyond
mastery of standard economic concepts. Promoting a more pluralist approach
through engaged learning increases ‘students’ understanding of the world’ and
enables ‘them to participate fully as citizens in a democratic society’ (Aerni et al.,
1999: 29), builds students’‘mental and emotional skills for problem solving’
(Dorman, 2002: 490), leads to ‘individual moral and ethical development’ as
students ‘explore their own values and values of others’ (Barone, 1991: 18), fosters
the development of ‘key cognitive skills as well as open-mindedness and tolerance’
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use economic language.This is an especially useful technique when students are
faced with competing perspectives and are challenged to identify and explain key
differences including underlying assumptions. Consider an example in which the
instructor has completed a ‘compare and contrast’ lecture that introduces students
to neoclassical and institutional perspectives.The first student in the pairing uses
their notes to identify key assumptions underlying the neoclassical perspective.The
second student listens, asks for clarification and compares what is said to their
notes, filling out missing details.The order then reverses and the second student
leads with a description of the institutionalist perspective. After the exercise, the
class can have a more focused conversation addressing remaining issues and
building on shared knowledge.This exercise takes relatively little class time as
students first vet their understanding rather than simply asking the instructor to
rehash the material in response to the open ended ‘any questions’ invitation.

An advantage of cooperative learning as a pedagogical practice is that it provides a
diverse set of paths for incremental development of significant learning categories.
Although the example above focused on the category learning how to learn, the
vast array of existing cooperative learning strategies5 provide sufficient flexibility so
that different learning outcomes can be addressed throughout a course. For
example,‘cooperative controversy’ – ‘a process that helps students identify and
evaluate multiple perspectives on an issue’ (Maier, et al., 2010) – focuses on
significant learning outcomes of application and integration.6 One half of a class is
assigned an article providing one perspective on a topic such as the minimum
wage while the other half reads an article supporting a contrary perspective.
Students are first paired up with another having read the same article and are
directed to take turns identifying key argument components. Once students
develop a level of expertise with one perspective, they are subsequently grouped
with a pair of students who have identified key arguments from the alternative
perspective. Again, taking turns, they explain alternative arguments. Students finish
the exercise by identifying strong and weak arguments for both perspectives.

Service-learning

We now turn to a pedagogical practice, service-learning, that is more holistic in
addressing categories of significant learning. Service-learning:

is a strategy that builds character, spurs civic engagement, and applies
content to abstract theories, allowing teachers to engage students as active
participants in the learning process. Instead of simply asking students to
open their textbooks, teachers using service-learning engage students in a
critical thinking exercise to examine their world. Students are guided to
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In the final step of backward course design, student engagement becomes a
valuable strategy for promoting pluralism in the context of desired learning
outcomes. Backward course design can link efforts to promote pluralism through
increased engagement to learning outcomes by providing a process through
which priorities can be determined and changes in content and pedagogy focused.
It can also help instructors committed to promoting pluralism in economics to
avoid falling into the trap of overwhelming students with simply more content
and/or more activities.

Abbreviated demonstrations of using significant learning theory to
achieve outcomes consistent with the pluralistic approach

Choosing pedagogical practices through which the instructor addresses categories
of significant learning is a critical step in developing learning that lasts. In this
section we provide examples grounded in two pedagogical practices which are not
widely used in economics – cooperative learning and service-learning. Our goals
are to demonstrate how these can be used to develop significant learning
outcomes that move beyond traditional foundational knowledge, and provide
examples which allow for incremental changes in course design, while also
reinforcing and developing pluralist perspectives in economics.

Cooperative learning

Cooperative learning exercises provide a wide range of activities to engage
students in the learning process while developing deeper appreciation for multiple
perspectives. Such exercises promote an environment in which the learning of one
student is enhanced by contributions of all group members, individuals are
motivated to take responsibility for contributing to learning within the group, no
member can avoid contributing during the exercise, and many groups are engaged
in the activity simultaneously (Kagan, 2009). Cooperative learning exercises range
from quick and informal to encompassing entire class periods with very formal
components.Thus, exercises can be developed for any economics class from
introductory to senior experience courses as well as survey, mathematical and
theoretically oriented courses. Backward course design, with its emphasis on
learning objectives, provides a process for choosing amongst these strategies.

Note-taking pairs are a cooperative learning application focused on helping
students learn how to learn. Note-taking pairs are a form of the common
think-pair-share exercise, where students compare and critique their own notes
through a structured process which enhances their ability to identify key
information, gauge holes in their understanding and engage in conversations that
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• Learn about cultural diversity:Through service-learning experiences, students
engage with the human experience and learn about themselves and others. In
particular, students gain opportunities to learn about cultural diversity,‘by
learning with, from, and about people of other races, ages, economic means, and
competencies’.

• Develop values: Service-learning may also foster caring and the development of
new values, through students’‘first hand interaction with community issues’.

The connections between outcomes of engaged learning, significant learning,
pluralistic economics and service-learning are outlined in Table 1. In the following
sections, we provide two examples to demonstrate how service-learning can
facilitate pluralistic revisions of course content and address selected outcomes
(table rows) for a particular topic or an entire course. Our first example describes
the use of service-learning focusing on a particular topic – the living wage – to
address significant learning categories of the human dimension and caring.We then
summarise a series of service-learning experiences designed for Women in the
Economy courses and indicate their connections to the significant learning
category of integration.
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connect their interests and moral leadership to solve a problem, serve a
need, or be of service to others. Once a focus for service is identified,
students may apply skills such as data collection, documentation,
problem-solving, charting and graphing, and persuasive writing to test
theories, develop surveys, analyze data, inform community decision-makers,
and practice communication skills (Pearson, 2002: 6).

Through service-learning activities students ‘integrate their study of economics in
the classroom with service activities in their communities,’ both improving their
knowledge of economics and the quality of their communities (McGoldrick and
Ziegert, 2002:1). Service-learning is a flexible pedagogical technique that can be
incorporated into economics courses in multiple ways and with varying levels of
complexity. Service-learning projects may, for example, be used as an assignment to
address a particular economic topic, or may provide ‘the basis for the entire context
of the course’ (Ziegert and McGoldrick, 2008: 45).

The connections between service-learning activities and learning outcomes have
been generated through discipline specific research,7 but are nicely illustrated by
Howard’s (1993:48–49) description of the ‘features of service-learning’.They provide
a useful framework for linking service-learning with significant learning outcomes
and meanings of engaged learning discussed above:

• Develop foundational knowledge: Service-learning promotes the acquisition of
foundational knowledge, because ‘service experiences are valuable sources of
knowledge and valuable resources for scholarship’.

• Learn inductive reasoning: Service-learning experiences also help students learn
how to learn. Students become engaged with the learning process through the
development of inductive reasoning – ‘by using the specific as an embarkation
point for hypothesizing and theorizing’.

• Apply knowledge, critically think and analyze:Through their experiences in the
community, service learners apply knowledge ‘by testing and applying academic
learning,’ and engage in critical thinking and analysis’ by learning to distinguish
what is and isn’t important in the unfiltered context of the real world’.

• Synthesise knowledge:Through service-learning experiences, students have the
opportunity to integrate their learning from different situations and disciplines,
and to synthesise knowledge by ‘bringing together past and present learning’.

Table 1. Integrating engaged learning, significant learning, pluralism and
service-learning outcomes

Engaged Significant Identified Pluralistic Service-Learning 
Learning Learning Outcomes (various Outcomes
(Bowen, 2005) (Fink, 2003) authors as noted in text) (Howard, 1993)

‘Teachers strive Foundational ‘students’ understanding of Foundational
to produce Knowledge the world’ Knowledge
engagement   ‘key cognitive skills’
as a means to ‘a useful way to understand 
learning’ the actual economy’

‘understand orthodoxy’
‘… building off his or her 
knowledge and understanding…’
‘better understanding of 
economic policy’

Student Learning How ‘develop evaluative skills’ Learn inductive 
engagement to Learn ‘actively engage participants reasoning
with the learning in the learning process’
process ‘people construct their own
(active learning) understanding’

‘generating deeper learning’
‘intentional learning process’
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Service-learning and the living wage

Banks et al. (2005) describe a service-learning exercise structured around a living
wage research project in ‘radical political-economy-based’ courses at two different
institutions.The service-learning techniques illustrated reflect the spirit of
backward course design, as course activities address the goals of significant
learning outcomes and a more pluralistic treatment of economics:

Implementing service learning in a course offers the promise of
encouraging higher order analytical and creative learning for all concerned,
and it promises the type of civic engagement in real world problems that
can be valuable in teaching political economy (Banks et al., 2005: 347).

Under the guidance of a political economy approach, living wage project activities
engage students in the learning process by challenging them to ‘think differently
about the world’ (Banks et al., 2005: 354) and to question the absence of history,
power and human agency in neoclassical theories of wage determination. Further,
by promoting ‘an alternative, ethically based vision of the world that deviates from
the neoclassical acceptance of wages that are insufficient to meet human needs’
(Banks et al., 2005: 354), the living wage project supports students’ engagement
with the human condition and development of values and caring.

The living wage project implemented at one institution began with students
listening to and assessing the needs of a very local community, the low-wage
support staff workers at their own university. As they learned about economic
circumstances and struggles of these workers, students also read and discussed
broader historical and theoretical literature. Student groups investigated aspects of
the problem, including wages, benefits and working conditions on campus and in
the local community, the cost of living in the local community and in neighbouring
communities, and activities of other living wage campaigns. Ultimately, students
estimated a living wage value and were able to ‘determine precisely how many
university employees earned less than a living wage’ (Banks et al, 2005: 351). Based
on their research, and after ‘considerable debate,’ the students recommended a
particular hourly wage:

In many ways, this decision embodied so much of the service learning for this
course.They sought input from support staff people, debated political versus
economic reality, discussed how many people one full-time income could
support, and considered how they might best make a contribution to what
they had come to believe was a fair and just demand for a living wage.Their
reflection drew on course literature, interaction with many people in the
community, and a clarified understanding of power relations in society and
what these mean for real people who earn low wages (Banks et al., 2005: 351).
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Table 1. (continued) Integrating engaged learning, significant learning, pluralism and
service-learning outcomes

Engaged Significant Identified Pluralistic Service-Learning 
Learning Learning Outcomes (various Outcomes
(Bowen, 2005) (Fink, 2003) authors as noted in text) (Howard, 1993)

Student Application ‘participate fully as citizens Apply 
engagement in a democratic society’ knowledge,
with the object ‘catalyst for enhanced future critically think 
of study community engagement’ and analyse
(experiential ‘provide ‘scaffolding’ for the

learning) 
student to construct an 
increased understanding’
‘… addresses community 
problems and transcends 
traditional understandings of
social and community problems.’

Student Integration ‘expand the domain of Synthesise
engagement economics’ knowledge
with contexts ‘expose them to a greater variety
(multidisciplinary of economic phenomena’
learning) ‘integrates students service to 

the community, course content 
and class discussion, and 
student research papers’
‘argue for interdisciplinary 
approaches to teaching economics’

Student Human ‘open-mindedness and tolerance’ Learn about 
engagement Dimension ‘classroom is a social setting’ cultural diversity
with the human ‘a more diverse student body’
condition ‘range of human values 
(service-learning) underlying human economic 

action and choice’
‘… no idea can be appreciated 
apart from an encounter with 
its “other”.’

‘Perhaps the most Caring ‘lead to personal and social Develop values
important transformation’
contribution of ‘engender personal change’
engagement is ‘explore their own values and 
the focus it brings the values of others’
to the learner’s ‘student ownership over their 
personal learning…’
relationship to ‘economic choices have moral 
learning.’ dimensions’

‘mental and emotional skills 
for problem solving’
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how to incorporate related knowledge pertaining to both issues covered and
projects undertaken in courses across the institution.

McGoldrick and Peterson (2009: 234, 242) present a complementary motivation for
using service-learning in two Women in the Economy courses: developing projects
consistent with tenets of public scholarship. In one course, traditional
service-learning activities were enhanced to allow for the ‘… recognition that
knowledge is generated in and by the community as well as by teachers and
students of the university, through a process that integrates the university’s key
functions of teaching, research and service’.The second course description focused
on the process by which students claimed ownership over their learning.This
transformation was demonstrated through many facets of public scholarship
including ‘[c]onnections [that] went beyond the simple grounding of new results in
established literature’ including connections with text material, previous campus
studies and various campus constituencies.

Despite this wide range of service-learning experiences, each example illustrates
possibilities for achieving significant learning and pluralistic economic outcomes.
The service-learning activities required students to engage in formal reflection, and
through this reflective process service-learning became a means for integration, of
theory with reality, course content with community problems, alternative
perspectives from across disciplines and within economics, and with constituencies
across the institution.This reflection was a forum for student expression,
demonstrating growth beyond basic understanding of course content through
engagement with others unlike themselves, developing a greater appreciation of
the human condition and challenging their own values and ethical positions. In
addition, each service-learning activity included a description of how course
content was either implicitly broadened to include multiple perspectives as a result
of students’ experiences or explicitly broadened through materials used to place
student experiences into perspective, thus promoting a more pluralistic
perspective on economics.

Conclusion

We argue that efforts to promote pluralism in economic education could be
strengthened by employing learning theory to provide scaffolding on which to
generate significant learning experiences.We believe that the course development
method described above is inherently pluralistic – enhancing the pluralistic nature
of instruction is a necessary component of generating significant learning
experiences.We introduce the process of backward course design as a method for
developing courses that promote forms of student engagement to foster
significant learning outcomes. In addition, we provide examples (topics and
courses) which indicate that economists are, perhaps unknowingly, already
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These course outcomes exemplify significant learning outcomes of the human
dimension, where students realise ‘the human significance of what they are learning’,
and caring, where students develop ‘new feelings, interests and values’(Fink, 2003:
31–32, 74).Through service-learning experiences, students evaluated their own
campus and local community in a new light, and learned from people in
circumstances much different from their own. Students had the opportunity to learn
about economic and cultural diversity and to develop new values through their ‘first
hand interaction with community issues’ (Howard, 1993:49), thus promoting ‘civic
engagement in real world issues’ (Banks et al., 2005: 347).

Service-learning and Women in the Economy courses

The first documented service-learning application employed this pedagogical
technique in a Women and Gender Issues in Economics course to link abstract
classroom theories to the world beyond university grounds (McGoldrick, 1998).
Focusing on the issue of poverty, students participated in a range of activities at
organisations that spanned the spectrum of the cycle of poverty. Multiple forums
were provided to ‘validate the learning experiences of the students, provide the
opportunity for them to hear other students’ perspectives of their learning process,
and link the work of many community organizations on a single economic issue’
(McGoldrick, 1998: 371).

The service-learning component of a Women and Work elective course described
by Figart and Olsen (2002: 227) engaged students in an analysis of workplace
dynamics using research by feminist economists to ‘broaden the scope of
economic discourse, theory and methodology …’. Unlike the service-learning
application described above, however, volunteer activities themselves were not the
focus of learning experiences; rather, students’ volunteer time allowed them to
identify and ‘observe gender relations in the workplace’ including those linked to
discrimination, segmentation and resistance strategies. Reflective journals and term
papers helped ‘[s]ervice learning students [identify] the connection between their
experiences, the sociological literature on emotional labor, and the economic
studies that document the wage penalty associated with female-dominated
occupations’ (Figart and Olsen 2002: 229).

More recently, McGoldrick (2008) demonstrates how backward course design
generated a student driven project, using service-learning to investigate the
demand for a child care centre on campus. Key to the development of this course
project was the recognition ‘that most students prefer to rely on either their
business or women’s studies background rather than using these to complement
economic analysis.The challenge is to acknowledge student expertise in
complementing subjects while developing their skills in using traditional economic
analysis’ (McGoldrick, 2008: 5).This was achieved through explicit discussions of
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developing experiences consistent with facets of this approach.We believe these
experiences could be further enhanced if instructors embraced the entirety of the
tenets of significant learning as developed through backward course design.

The advantage of this process is that it provides a method for systematically
developing topics and courses. It allows faculty to incrementally enhance their
teaching in ways that support both significant learning and pluralism.While
examples provided were limited to cooperative learning and service-learning, other
pedagogical practices such as experimental economics, discussion-based learning
and the use of case studies also have potential for such incremental development.
In other words, choosing a pedagogical practice with which the instructor is most
comfortable is an important step in developing learning that lasts as each category
of significant learning is incrementally developed.

As indicated in our introduction, the call to broaden classroom practices is not just
a theoretical issue, but is of real concern to faculty, students and employers. As Fink
(2003:4–5) reports, faculty want to teach students who are more engaged learners
and students want courses where they can see the value of what is taught. Further,
employers want better and more broadly educated workers, reporting ‘teamwork
and collaboration’,‘applying knowledge to real world settings’,‘integrity and ethics’
and ‘civic knowledge and participation, and community engagement’ among the
skills they would like to see emphasised more at the undergraduate college level
(Jaschik, 2007). Clearly, the desires of faculty, students and employers are in line with
the goals of significant learning. Grounding our efforts to reform economic content
and pedagogy to better meet these goals in learning theory can strengthen these
efforts and increase their impact on the profession, as well as enhance the
development of a more pluralistic economic education.

Notes
1 We thank one of the reviewers for providing this language summarising a key

motivation for this paper.
2 The frameworks of both Bloom and Perry provide insight into the intellectual

development (cognitive domain) of students. Bloom identifies key mental skill
categories of knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and
evaluation. Perry described learning in terms of stages which begin with dualistic
thinking, and advance toward multiplicity, contextual-relativism and making
contextually appropriate decisions.

3 See for example, Saunders (1980) and Walstad and Allgood (1999).
4 A phrase coined by Marton et al. (1997).
5 See for example, Barkley et al. (2005).
6 See Maier (2008) on using cooperative learning to advance the pluralistic agenda.
7 See for example, AAHE’s Series on Service-Learning in the Disciplines; Zlotkowski

(1997–2000).
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Performing Economics:
A Critique of ‘Teaching 
and Learning’*

David Wilson and William Dixon

Abstract

Economics students find difficulty in developing effective learning strategies; they
would also welcome and benefit from a more pluralistic teaching of economics.
Nevertheless, economics teaching has become less pluralistic over the recent past.
Recent benchmark statements seem content to underwrite an essentially monist
approach to the discipline in the hope that a deepening crisis in economics
teaching can be averted by expanding teaching and learning programmes taking
the content of teaching as given and instead concentrating on presentational
reform.The paper argues that such teaching and learning strategies are part of the
problem rather than its solution.

Introduction

There has been a tendency in recent years towards the methodologising of
economics teaching. By this we mean a tendency to consider the teaching process
as a purely presentational issue, so that the how of teaching economics is treated in
abstraction from the question as to what should be taught.This is driven in part by
the process of quality assurance and partly by the perception that economics is an
inherently difficult subject to teach. In addition the focus on teaching has arisen
from a previous and equally one-sided focus on ‘research’ in isolation from, and
often at the expense of,‘teaching’.

The result of this one-sidedness is the abstraction of ‘teaching’ from content, and
the introduction of dedicated teaching ‘experts’ and of bureaucratic promotion
pathways in teaching.This has led to initiatives that favour ‘innovation’ in teaching,
and to a process by which the separation of the how and the what of economics
teaching becomes institutionally embedded in universities; for, while delivery of
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new way. But experimental economics is a special case. Most options offered to
undergraduates do not carry within them their own innovations in teaching
technique; nor do they explore the theoretical basis of the standard compulsory
elements of the economics student’s programme. Rather, that same theoretical
basis is merely applied to new areas (so, for example, microeconomics becomes
labour economics, managerial economics or health economics) or applied to old
areas in more depth (so, for example, macro and micro become monetary
economics).We should be clear, also, that for us the problem is not one of too much
abstraction and too little reality. Economics, like other sciences – indeed, like other
theoretical discourses – just is abstract, and we and the students had better get
used to it. But abstract discourses do not have to be unreal. Economic abstractions
have origins, contexts of discovery and actual relations to other principled
discourses, none of which, however, is made any more apparent by rolling those
economic principles out over simulated ‘real-world’ situations/problems, as the
standard macro or micro textbook is inclined to do.

Economic principles do not have to be unreal. But, starved of immanent narrative
and relation to alternative perspectives, principles are made unreal. Economic
principles become news from nowhere – what we call Monecon – and, for reasons
we explore below, it is Monecon that economics teaching has become. In referring
to Monecon, then, we do not mean just orthodox neoclassical economics but rather
what happens to any orthodoxy when reasonable means of reflecting on its status
have been excluded. Once deprived of the immanent narrative with which to make
sense of their chosen discipline, staff and students are left with no other option
than to fall back on extraneous T&L (usually technologically-driven) resources so as
to bring a subject, deadened by lack of intra- and inter-disciplinary context, back to
life. But this Lazarus refuses to rise. Students are taught to expect easy (if still
unconvincing) answers from their tutors, to the extent that the border between
original and plagiarised work becomes increasingly difficult (and expensive) to
police, and staff are taught to deliver on this.What should be the student’s
responsibility to partake of an undergraduate economics education becomes the
responsibility of the tutor to provide the wherewithal for satisfactory grades. And
what should be the tutor’s responsibility, viz., to provide a cogent (i.e. historically-
literate) theoretical framework within which an engaged student can pursue his or
her own evolving disciplinary interests, turns into the imperative to hit
institutionally determined (and increasingly T&L informed) pass-rate targets.

Using a Frey-inspired distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, we will
argue that problems in economics teaching admit a moral rather than technical
solution. It is not that there is no room for improvement in means of delivery. But
until it is recognised that the problem is essentially one of morale – a problem that

International Review of Economics Education

92

content is considered problematic, requiring those innovations alluded to above,
this by default presents the content as if it is not in itself a problem and, thence, as a
fixed, dehistoricised model.

We agree that there are problems in economics teaching. Economics students do
find it difficult to develop effective learning strategies. But this is not because
economics is an inherently difficult discipline to grasp. Rather the difficulties are of
its own making: the form that economics now takes in many universities makes it a
difficult discipline to grasp. Just as economists and games theorists, brought in to
construct markets, auctions and the like, have created the kind of behaviour that
they begin by positing as natural – a phenomenon that the economic sociologist,
Callon (1998), calls ‘performing the market’ – so recent developments in academic
economics have created, or ‘performed’, the kind of behaviour on the part of
academic staff and students that the resources thrown into ‘teaching and learning’
(T&L) research and practice seek to rectify. In this way contemporary economics
teaching is performing its own difficulty.

The focus on teaching methodology tends to hypostatise the content of teaching
and the curriculum.The more the focus on teaching methodology, the ever less is
teaching content considered seriously.We argue that the modern economics
malaise has indeed been performed by the wilful narrowing of content and the
standardising of the economic canon at the expense of heterodoxy and the history
of ideas.The problem at root is that economic principles are taught with little or no
regard for the theoretical controversies, disputes and social context from which
they emerge.There is an increasing use of textbooks at higher levels of the
curriculum.These textbooks set out models with limited social/historical content. In
this way they limit a proper understanding and development of the curriculum.The
introductory textbook performs the idea of a model for which the essential
problem is content-delivery rather than content-development. As a viable alternative
we will show through our own experience how quite diverse content can be added
to the curriculum in a way that interests students while also introducing them to a
broader understanding of their discipline in its social context and as part of a
historical development. In this way, we believe, economic principles come alive.

We are not against the principles that routinely dominate undergraduate courses,
nor do we want to substitute for them principles of our own choosing. Nor are we
against innovation in teaching method per se. Indeed, experimental economics
provides a nice example of how development in the content of what is being
taught can drive the development of teaching method. It should also be noted that
experimental economics for the most part does not present or base itself on
alternative principles to the mainstream but rather explores those principles in a
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environment the teacher relinquishes the role of ‘expert’ and assumes the role of
facilitator. Student learners must adapt to a learning environment in which there is
no ‘expert’ information source’ (Forsythe, 2002).Though originating within a
health-care context in the 1960s, problem-based learning is now applied in many
disciplines and, as the Handbook makes clear, has now embedded itself in higher
education economics teaching. Again, in passing, we note that little consideration
seems to have been given to the possibility that different disciplines may be
intrinsically characterised by different forms of learning and learner; that medical or
more generally health-care training requires (ideally) a different form of
trainee–trainer relationship than does, say, the inculcation and development of
economic principle. In any case, before we discuss teaching methods, we should first
recognise that there is always a specific content at stake. As Colander points out,
teaching in higher education may be following the now-discredited path taken in
the training of school teachers in the US, where,‘until a recent backlash, the
educational focus was so strongly focused on technology and delivery that it lost
contact with content. In some education schools, you did not need to major in math
to teach math, but you had to study a whole variety of teaching methods courses’
(Colander, 2004). Or, again, were one to take seriously the innovations taking place in
the content of economics itself, then, as Becker notes, we would not need to cast
around for extraneous teaching formats: there are already ‘active learning
techniques made available by experimental economics, games and simulations …
we need to bring the innovations in the science of economics into our teaching of
economics’ (Becker, 2004).We should point out: Colander and Becker are by no
means unsympathetic to the reform of the teaching process in economics. But, the
‘focus on teaching methods rather than on content … makes it easier for other
economists to dismiss research on economics education, and not see it as an
integral part of general economics research’ (Colander, 2004; our emphasis).

The critics’ response

It would be foolish to rule out a priori the possibility of enhancing the student’s
learning experience through the judicious use of internet, video, experiment and the
like, or at least the exploring of that possibility. And, in any case, there is more than
one kind of student learning experience at stake here.The needs of the full-time
student are not exactly those of the part-timer, the needs of the campus student not
those of the distance learner (see Oattes, 1990). But still, the fact remains: the
assumption that animates most of the T&L discussion and development is that
undergraduate economics just is difficult: so students have ‘difficulty with the
method of economics’, difficulty with its ‘abstract concepts’, and difficulty relating
these ‘abstract concepts’ to ‘real-world economic issues and problems’ (Forsythe,
2002) – as though economics just is a bunch of ‘abstract’ concepts and a method for
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is linked to the hollowing-out of the syllabus in historical and inter-disciplinary
terms – then no amount of T&L can of itself rectify matters. Indeed, of itself, it can
only make matters worse. It demoralises staff, who are persuaded that responsibility
for ‘good’ teaching lies outside of themselves and their own research interests, and
it demoralises students, who likewise lose responsibility as the educational process
resolves itself into the (content-abstracted) problem of delivery.

The T&L turn in economics

According to The Handbook for Economics Lecturers ‘many students of economics,
including those specialising in the subject at single or joint honours level, experience
difficulty with the method of economics, particularly in relating abstract concepts,
diagrams and models to real-world economic issues and problems’(Forsythe, 2002). At
the heart of this ‘difficulty’, it is claimed, lies the issue of delivery. For many, an answer
might be found in the use of technological aids like the internet, alongside, or as a way
of enhancing, an essentially traditional ‘talk and chalk’ format. More usually, however,
more radical changes are proposed, in which traditional methods are overthrown in
favour of problem-based learning (PBL). At the Economics Network Site, PBL is posed
as an alternative to the ‘limitations of the traditional lecture–seminar (TLS) format’
(Forsythe, 2002).‘With lectures’, so the story goes,‘the emphasis is on giving information
rather than learning – lectures represent what teachers do and not necessarily what
students need.Although most lecturers can “talk”a good syllabus, the real teaching
challenge is to ensure that most students are not lost in the process [for] it is all too
easy for the traditionally organised seminar to fall far short of the ideal, in which there
is healthy teacher–student and student–student interaction, and come dangerously
close to being a teacher-dominated environment in which students are spoon-fed.The
learning environment becomes a struggle for both teacher (students will not talk) and
students (classes are boring)’ (Forsythe, 2002). Again,‘students who, for whatever
reason, are content to adopt a passive rather than an active role in the learning process
are difficult to motivate within a TLS environment. Such a regime may do little to
develop confidence and independent learning skills in students who need help in
these respects, or to stimulate those who become disinterested. Indeed, the traditional
lecture–seminar format can actually alienate such students from the learning process
rather than embracing them within it’ (Forsythe, 2002).We just note in passing that TLS
is taken for granted as failing. No mention, here, that the problem might be
curriculum-based.

Now consider how the Handbook deals with reforming the actual conduct of teaching:

‘When designing tasks, the aim is to make students primarily responsible for
acquiring and assimilating the information necessary to solve them. In a PBL
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Now while it is true that the QAA economics benchmarking statement recognises
that ‘[i]ts subject matter engages with other subject areas such as psychology,
politics, sociology, anthropology, geography, history and law’ (QAA, 2007: 1), it is
equally clear that Monecon does not so engage; and at the same time, with the
proliferation in many institutions of compulsory ‘higher education orientation’
modules,‘employability’ modules and the like, with the emphasis on language
studies as part of a student’s programme, it is becoming more, not less, difficult to
choose to explore such an ‘engagement’ outside of their core modules. In any case, it
is disingenuous of those responsible for the benchmarking statement to talk in such
terms, when they know full well that economics students are actively discouraged
from exploring interdisciplinary connections. For one thing the student-numbers
game means that the financial gain of a student choosing, say, a sociology module
means a financial loss for labour economics or econometrics. Moreover, the
contemporary economics undergraduate is hardly encouraged to see her discipline
as part of a richer social-science story, as economics department after economics
department finds itself absorbed into the ubiquitous business-school framework.
And, again, apropos the question of judgement: the QAA says that a single honours
degree student ‘should appreciate the existence of different methodological
approaches’ (QAA benchmarking statement, p.2). But how are students to come by
this ‘appreciation’, when methodology modules, like other core contextualising
elements of the traditional economics degree, have all but disappeared? 

AHE wants to emphasise the debatable (but not actually debated) truth-value
aspect of the Monecon programme and also the effect that this has on the student
learning experience: that Monecon cannot help but deliver a partial understanding
of things, as well as an under-developed capacity for critical thought on the part of
students. Our concern, though, is not whether Monecon is true or false but rather
how it works; how it shapes the attitudes and the competences of the staff that
have to teach it. Our concern is that economics, in the form that has come to
dominate the contemporary university scene, is an engine, not a camera
(Mackenzie, 2006; see also Mackenzie and Millo, 2003).

Informing and performing

Performativity has become a key concept in contemporary economic sociology.
Many strands of thought constitute its origin but Austin’s notion of the
perlocutionary force of an utterance – ‘what we bring about or achieve by saying
something’ (Austin, 1962: 108) – is clearly important. Central to Austin’s view is that
words (whether spoken or written) can perform as well as inform. Our utterances at
a wedding ceremony, for example, do not describe or inform but rather make the
marriage. Literally:‘With these words, I thee wed.’ Callon’s economic-sociological
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playing around with them. Now there is a kind of economics that fits the bill:
economic principles courses, the ubiquitous ‘macro’ and ‘micro’. But not so long ago,
such courses were in themselves less abstract than they are now and, in any case,
were counterbalanced by compulsory courses in the history of ideas, in philosophy
and method also, courses that would provide historical and inter-disciplinary
context for the ‘principles’ classes. Essentially, the contextual component of an
undergraduate economics programme would somehow try to make explicit the
origins of modern economic principles, and their relation to other ways of looking at
individual and society. Naturally enough, exactly how economic principles were
contextualised depended on the institution concerned, and that in turn depended
on the interests and expertise of staff: here, maybe, a course in social philosophy;
there, a series of sociology classes.There would also be significant variation across
institutions as to what constitutes ‘economic principles’: some emphasising, say, the
Austrian contribution; others putting an institutionalist perspective alongside the
more familiar Hicksian version of microeconomics. Now, though, standardisation in
the form of the benchmarking system has made the latter kind of variation all but
impossible (Becker, 2004). Meanwhile, the customer imperative of ‘student choice’
has made ‘contextualising’ classes optional (and thereby in many cases unviable). At
some time in the recent past, it became impossible for the people that made up a
typical economics department to deliver the kind of economics degree that their
collective interests, expertise and judgement warranted and instead they began to
deliver something else: what we call Monecon. Monecon is economics drifting into
dogma – in the sense that economic principle becomes news from nowhere, and no
wonder students are finding it hard going.

In the face of the now deeply embedded monist culture in economics academe, the
Association for Heterodox Economics seems to recognise that no amount of T&L
tweaking can save the day, calling instead for a root-and-branch reworking of the
curriculum, for ‘faced with a [Quality Assurance Agency (QAA)] benchmark less
critical of its prescriptions than theology and which attaches less importance to
diversity than accountancy, it is hard to accept that iterative reform is a practical
procedure’ (AHE, 2007: 5). Instead, the AHE advocates a return to the kind of
pluralism that was common enough not so long ago. At the very least, history of
ideas courses should be restored, and as a compulsory element in the programme
of studies. As they make clear, this is hardly special pleading on the part of
heterodox economists and the like, but rather serves a number of sound
pedagogical purposes, not least of which is the ability to judge:‘[j]udgement
consists in choice: in recognising why one explanation of the phenomena is
superior to another; why one line of reasoning leads to false results and another to
valid results, why in the light of evidence this, and not that, explanation should be
preferred’ (AHE, 2007: 8, see also 2).
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through a decentralised curriculum development and its engagement with a
student body.The ‘frozen state of current thinking’, as the AHE response to the recent
benchmark statement puts it (p.2), is in large measure the result of a handing down
of the curriculum to ‘teachers’, including recommended textbooks, ready to be
dispensed to the (supposedly) acquiescent student.This effective redeployment of
the academic from properly innovative academic work, centred on what is (literally)
a recognition by that academic of what they take to be the seminal texts and
positions in the sub-discipline concerned, to the role of dispenser of (someone else’s)
knowledge, is taken a stage further in some T&L ‘problem-based’ circles, in which the
academic is supposed to become ‘facilitator’. It is not difficult to see here how the
real problem of a ‘frozen’ and essentially tyrannous curriculum has been displaced to
the pseudo-problem of a supposedly outmoded lecture and seminar format and the
skills involved become more generic and more transferable at each stage of the
process. Properly academic work involves a symbiotic mix of theory innovation and
adequate presentation. But with a hand-me-down syllabus, the problem becomes
one of presentation, and in the final stage of the de-skilling process, ostensibly as a
way of dispelling staff and student lethargy, academic expertise is dispensed with
altogether, as the erstwhile academic is further redeployed, this time as facilitator,
enabling the student to just happen across fundamental economic principles as
they go about the business of solving a series of practical problems devised by the
T&L specialist. Undoubtedly,T&L is now doing some performing of its own: inducing
a further narrowing of the curriculum. But we should stress that the performing of
economics as a ‘difficult’ subject did not originate with T&L but rather has its roots in
cutting the ‘luxury’ of pluralism. However, with Monecon well under way, it was
inevitable that T&L would join the party.

But in our view the performativity thesis, as we have applied it to undergraduate
teaching, needs to be taken a stage further.The contemporary economics academic is
not just de-skilled or disabled by the Monecon engine so much as demoralised by it.
Or better: they are deskilled and disabled by the monist turn in economics academe
because it demoralises, creating a set of expectations about oneself and one’s work
that re-define teaching as an externally imposed burden, and the realisation of
oneself as an academic only though a dissociated form of research.‘Recognising’ the
teacher, at this late hour in the day, either through more (performance-related) pay or
through ‘honour’ (the teaching fellowship – tied of course to ‘teaching-innovation’
targets), only serves to reinforce the new moral climate.

In our view, the teaching-and-learning turn in economics, as well as more general
developments within higher education, follows the logic described by Frey in Not
Just for the Money. As Frey explains, textbook-economics forgets that people are
capable of ‘intrinsic’ (non-pecuniary) motivation as well as the ‘extrinsic’ motivation
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take on performativity consists in the idea that economics, as a body of text,
‘performs, shapes and formats the economy, rather than observing how it
functions’ (Callon, 1998: 2). Or again:‘[The] economy is embedded not in society but
in economics’ (1998: 30).‘Yes, homo economicus does exist, but is not an a-historical
reality; he does not describe the hidden nature of the human being. He is the result
of a process of configuration’(1998: 22).This being the case then, sociological
studies should be trying to generate ‘not a more complex homo economicus but the
comprehension of his simplicity and poverty’ (1998: 50).

Callon’s point is that Homo economicus learns from economics and begins to affect
the behaviour that economics takes as axiomatic. But what then do economics
academics learn from recent developments within the discipline? First, they learn
from the rise of the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) that teaching and research
are quite separate activities and that research is everything and teaching is nothing
(see Colander, 2004). Homogeneity ‘might be seen as a good thing: it could be taken
as an indicator of a mature subject that has settled a number of big questions and
agreed a basis for theorising. It might make it easier for students to transfer from one
institution to another in the course of their degree. However, it might also be seen as
problematic for the future health of the subject’. For, as the statement continues:‘it
might reflect inertia in relation to teaching whereby sunk capital in teaching a
received body of theory and low professional returns to innovation in teaching
compared with professional returns from research generate very weak incentives for
diversity’ (AHE, 2008).There is then, nothing natural in the apparent sterility of
economics teaching, pre T&L. Rather that sterility is being performed, and part of that
performance, we will argue, is the re-definition of economics as a decontextualised,
monist discipline.The targeting of research, in the form of the RAE, made a more
liberal, pluralistic approach to the provision of undergraduate economics seem to
many in the academy a luxury that could no longer be afforded. Additional research
time had to be found from somewhere, and a streamlining and retrenchment of
programmes around (mainstream) core economic principles was almost inevitable,
given that there had always been those who had objected in principle to what they
saw as the dilution of hard-core scientific economics with approaches that somehow
presented a more fluid and contestable view of that science.

For writers such as Callon (1998), Mackenzie (2006) and Mackenzie and Millo (2003),
performativity is a matter of techne, a process whereby actors are effectively enabled
or disabled in what they do.This has undoubtedly been the case in economics
departments in recent years, as Monecon has shaped,‘performed’, the competences
of those that engage with it.The monist turn in economics academe has effectively
de-skilled the academic and rendered them incapable of doing their job, as
traditionally conceived, as leading a process in which the subject actually advances
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final irony of this process that many of those who now fill the institutional slots
opened up by the ‘crisis in economics teaching’ – are too often those very people
who found the traditional academic life difficult to handle.Then it is they who are
called upon to streamline syllabi in line with financial and human-resource driven
imperatives. As for the teachers themselves, burdened with benchmark-informed
syllabi not of their own making, and confronted by students forced to make their
own sense of fundamental economic principles by solving a series of practical
problems – problems that, one should add, bear no relation to the problems out of
which the theory first emerged – their job has become one of meeting externally
imposed targets. In a well-run organisation workers do not see a major distinction
between their own interests and that of the firm, and the traditional university and
polytechnic, in which work was largely self-determined, was the paradigm case in
point. But as the social situation changed, as society demanded more graduates for
the same level of funding, the academic could no longer be left to their own
(collegial) devices, could no longer be trusted.The introduction of more detailed
contracts and narrowly defined personal bonuses, however, in pursuit of greater
efficiency and external accountability, has driven a wedge between the private and
the common good – effectively producing a social-dilemma situation for the
individual academic in which the common good (of the organisation) becomes all
but unattainable. As many suspect, both inside and outside academe, the system
now in place delivers less education, not more. Further,T&L initiatives cannot repair
the damage but rather only serve to make matters worse.

T&L cannot help but collude in the narrowing and hollowing out of programmes,
cannot help but militate against proper curriculum innovation, cannot help but
foster the ‘frozen thinking’ that worries the AHE. High-tech teaching solutions require
a stable problem-base for their financial viability and, further, need to roll themselves
out (and thus impose that stable problem-base) over an ever-increasing area of the
curriculum. In this topsy-turvy environment the traditional teacher – one who is
supposed to lead a critical and open engagement with the discipline, a process
whereby the discipline comes (and stays) alive for tutor and student alike – is seen as
a luxury that can no longer be afforded.This is how a self-styled ‘courseware’
developer sees it, as reported in Oattes:‘[t]eachers are fuzzy; they are not the best
source for telling you about how to do something. One day they’ll teach the subject
very well perhaps, and then the next day they will teach it very well, but differently. If
you’ve got two days instruction you have to be cost-effective. [But] teachers don’t do
it the same way twice, and using teachers the managers don’t know what is being
taught. I have to know that each person gets exactly the same training every time’
(Oattes, 1990: 13). According to our lights, the ‘fuzzy’ thinking is on the side of the T&L
theorist rather than the traditional teacher. For whilst, on the one hand, they are
being encouraged to adopt a more ‘learner-centred’,‘interactive’ approach, à la
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of pay, and that, more importantly, treating people as though they are only
extrinsically motivated may adversely affect their intrinsic motivation, as in the
cases he highlights (see Frey, 1997; also Gneezy and Rustichini, 2000). It seems to us
that in general terms Frey’s critique of the textbook Homo economicus and,
relatedly, of its strident but erroneous claims regarding the use of incentives has
undeniable force. It is also a critique that resonates at the intra-organisational level
of the workplace, as in Gresham’s law-like fashion, the bad money of ever-more
detailed (and onerous) contracts and their associated ‘performance-pay’ drives out
the good of doing a job for its own sake.Yet we will want to question whether the
intrinsic–extrinsic distinction that he draws - and his claim that it is possible to
correct for the inadequacies of standard theory through a richer, and essentially ad
hoc, specification of the agent’s net benefit function – really gets to the bottom of
the matter. After all, the introduction of, or the placing of a more radical emphasis
on, a pecuniary rewards system, disturbs the equilibrium of an already-existing
moral community.The pecuniary framework is, first of all, a particular kind of moral
intervention and it is because of this that its effects can be difficult to grasp within a
standard cost benefit approach for which, necessarily, the moral is packed into
ceteris paribus. It seems to us then that to tell a really convincing story about what is
going on here requires in turn a convincing story about the kind of moral
competences and capacities that people draw on to make those communities
function as they do.

Such a story is part and parcel of the development of classical political economy and
its attempt to move beyond Hobbes’s palpable failure to recognise the possibility of
society as a spontaneous order. As we have pointed out elsewhere (see Wilson and
Dixon, 2004;Wilson and Dixon, 2008) both the social psychologist, George Herbert
Mead, and the economist, Adam Smith, account for human behaviour (economic as
well as non-economic) in terms of a moral competence that leads people to act in
conformity with wider expectations of their behaviour, not because one is forced to
conform to external standards, but because those expectations become (through
what Smith calls ‘sympathy’) expectations that one has of oneself. Here, these
insights apply a fortiori to developments within higher education over the past 15 or
so years. Certainly in economics, academics have colluded with an increasingly
undemocratic and target-driven management in the marginalisation and
elimination of ‘heterodox’ areas of work in the classroom – in the hope of saving
their own areas and/or in the hope of gaining additional research relief. But in
helping to drive that wedge between teaching and research they have emptied
teaching of its intrinsic worth.Teaching has now become the hot potato of academic
life – passed around between unwilling hands until finally settling in the laps of
those unable to find refuge in research funding and/or the burgeoning, expensive
but ultimately debilitating leviathan of academic management. It is of course the
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which modern society depends. But to recognise all of this is to do no more than
restore a human scale to the teaching of economics – a scale within which the
student can find reflection of their own capabilities and concerns.

We are not suggesting that our way is the only way of understanding these seminal
episodes in the development of economic science, or that there are no other
episodes yet waiting to be recovered.We are not proposing to substitute one
version of Monecon for another. But we would suggest that, from a
student-learning perspective, economics is best understood in an episodic,
contextual way. Even the modern (dominant) form of economic inquiry presumably
has its own contextual raison d’ être, and would benefit from making that known to
students, even if, in Blaug-like fashion, it is presented as a series of mistakes on the
road to Truth. In any case, it beggars belief that a subject that ultimately answers to
the grand questions of enlightenment thought – questions regarding the very
nature of personal identity and its relation to the social – cannot engage student
interest without recourse to avant garde delivery techniques.

We would also suggest that responsibility for determining the what and the how of
economics teaching needs to be returned to those that actually do it, rather than
left in the hands of textbook publishers and teaching experts. For one should not
forget that it is the ‘difficulty’ of the material presented in the former that justifies
the existence of the latter, or that it is this convenient nexus of extra-disciplinary
interest that crowds out the proper academic interest in the discipline of both
teachers and students alike. In an extraordinary turn of events,‘problem-based
learning’ has come to replace problem-based learning: Monecon, having first
stripped economic principle of its inherent problem-based context, and reduced
Homo economicus to something in which students can find so little of themselves,
then invites the T&L specialist to insert some problems of their own, in order to
reawaken student enthusiasm.

Concluding remarks

There is evidence to suggest that students of economics are finding it difficult to
develop effective learning strategies and that they would welcome and benefit
from the teaching of economics within a more pluralistic framework (Mearman et
al, 2008). But, despite paying lip service to a greater openness, recent benchmarking
statements seem content to underwrite an essentially monist approach to the
discipline, in the hope that a deepening of the crisis in economics teaching can be
averted by an expansion of teaching and learning programmes – programmes that
take the content of teaching as given and instead concentrate on reform of its
presentation.
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problem-based learning, on the other they are increasingly pressured into a
bullet-point style of delivery, and into providing students (and sometimes other staff
too) with their lecture notes (Freen, 2006).

Economics as problem-based learning

Economics is not inherently difficult to teach. But to see this, we first need to be
clear about what economics is. It is not a set of abstract principles, and certainly not
a form of inquiry that must presuppose a strategically rational account of human
behaviour. As our own work has shown, economic inquiry first developed as a
systematic body of theory in (pragmatic) response to the plainly counterfactual
attempt by Hobbes to explain individual and society in terms of the
strategically-rational machinations of egotistical agents. From its beginning,
economic theory has been the attempt to rationally (but also fallibly) reconstruct
the competences and capabilities that agents must possess if the kind of
spontaneous orders in evidence all around us are to be made explicable. Smith and
his near contemporaries wanted to explain the spontaneous (and relatively
prosperous) order that was eighteenth-century British society and in the process
were forced by these circumstances to overturn the human mechanics of Hobbes
and his acolytes in favour of Homo economicus as a sentimental (and therefore
moral) subject (see Wilson and Dixon, 2006). Ricardo’s work, held up by many as
abstract economics exemplified, only begins to make real (and interesting) sense if
looked at in the light of his enduring concern that the deadweight-hand of
aristocracy and privilege would hold in check the otherwise economically adequate
moral capabilities of the working man (see Dixon, 2008). Seminal economist Alfred
Marshall, though responding in a different way, was nevertheless responding to
similar concerns. At the core of Marshall’s work is the issue of moral character, rather
than some narrowly conceived process of rational maximisation. Further, economic
equilibrium for Marshall is simply a useful approximation – a station on the road to
an understanding of the circumstances in which character is formed. His interest in
poverty, signalled from the start of his Principles, and thereafter running like a
leitmotif through his work, was a concern not simply with a deficiency of income
but rather with conditions in which the formation of character is obstructed. And it
is just this concern that Keynes later takes up in the development of
macroeconomics. Indeed Keynes shares more with Ricardo than he cared to admit:
though for him the problem was the deadweight-hand of long-term
unemployment impeding the otherwise adequate behaviour of independent
Homo economicus, rather than the deadweight-hand of aristocratic privilege (on
Marshall and Keynes, see Dixon and Wilson, 2007). For Keynes the failure of effective
demand is a moral problem, for it impedes the development of an agent capable of
making the responsible choices that modern microeconomics assumes and on
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Teaching and learning economics should not be an ordeal; in the hands of its
modern-orthodox practitioners, however, it has made itself so. In the interests of
underscoring its scientific credentials, whilst making room in the curriculum for
‘vocational’ elements, recognising the ‘demand’ for increased ‘student choice’, and
responding (inappropriately) to calls for more bang-per-buck, it performs its own
difficulty.This performance is the condition of possibility for the rise of T&L.This
then is the first part of our critique.

Its second part consists in recognising the limits of T&L.Whatever those at the
cutting edge of T&L say, the substantial resources poured into T&L cannot remedy
the damage done; rather they can only make matters worse – if only because
resources for T&L in the main come at the expense of those devoted to teaching
economics properly, i.e., those for whom there is a symbiotic relationship between
teaching and research.The limits of T&L then are in its condition of possibility. It
arises because of the mistaken belief that we can no longer afford to teach
economics properly.Teaching and learning strategies that draw the focus away
from the issue of what is being taught, and instead concentrate on presentational
matters, are part of the problem rather than its solution.
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Subsequent chapters focusing on various courses and fields within the economic
major demonstrate that indeed ‘pluralism is multifaceted’ (p. 556).These chapters
provide a range of approaches for pluralising economics education which include
reframing a specific course, providing quantitative challenges, addressing the
student audience and educating the instructor. Because the wide range of
approaches provides insight for novices and experts, these chapters should appeal
to an equally wide-ranging audience.

Reframing a specific course first requires acknowledgement of existing practices,
and chapters by Nelson (principles) and Champlin and Wiens-Tuers (labour) use this
perspective to ground their discussion. Nelson describes three approaches typically
undertaken to broaden the principles course beyond the dominant orthodox
tradition – single alternative, competing paradigms, and bigger questions and
bigger toolbox – before arguing that the latter is ‘more congruent with a pluralist,
rather than paradigmatic, approach to economic research and teaching’ (p. 60)
because it ‘adopts a more tolerant and synthetic, rather than adversarial, approach
to teaching models and methods’ (p. 65). She supports this approach with
discussions on both content and pedagogical practice as well as by providing a rich
annotated bibliography of supporting resources. A more topical approach is taken
by Champlin and Wiens-Tuers who review key topics in a traditional labour
economics course (defining labour, wage determination, wage differentials, labour
market structure), and provide examples of how presentations might be broadened
to incorporate pluralistic content.The heavily quantitative nature of economics
often leads students to take mathematical gymnastics and their resulting
conclusions at face value. Keen (in both his chapters on microeconomic theory and
mathematics), however, argues that ‘mathematics (and computing) can and should
play a role in the development of political economy’ (p. 151). For example, Keen’s
approach to microeconomics begins by employing mathematics to demonstrate
that key aspects of traditional microeconomic theory are false, setting the stage for
‘convincing students that a different approach should be considered’ (p. 120).

Another approach to pluralising course content is to provide materials that are
readily accessible to students as well as faculty. Although perhaps not intended as
such, Madi and Goncalves’ International Economics chapter could be assigned to
students at the start of the semester to provide an alternative context for more
traditional materials prevalent in textbooks.The inclusion of informative inserts
describing classical texts, key definitions, important concepts and website
references provide students with an historical lens by which to view current events.
In-class activities complement the content although some may be beyond the
reach of students without additional guidance.

Educating the instructor is a critical first step in fields which are undergoing a pluralist
revolution (sustainability economics) or in newly emerging fields (green economics).
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Reardon, J. (ed.), Advances in Heterodox Economics, Routledge Press: London, UK
and New York, 2009. 304 pp., ISBN 978-0-415-77762-9 (hb). £75.00 (hb)

Undergraduate education has come under increasing criticism for not providing
key skills that graduates need to be productive members of society. For example,
the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) argues that a liberal
education should involve more breadth and less depth than it currently does.They
see a liberal education as one that instils in students a strong sense of values, ethics,
and civic engagement. Accordingly, they see a liberal education as a way of learning
rather than as learning specific content.The pluralist economics education
movement provides an avenue for incorporating goals of liberal education with
those of the economics major, complementing characteristics often associated with
the goal of teaching students to ‘think like economists’ with explicit recognition
that knowledge is constructed. Economic educators supportive of pluralism
suggest that this can be achieved, in part, by providing a context for understanding
current knowledge (via history of economic thought), discussing competing
paradigms, and broadening traditional boundaries of economics.

The Handbook of Pluralist Economics Education contributes to the growing
conversation among pluralists dedicated to reforming undergraduate economics
education by seeking to ‘provide practical suggestions… to implement pluralism’,
‘increase pedagogical influence of pluralists’,‘increase critical thinking in economics’
and ‘increase student interest in economics’ (p. 7). Its 14 original essays begin with a
series of arguments in favour of promoting pluralism, followed by thematic
groupings dedicated to the principles course, core courses, and more advanced or
elective courses. Despite an introductory statement suggesting the case for pluralism
has already been made, four essays are dedicated to this argument. For those less
familiar with such arguments, these chapters provide key insights regarding the
importance of history of thought and methodology and provide perspectives from
often neglected voices, those of graduate and undergraduate students. Nonetheless
their inclusion conflicts with the main goal of the volume, taking precious space away
from its ability to ‘offer suggestions for instructors to incorporate pluralist methods
into pedagogy’. (p. 6)
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by Groenewegen, John (ed.), Edward Elgar Publishing: Cheltenham, 2007. ISBN
9781845423056 (hb), £59.95 (hb)

Teaching Pluralism in Economics is an ambitious collection of 11 essays addressing the
potential for more pluralistic and interdisciplinary approaches to economic
education.The essays range from those addressing pluralism and interdisciplinarity at
a theoretical level to case studies that apply these principles in particular courses and
institutions.The first essay, by the volume’s editor John Groenewegen, introduces and
defines some of the key concepts and goals of the volume. He states that the volume
is about ‘different schools within the discipline of economics’ (theoretical pluralism)
and ‘the relation of economics with other disciplines’ (interdisciplinarity), and seeks to
address the ‘implications of pluralism and interdisciplinarity’ for teaching economics
(p.1). He believes the fundamental challenge is to present alternative theories to
students in ways that are not confusing but allow for a better understanding of the
‘possibilities and limitations of different schools in economics’and how to proceed
when ‘the boundaries of the economics discipline have been reached and a more
interdisciplinary approach is needed’ (p.14).To meet this challenge, the volume offers
‘insights into the question of the content of such a revised curriculum and into the
process of how to get there’ (p.15).

Reflecting the fact that the literature on ‘pluralism in economics’ is itself a pluralistic
one, the 10 contributed essays offer diverse views on what a more
pluralistic/interdisciplinary economic education should look like and how it should
be achieved. Evaluating the contributions of the volume from the perspective of
economic education, several broad themes emerge:1

• In an increasingly complex and changing world, a more
pluralistic/interdisciplinary approach to economic education is necessary to
prepare properly and inform policy-makers.

• History, real-world economic processes and problems, and student engagement
are key components of a more pluralistic/interdisciplinary approach to
economic education.
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Soderbaum describes key arguments demonstrating that traditional economics is
inconsistent with sustainable economics and demonstrates his case using a
comparison of orthodox and institutional economics. He argues that ‘meeting the
challenge of sustainable development requires new thinking’and that providing
students with a range of perspectives on environmental issues sets the stage for them
to ‘make their own interpretations and judgments’ (p. 195). Kennet argues that ‘green
economics is by its nature multi-, inter- and trans-disciplinary’ (p. 256) and that as such
it represents a new paradigm, ripe for realisation of pluralistic ideals. However, he
suggests that the main message of green economics has been ‘usurped and distorted’
(p. 258) and offers his interpretation of key core principles before addressing
pedagogic implications.While the wide range of methods used to offer insights into a
pluralistic economics education may appeal to many audiences, most chapters fall
short of discussing pedagogic practices.These chapters instead focus primarily on
content, a trap into which many who argue for economic education reform fall. As
argued elsewhere, reforms should not neglect pedagogic practice. (McGoldrick and
Peterson, 2009; McGoldrick, 2009) Additionally, at times authors are so committed to
their approach (one which often focuses on disparaging orthodoxy) that they may
undermine the goal of engaging readers,‘no matter what their ideology’ (p. 6).

These criticisms notwithstanding, this collection of essays provides a much needed
contribution to the pluralist economics education discussion.The organisational
structure makes the volume accessible to those who are better versed in this approach
to economics education as well as those who are novices.The arguments presented
speak to both educators and students, expanding the realm of the conversation
beyond its traditional participants. In short, everyone who is serious about
undergraduate economics education should put this volume on their ‘must-read’ list.
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exercises, allowing students to ‘apply the learning’ and ‘combine it with their
personal knowledge and experience’ (p. 149). Educating students in ‘dealing with
new knowledge in a meaningful way’ through active pedagogies such as ‘problem
based learning’ can help students ‘learn how to learn’ and thus ‘increase the
effectiveness of learning’ (p. 178).

Promoting pluralism and interdisciplinarity in economic education involves costs as
well as benefits.The introductory essay addresses the oft cited concerns about a
‘trade-off between rigour and relevancy’ (p.5) and finding ‘space in the curriculum’
(p. 14) for alternative perspectives. Other essays raise the concern that a pluralistic
curriculum might ‘do more harm than good’ (p. 64) in terms of student understanding
and attitudes. For example,‘excessive pluralism’ may lead to ‘bewilderment,
disorientation and cynicism’ (p. 73), and for some students, interdisciplinarity and
active learning techniques may lead to a ‘postmodern attitude’based on ‘partial
insights’and ‘semi-truths’ (pp. 184–185). Responses to such challenges include calls for
continued debate about the meanings of pluralism and interdisciplinarity, in addition
to recognising and pursuing the level of institutional, faculty and student
commitment necessary to make such curriculum reform a success.While this is a
large and daunting task, it is presented as a necessary one. As author Rifka Weehuzine
concludes:‘So, either do it well or don’t do it.’The latter however is no option. It is time
that economists at universities take responsibility for what they send out into the
world, both in terms of research and in terms of students and their thinking and
acting as it is shaped by economics education (p. 185).

Does the volume achieve its goal of providing insights on a revised curriculum and
how to achieve it, thus assisting economic educators who strive to teach in a more
pluralistic and interdisciplinary way to ‘do it well’? Yes and no. A careful reader with
an interest and background in the ‘pluralism in economics’ discussion will find much
that is interesting, insightful, perplexing and inspiring in this volume. However, a
reader who is new to this discussion may well get lost in the independence of the
various essays.The volume would be stronger in reaching a wider audience of
economic educators with more consistent attention to the connections between
‘pluralism in economics’ and ‘teaching pluralism in economics’ across the different
essays, in addition to more discussion of the essays’ important similarities and
differences in the Introduction (or perhaps a concluding essay).The volume is,
nonetheless, an important contribution and recommended reading for economic
educators concerned with the outcomes and consequences of their work.
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• A pluralistic/interdisciplinary approach to economic education involves costs as
well as benefits and therefore requires a serious commitment from educational
institutions, faculty and students.

These themes, and the extent to which the volume achieves its stated goals, are
briefly addressed below.

The volume opens with a set of essays addressing the question of why a more
pluralistic and interdisciplinary economic education is desirable. Several authors
point to a growing pluralism within modern economics, reflecting a ‘notable
diversity of approach’ within mainstream economics as well as the evolution of
non-mainstream approaches to the discipline (pp. 22–23). Further, real-world
economies are ‘open systems’ and pluralistic by nature (p. 28), and practitioners in
business and government face problems that are increasingly complex and
interdisciplinary (p. 141). A more pluralistic and interdisciplinary economic
education is necessary for preparing policy-makers to exercise ‘judgement’ and
‘practical reason’ (p. 34) and address complexity in a meaningful way.

A number of the essays emphasise the importance of grounding the teaching of
economics in history and applications to real-world problems.Taking a historical
approach facilitates the teaching of ‘methodological awareness’ (p. 35) and helps
students put ‘mainstream economics in perspective’ (pp. 79–80). Explaining
economics through historical processes also counters the ‘de-contextualization of the
economics curriculum’(p. 97) and promotes an economics that can ‘not only explain
itself but also explain the world we live in’ (p. 100). Focusing on real-world economic
processes and problems – ‘confronting theory with practice’– promotes ‘thinking
twice’and keeping ‘an open mind’with respect to alternative approaches (p. 58).

‘Student engagement’2 is deepened through these approaches, as students
become engaged in the context of economics (through the consideration of
multiple paradigms and disciplines), the practice of economics (through its
application to real-world problems), and the consequences of economics (through
answering ‘the age old dilemmas of economics themselves’, p. 58). Several essays
call for changes in pedagogy as well content, illustrating how engaging students
through active, experiential learning can support a more pluralistic,
interdisciplinary economics curriculum. For example, introducing multiple
paradigms through ‘discovery-based learning,’ where students ‘actively and
collaboratively participate in the problem solving process,’ results in a ‘deeper level
of understanding’ of both current economic problems and the pluralistic nature of
economics (p. 133).The integration of multiple disciplines to address real-world
business problems is facilitated through the use of case studies and role play
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Notes
1 This is not to say that these ‘themes’ represent all of the views of all of the authors,

but provide a way to think about the important insights into the content and
pedagogy of a more pluralist and interdisciplinary economic education presented in
this volume. 2. See Bowen, S. (2005) ‘Engaged Learning Are We All on the Same Page?’
Peer Review, 7(2): 4–7.
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