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Promoting Active-Student Learning
Using the World Wide Web in
Economics Courses

Scott P. Simkins 

In recent years, as the number of economics majors and students taking eco-
nomics courses has declined, the issue of pedagogy in economic education has
taken on increased importance. Economists have begun to think seriously about
how economics is taught to college students, especially in introductory courses
where students often experience economics for the first time. An important ele-
ment in the current focus on teaching within the economics discipline is the
recognition that current teaching practices, which rely heavily on the lecture for-
mat, are not doing enough to develop students’ cognitive learning skills, attract
good students to economics, and motivate them to continue coursework in the
discipline.

Some economists have argued that to increase the effectiveness of economic
education, and at the same time increase undergraduate enrollment in economics
courses, economics instructors need to reexamine and change their current mix
of teaching methods. In particular, advocates of pedagogical change emphasize
the need for greater use of active- and collaborative-learning exercises that
encourage students to take greater responsibility for their learning. Learning the-
ory and educational research suggest that teaching strategies that actively engage
students in the learning process increase the academic performance of students
and generate more positive attitudes about learning.1

At the same time, changes in instructional technology, in particular the devel-
opment of the Internet and the World Wide Web, are providing new opportunities
for improving teaching and learning. The challenge for instructors of economics
is how to use effectively these new technologies to develop an active-student-
learning environment in economics courses.2 In the following sections, I discuss
how this technology can be used to encourage and motivate students to become
active participants in the learning process and describe two Web-based active-
learning exercises that can be used in introductory economics courses. The exam-
ples illustrate how Web technology can be integrated with traditional teaching
methods to enhance learning for students with a variety of learning styles, at the
same time making economics more relevant, more interesting, and more fun for
teachers and students alike.

Scott P. Simkins is an assistant professor of economics at North Carolina A&T State University (e-
mail:simkinss@ncat.edu). The author is grateful to Arnold Katz, William Becker, and an anonymous
referee for helpful comments on an earlier draft.
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THE WEB AND ACTIVE LEARNING IN ECONOMICS

Research on cognitive learning suggests that although individual students
l e a rn in diffe rent way s , all meaningful learn i n g — l e a rning that emphasize s
understanding and the acquisition of knowledge—requires active participation
on the part of the learner (Shuell 1986). From that perspective, current teaching
practices in economics, which rely heavily on “chalk and talk” (Becker and Watts
1996), appear less than optimal. Siegfried and Fels (1979) and Becker (1997)
emphasize that to be most effective teachers need to employ a variety of teach-
ing strategies that promote active student learning. Just as a golfer uses more than
one of the clubs in his or her golf bag to achieve the best results, so too must
instructors use the full range of teaching tools available to them.3 To the extent
that the Web provides an additional teaching tool to engage students actively in
the learning process, its use in economic education is likely to improve cognitive
learning and generate broader student interest in economics.

H ow can use of the Web in economics instruction accomplish these go a l s ?
Fi rs t , the Web is a ri ch source of economic new s , d at a , and info rm ation that can
m a ke economics re l evant and unders t a n d able for students in ways that lecture s
and textbooks alone cannot. Instru c t o rs can use up-to-the-minute data and
examples to illustrate economic concepts and provide additional sources of
i n fo rm ation from across the wo rl d. Students can view news cl i p s , listen to
s p e e ch e s , and access on-line economic re s o u rces from a va riety of Web sourc e s .
These re s o u rces provide the basis for a wide va riety of active - l e a rning exe rc i s-
es. For ex a m p l e, students can use info rm ation from the Web to analy ze and
c o m p a re the economic and political ch a ra c t e ristics of va rious countri e s , t o
d evelop a Web-based magazine (e-zine) analyzing current economic policy
i s s u e s , or to make economic predictions based on economic theory and curre n t
economic conditions. These types of activities dire c t ly invo l ve students in the
l e a rning process and make economics come alive, p romoting broader interest in
economics and providing a ri cher learning ex p e rience than traditional teach i n g
methods can.

The Web also makes possible new learning environments that give students
with different learning styles additional entry points into economics and multiple
ways to practice economic concepts. For example, students who learn best by
actively experimenting with economic concepts can practice those concepts via
an on-line stock-trading game, macroeconomic simulations, or Web-based tuto-
rials. Other students may benefit from participating in course-based Web discus-
sion boards, while still others may prefer to research independently economic
issues introduced in class. On the Web, students can take advantage of the
resources that best fit their preferred learning style, unlike a traditional classroom
setting, where instruction is often delivered in a one-size-fits-all format. Increas-
ingly, individual instructors as well as publishers are providing comprehensive
sites that include many of these features at one location, forming the basis for
complete on-line course delivery.

Finally, the Web provides new opportunities for collaborative learning. Beck-
er (1997, 1359) lists “the need for active student involvement with classmates in
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the learning process” as one of the key elements in increasing students’ perfor-
mance and interest in further study of a subject. The Web is a natural tool for
increasing student–student as well as student–instructor interaction through the
use of on-line chat, discussion boards, or listservs. Manning (1996) and Agarw-
al and Day (1998) describe the educational benefits of using these tools in eco-
nomics courses and their positive effect on student performance and attitudes
t owa rd economics. Although Web-based commu n i c ation tools are typically
employed to promote collaborative learning within a class, publishers have also
begun to develop virtual “learning communities” centered around specific text-
books that allow students from across the world to communicate with each other
about economic issues, participate in real-time chats with the author, and collab-
orate on economic projects.

DOES WEB-BASED TEACHING IMPROVE LEARNING?

Given the recent development of Web-based instructional technology, empiri-
cal evidence on the effectiveness of Web-enhanced instruction for student learn-
ing in college courses is slim. Moreover, Sosin (1997) notes that most of the
available evidence is anecdotal and focuses on the K–12 level rather than on the
college level. Research on the use of technology in teaching suggests that there
is “no significant difference” in the learning outcomes of students who use tech-
nology and those taught in a traditional classroom setting. Russell (1997) sum-
marizes the results of nearly 250 research reports, studies, and papers that sup-
port this conclusion.

Agarwal and Day (1998) provide one of the first empirical analyses testing the
instructional effectiveness of Web-assisted teaching in undergraduate economics
courses. Overall, they find that inclusion of Web-based materials and activities
provides statistically significant benefits to economic learning and students’per-
ceptions of instructor effectiveness. However, the overall effect on cognitive
learning outcomes (as measured by TUCE scores) is small in size. Conrad (1997)
provides a survey of research evaluating the use of Web-assisted teaching in dis-
ciplines outside economics, where the inclusion of new teaching strategies is
more prevalent. Summarizing a dozen studies in eight academic disciplines, she
finds that Web-assisted instruction (e-mail, discussion boards, simulations, and
tutorials) generally increases students’ enjoyment of classes but finds no solid
evidence of improvement in student performance when compared with students
taught using traditional methods. Becker (1997, 1360) reaches a similar conclu-
sion, noting that “research shows no great breakthrough in the use of technology
in the educational process. Physical capital may be a poor substitute for human
capital in education.”

Will the Web change this view? It is too early to tell, but past experience with
instructional technology indicates that what matters most is not the medium by
which information is delivered but how that medium is used to deliver the infor-
mation. Simply making new instructional technologies such as the Web available
to students will not generate increased learning in economics. Learning will be
enhanced only when instructors incorporate and blend these technologies into
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their teaching pedagogy in ways that help students practice economic concepts
and get them actively involved in the learning process.

USING THE WEB TO PROMOTE ACTIVE-STUDENT
LEARNING IN ECONOMICS: TWO EXAMPLES

The Web provides a useful tool for learning economics when used as part of
an overall active-learning teaching strategy. In this section, I illustrate two Web-
based exercises suitable for principles-level economics courses that place stu-
dents at the center of the learning process.4 The examples include topics from
both macroeconomics and microeconomics and, in general, require only minimal
technical expertise; in particular, access to a computer equipped with a Web
browser and an Internet connection. The first example is designed as a collabo-
rative exercise; the second is best suited for independent learning. For each
example, I include a set of starting points—annotated Web links—that provide
relevant Web resources for the exercise. Additional sites can be found using pop-
ular Web search engines.

E xe rcise 1: S i mu l ating a Fe d e ral Open Market Committee (FOMC) Meeting

This exercise is based on the Federal Reserve’s successful Fed Challenge pro-
gram, a national economics competition requiring teams of high school students
to develop monetary policy recommendations and present them at simulated
FOMC meetings.5 I use a similar exercise in my principles of macroeconomics
course to illustrate the role of the Federal Reserve and monetary policy in the
U.S. economy. The activity takes advantage of the Web’s powerful information-
gathering capabilities and encourages students to work together to increase their
understanding of this important topic.

B a ck ground info rm at i o n. The best time to introduce this activity is immediat e ly
fo l l owing a discussion of the Fe d e ral Reserve and monetary policy. The exe rc i s e
gives students hands-on ex p e rience with the economic issues underlying Fe d e ra l
R e s e rve policy and provides a re a l - wo rld understanding of the linkages betwe e n
m o n e t a ry policy and U. S. economic activ i t y. In add i t i o n , the exe rcise illustrat e s
t h at the macro e c o n o my is made up of seve ral distinct ge ographical regions that
m ay differ in terms of their economic situations and their responses to ch a n ges in
m o n e t a ry policy, a topic that is not usually emphasized in economics tex t b o o k s .

S t ep 1: G at h e ring data via the Web. Students are re q u i red to wo rk in groups of
2–4 students, with each group rep resenting one of the 12 Fe d e ral Reserve distri c t s
or the Board of Gove rn o rs .6 The instructor can play the role of the Fe d e ral Reserve
ch a i rman or assign this role to a student. Each of the groups rep resenting a Fe d-
e ral Reserve district begins by using the Web to obtain info rm ation about eco-
nomic conditions in its district. At the same time, the Board of Gove rn o rs gro u p
obtains info rm ation about national economic conditions. Distri c t - s p e c i fic info r-
m ation is ava i l able from the Fe d e ral Reserve ’s B e i ge Book, ava i l able at the Board
of Gove rn o r ’s Web site as well as at district bank Web sites.7 I n fo rm ation on the
n ational economy can be found at a va riety of Web sites (see Table 1).



282 JOURNAL OF ECONOMIC EDUCATION

In addition to summarizing overall regional economic conditions, each district
group should identify the dominant industries in its region, describe their eco-
nomic impact on the region’s economy, and determine how sensitive these indus-
tries might be to changes in interest rates. After obtaining and analyzing its data,
each group is required to draft a brief (one page) written report on the health of
the region’s (or the nation’s) economy, which is then used to develop a monetary
policy recommendation.

S t ep 2: D eveloping a policy re c o m m e n d at i o n. Each group uses the info rm at i o n
it obtained from the Web, along with re l evant economic theory, to develop a con-
sensus about wh at type of monetary policy ch a n ge, if any, to re c o m m e n d. The re c-
o m m e n d ations should take the fo rm of raising or lowe ring interest rat e s , or leav i n g
i n t e rest rates unch a n ge d. Students must be able to support their re c o m m e n d at i o n s
with the economic data that they have obtained. The policy re c o m m e n d at i o n s ,
along with the economic justifi c ation for their decision, m ay be written either fo r-
m a l ly or simply as notes for pre s e n t ation at the mock FOMC meeting.

Once the basic data analysis and policy recommendations are complete, each
group must select a representative (the district bank president or a Fed governor)
for the simulated FOMC meeting to be held in class. The representative presents
the gro u p ’s economic summary and policy re c o m m e n d ation and casts the
group’s monetary policy vote at the meeting. The instructor can choose to have
each district representative vote at the FOMC meeting or use the current set of
FOMC members (available at the Board of Governors’ Web site).

Step 3: Holding the FOMC meeting. To start the meeting , each representative
presents a short summary (2–3 minutes) of economic conditions in his or her dis-
trict. At this point, the Federal Reserve chairman and Board of Governors are
encouraged to ask questions about economic conditions in each district and their
relation to the overall economy. After the district presentations are complete, the
Board of Governors representative presents a summary of national economic
conditions. The chairman then asks each group for its policy vote (maintaining

TABLE 1
Web Site Information on the National Economy

Starting points What will I find there?

Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve
(http://www.bog.frb.fed.us/)

Economic Statistics Briefing Room
(http://www.whitehouse.gov/fsbr/esbr.html)

The current Beige Book, past FOMC minutes;
congressional testimony and speeches by Fed -
eral Reserve officials; and background infor-
mation on the Federal Reserve and monetary
policy

An annotated directory of links to a wide vari-
ety of economic information,including nation-
al and regional data, economic forecasts and
commentaries, and regional Federal Reserve
banks (maintained by the author)

Links to national economic data collected by
federal agencies

ECONlinks
(http://www.ncat.edu/~simkinss/econlinks.html)
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the board’s majority vote) as well as a brief rationale for the recommendation. At
the conclusion of the voting, the chairman briefly summarizes the vote total, the
resulting monetary policy recommendation, and the justification for that recom-
mendation. In addition, FOMC members decide whether to issue a press release
summarizing the policy decision and how that press release will be worded.

Step 4: Summarizing the activity. To complete the project, it is best to conduct
a class debriefing or summary during the class following the FOMC meeting to
go over the activity and obtain feedback on student learning. Instructors might
ask questions related to recent actual FOMC meetings or more generally about
the economic effects of monetary policy. These questions can be addressed in the
form of a small group discussion or a quiz. In either case, this immediate student
feedback provides valuable information about student understanding, the need
for further review, and ways to improve the exercise in the future.

Additional Considerations. How much time will this activity take? That
depends on how the activity is structured. The activity can be lab based, with stu-
dents obtaining, discussing, and analyzing information during one class and con-
tinuing that analysis out of class, or given as an out-of-class assignment, with a
Web discussion board or e-mail being used to facilitate discussion among group
members prior to an in-class FOMC vote. Overall, instructors should plan to use
two one-hour class periods, with some time in-between class meetings for stu-
dents to obtain and summarize their data.8

Is the Web necessary for such an exercise? Clearly not, but the Web provides
greater flexibility in implementing the activity, greatly increases the ease of
obtaining information, and allows new opportunities for out-of-class student col-
laboration. In the process, students have an opportunity to gain a better under-
standing of the Federal Reserve, its conduct of monetary policy, and its effect on
the economy that goes beyond a simple textbook or lecture treatment.

Exercise 2: Trading on the Iowa Electronic Markets

In addition to being a powerful information-gathering tool, the Web makes
possible new types of learning environments that give students direct, hands-on
experience with economic concepts. This is illustrated by use of the Iowa Elec-
tronic Markets (IEM), a set of Web-based financial markets where students use
real money accounts to buy and sell futures contracts. What makes these markets
unique is that contract payoffs are linked to political events, such as presidential
and congressional elections. Students buy and sell contracts based on their ex p e c t-
ation of election outcomes, in the process learning va l u able lessons about marke t
behavior and the forces determining that behavior. Because students are putting
their own money on the line, they also have an incentive to keep up to date with
current political events, increasing both their economic and political literacy. 9

Background information. The IEM encourages students to connect economic
concepts to the real world and their own life experiences. By participating in
actual markets, with a financial stake in their outcomes, students are led to dis-
cover the role that demand and supply play in determining market prices, the
dynamic nature of markets, and the effect of information on market behavior. Lit-
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tle formal knowledge of economics or finance is needed for students to begin
trading in the IEM. The basic operation of the IEM can be introduced in a hands-
on class session in a computer lab or through the IEM’s on-line practice market.
With an hour or so of on-line experience, students can be proficient traders.

To trade in the IEM, students are required to have real-money accounts, which
they can obtain through the IEM Web site for a small set-up fee.10 Once students
register and pay their registration fee, they are issued a user name and password
that allow them to immediately access the markets and begin trading. Students
can log into the IEM through the IEM Web site 24 hours a day, making it easy to
participate at their convenience (see Table 2).

Using the IEM as a teaching tool.11 Unlike the FOMC example, which was
collaborative in nature and required in-class participation, the IEM is designed
primarily for out-of-class, independent learning. To maximize its learning poten-
tial, however, instructors should integrate the IEM into classroom discussion and
course assignments throughout the course. For example, instructors with an
Internet connection in the classroom might project the IEM live during class and
ask questions about recent changes in contract prices and the causes of those
changes. Students can be asked to analyze these price changes using demand/
supply analysis.

Instructors can also make the IEM trading competitive, with a portion of a stu-
dent’s grade being determined by his or her (or the group’s) returns in the mar-
ket. To ensure continued participation in the market, instructors can impose a
requirement that students make a minimum number of trades over a given time
period. Data available from the IEM can verify students’trading behavior, as well
as their returns. Another teaching option is to ask students to keep a journal
throughout the course describing the trades they have made, the profit or loss
obtained, and the reasons for those trades. This latter exercise encourages stu-
dents to analyze the factors affecting individual market behavior and their effect
on market outcomes, as well as increasing their writing skills.

Use of the IEM provides benefits beyond improvement in individual student
l e a rn i n g. For ex a m p l e, in schools with large A f ri c a n - A m e rican enro l l m e n t , t h e

TABLE 2
Web Site Information on the Iowa Electronic Markets (IEM)

Starting points What will I find there?

Iowa Electronic Markets Web Site
(http://www.biz.uiowa.edu/iem/fag.html)

Web exchange user’s guide
(http://iemweb.biz.uiowa.edu/)

Information about current markets, related
Web links, IEM documents and manuals,and
a direct link to the IEM including practice
markets (available free of charge).

Information on how instructors in a variety of
courses use the IEM as a teaching tool,
includes sample assignments.

Directions for connecting to the IEM Web-
Exchange, making trades, and obtaining mar-
ket information.

Classroom use of IEM (http://www.biz.uiowa.
edu/iem/assignments/index.html))
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IEM can be used to discuss broader social issues, s u ch as the growing bl a ck -
white disparity in U. S. wealth distri bution. Growing wealth inequality among
whites and bl a cks over the last decade is in part due to diffe rences in asset allo-
c ation; bl a cks are more like ly to invest their savings in assets such as bank
accounts or real estat e, wh e reas whites are more like ly to invest in fi n a n c i a l
s e c u rities. Diffe rences in wealth have increased over the last decade as stock
re t u rns have soared re l at ive to other assets. Using the IEM to increase minori-
ty student fa m i l i a rity with financial markets may induce gre ater ove rall part i c-
i p ation in the stock marke t , helping to increase long-term wealth among
bl a ck s .1 2

Additional considerations. Implementing the IEM in a principles of econom-
ics course can take as much or as little in-class time as the instructor desires. Stu-
dent trading is most likely to occur out of class, but instructors should periodi-
c a l ly re fe rence the IEM, whether through Internet pre s e n t at i o n s , cl a s s
discussions, homework assignments, or in-class examples. Linking formal eco-
nomic concepts to students’ hands-on trading experience is likely to increase
their interest in the subject and at the same time, increase student learning. Mak-
ing the IEM an integral part of economics instruction provides instructors with
another tool to engage actively students with varied learning styles in the learn-
ing process and provides students with a fun learning experience that reinforces
classroom teaching.

CONCLUSION

The Web and the Internet provide new opportunities for improving teaching
and learning in economics. Not only does the Web give students unparalleled
access to current news and economic reports, analyses, forecasts, and data, but it
also provides new opportunities to communicate and learn without regard to time
or geography constraints. How will this new technology change the way we teach
economics, and more importantly, how can this technology be used to increase
student learning?

G o ffe and Pa rks (1997) see the Internet and the Web affecting teaching strat e-
gies in economics only modestly : using the Web to provide art i cl e s , c o u rs e
i n fo rm at i o n , and dat a , as well as supplementing traditional commu n i c ation with
e - m a i l , on-line ch at , and listservs. Howeve r, the possibilities for this new tech-
n o l ogy are mu ch bro a d e r. For ex a m p l e, p u bl i s h e rs are beginning to deve l o p
c o m p re h e n s ive Web sites with on-line quizze s , s i mu l at i o n s , and study guides
aimed at improving student learning in economics courses. Textbooks incre a s-
i n g ly make re fe rence to Web sites and include Web - re l ated exe rcises. Some pro-
fe s s o rs have begun to develop on-line textbooks and deliver entire courses via
the Web. Still others are ex p e rimenting with on-line discussion groups and
c o u rse Web sites.

Despite the wide variety of Web resources available to instructors, no consen-
sus currently exists on the best way to incorporate those resources into econom-
ics teaching pedagogy; instructors must rely on the experiences of others to guide
them in their use of Web technology for teaching. The examples described in the
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previous section are based on classroom experience and provide a starting point
for those looking for ways to effectively integrate Web-based active-learning
activities into their own principles of economics courses. It is likely that the use
of the Web in teaching economics will continue to grow, in the process changing
both the medium and the method of economics instruction. The continuing chal-
lenge will be learning how to combine the use of this technology with active-
learning-teaching strategies to make economics more accessible and more rele-
vant to more students, in the process yielding improved learning.

NOTES

1. Cameron (1998, 245) argues tha t “by not including active and cooperative learning techniques
in economics courses, we limit learning opportunities for our students.” Bartlett (1996) makes a
similar point,noting that many students learn best through concrete experience and active exper-
imentation with economic concepts,in contrast to the chalk and talk format of most economics
courses, as documented by Becker and Watts (1996). Claxton and Murrell (1987) show that
employing a variety of teaching techniques, including active-learning activities, improves stu-
dent performance; Meyers and Jones (1993) and Bonwell (1992) also provide arguments in favor
of active learning. Johnson, Johnson, and Smith (1991) summarize the arguments for promoting
active cooperation among students in the learning process; Becker (1997) also argues in favor of
teaching techniques that foster active learning.

2. The issue of implementing new technology in economics is not new. Grimes and Ray (1993)
summarize the use of computers in college economics courses over the past 25 years, focusing
on the use of tutorials and simulations to reinforce economic concepts and principles. More
recently, Cardell et al. (1996) describe their experience integrating computers, economic data,
and in-class economic experiments with traditional lectures in economics courses.

3. As golfers know, how you use the clubs is more important than how many clubs are in your bag.
4. Additional examples are provided in Simkins and Barbour (1998),as well as in the other articles

in this issue of the Journal of Economic Education. Leuthold (1998) explains how to incorporate
Web pages in economic instruction,and Manning (1996) describes her teaching experience using
e-mail and listservs.

5. Details about the Fed Challenge program can be found at the Web sites of the New York Feder-
al Reserve Bank (http://www.ny.frb.org/pihome/educator/fedchal.html) and Richmond Federal
Reserve Bank (http://www.rich.frb.org/econed/challenge.html).

6. Small classes may not have enough students to include each of the Federal Reserve districts in
the exercise. In this case, instructors can simply use as many districts as class size permits.

7. The Beige Book is updated before each FOMC meeting and is publicly available at the Board of
Governors’ Web site within a day or two of its release. It also includes recent congressional tes-
timony and speeches by Federal Reserve officials.

8. Many other variations of this exercise are possible. For example, the activity can be continued
throughout the remainder of the course, with student g roups keeping track of economic condi-
tions in their district and communicating via e-mail with other districts and the Board of Go ver-
nors about possible changes in monetary policy.

9. Since the IEM began operating during the 1988 presidential election, it has been used in con-
junction with accounting, finance, economics, and political science courses at more than 50 uni-
versities and colleges.

10. Students can register on-line for the IEM at http://IEMWEB.B1Z.uiowa.edu/signup/online/ by
filling out a Web form and paying a $5 service charge plus an initial investment. Traders can add
additional funds to their account,up to a maximum of $500.

11. Cameron (1998) describes the active and cooperative learning benefits of simulated stock invest-
ment games, where students are given an imaginary amount of money to invest in financial mar-
kets. The IEM provides a more realistic experience because students are using their own money.

12. This assumes that over the long run stock market returns continue to outperform those of assets
that African-Americans have traditionally invested in. In 1997, the IEM received a three-year
Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) grant from the U.S. Department
of Education to expand the use of the IEM as a teaching and research tool in historically black
and Hispanic colleges and universities across the country. The objective of this project is to
increase the economic and political literacy of students in these institutions.
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Comment

Kim Sosin

Scott Simkins has merged two critical areas for effective teaching using on-
line resources: (1) recent pedagogical research supporting the effectiveness of
active and collaborative learning and (2) the advantages offered by the Web, such
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as up-to-date information, expanded communications, and application of eco-
nomics concepts. Although his summaries of research on active and collaborative
learning contain very useful information, teachers may find that the primary con-
tribution of his article is the section describing two on-line teaching exercises.

On-line projects should fulfill two basic requirements: They should capture
students’ interests and they should teach economics. The first project is essen-
tially collaborative and will satisfy these two requirements; the second, which is
designed to be done individually, will require more care by the instructor to keep
the economics content high. Both will actively engage students in their own
learning. The following discussion focuses on these two Web projects.

Before launching these exercises, economics teachers might want students to
do a Web project designed to teach them how to evaluate information on the Web.
Students also should learn how to include proper references to Web sites used in
their papers and reports. Ideas and projects on how to combine learning eco-
nomics with Web-site evaluations can be found in McGoldrick (1999) and
Shackelford (1999). Setting up a class project and discussion on the basics of dif-
ferences of opinion on economic issues (deficits, minimum wages, and so forth)
is a good way to create a Web evaluation exercise. In addition, several Web sites
are devoted to teaching Web evaluation techniques. For example, an excellent
checklist is found at the Purdue University Library’s “Evaluating World Wide
Web Information” (Scholz 1996). Beginning students will need help evaluating
the content of economics Web sites, but they can be taught to recognize when a
Web site is espousing a particular point of view.

Simkin’s first exercise, Simulating an FOMC Meeting, is a good collaborative
project for intermediate macroeconomics or monetary economics classes as well
as for principles classes. In these more advanced classes, students should be
expected to use more sophisticated economic theory in their explanations. This
is an active-learning project with some clear economic lessons that can be as
focused or as broad as the teacher desires. Simkins provides careful steps a
teacher could use to make this exercise a success. As the students write reports
on their regions at the end of step one, they should also be guided to provide
complete information and references for their information sources on the Web.
Used as Simkin’s recommends, this will be an outstanding teaching tool.

The second exercise, Trading on the Iowa Electronic Markets, uses a well-
developed on-line financial market simulation of buying and selling futures con-
tracts. In the Iowa Electronic Markets (IEM), traders use real money to buy and
sell futures contracts whose values depend on political and economic events. The
IEM appears to be best suited for finance courses with students who already have
some appreciation of different financial markets. However, used carefully and
with appropriate caveats and limitations, it could be an effective tool to teach
supply and demand to beginning economics students. A long period of simula-
tion is not needed for this purpose. A relatively short period of trading by stu-
dents followed by debriefing and reports on the effects of supply and demand on
prices would be adequate.

Simkins suggests that trading can also help students learn alternative invest-
ment strategies. Perhaps, but there are some significant pitfalls here. IEM does
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not explore or compare alternative approaches to increasing long-term wealth.
The exercise is the antithesis of one well-accepted strategy that might be called
the Warren Buffett approach: buy great companies and hold them. By emphasiz-
ing (or even requiring as Simkins suggests) frequent trading based on current
events, IEM could mislead students to regard as normal a form of trading that is
unlikely to be their best way to accumulate assets and build wealth.

S i m k i n s , s u ggestions are useful, both for teach e rs who are re a dy for a fi rst step
into Web use and those who are ve t e rans. The number of projects that combine
Web-based and active learning of economics are limited only by our imagi n at i o n s .
We can develop many projects that connect with students’ l ives while teach i n g
them economics. Incorp o rating the Web into economics teaching can be done in
small ex p e rimental step s , an adva n t age for a pro fession whose teach e rs are accus-
tomed to lecturi n g. Student Web projects can coexist quite comfo rt ably with a lec-
t u ring style of teach i n g, a l l owing the instructor to move at a comfo rt able pace
t owa rd Web-based ve rsions of active and cooperat ive learning tech n i q u e s .
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Comment

Linda M. Manning

Declining enrollments in economics are a concern for all of us. In his article,
Simkins suggests that we must improve how we teach, particularly at the princi-
ples level, to raise cognitive skills, attract good students, and motivate them to
continue in economics as majors. He proposes that one way to achieve these
goals is by using a variety of teaching methods, including active-learning tech-
niques, facilitated by the use of the Web. His main theme is that the technology
can be used as one of many capital inputs in the production of good teaching but
that it should never be used as a substitute for other inputs. His article provides
a valuable service for faculty development in Web-enhanced economic educa-
tion, describing two activities that foster learning and retention of economic con-
cepts with the Web.

Research shows that active-learning techniques can improve learning and
retention. There are barriers to their use, however, and the lecture format contin-
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ues to dominate in economics. There is little incentive to change because suffi-
cient material must be covered, class sizes are increasing, and active learning
assignments may require more preparation and grading. Even those who are
interested may not know how to devise an active-learning activity, how to iden-
tify appropriate cognitive outcomes, or how to target different learning styles. In
fact, the teaching style instructors use tends to match their own learning style
( Kolb 1981), so most economics instru c t o rs will be “ a s s i m i l at o rs ” ( B a rtlett 1996).

As a result, “chalk and talk” (Becker and Watts 1996) is the dominant method
of delivering economic education,and it is probably still the most effective teach-
ing method under the following conditions:

• students receive one-on-one instruction from competent (and perhaps caring)
instructors whenever necessary

• students are homogeneous and operate on their intellectual and motivational
production possibility curves

• amount of course mat e rial is constant and manage able in scheduled cl a s s
p e ri o d s

• labor market demand for economics graduates is strong and wages are high
• graduates will work in old buildings with poor lighting and uncomfortable

seating
• workplace tasks rely on use of old books written by dead people that are found

within reach on office shelves, and workers produce handwritten documents in
isolation

Under these conditions, there is little reason to facilitate active learning, and
no reason at all to do it with technology. But these conditions do not exist. It is
not possible to provide students with the individual attention they sometimes
need. When they graduate, they will work in technologically advanced environ-
ments in an ever-changing world. If we want them to retain the knowledge they
learn in our classes and if we want to attract good students to our classes, we
must work to diversify our teaching methods to prepare them for that world.

We know that our students will be exposed to the Web for many years to come,
but is that enough reason to integrate it into our classrooms?  Capital start-up
costs can be high. Human capital costs can be high—particularly for faculty
development. The barriers to integrating the Web into classroom activities may
be even more difficult to overcome than those for active learning. But what about
the benefits? Active-learning activities have significant benefits to learning out-
comes, but they do not require technology. Simkins does not make the mistake
of claiming that technology will enhance learning. But he understands the bene-
fits of active learning and provides examples of interesting and stimulating
active-learning activities that are made easier and more stimulating because of
the use of Web technology.

He gives two examples of active learning using the Web that target different
learning styles (collaboration v independent learning) and different areas of eco-
nomics (macro v micro). The activities are selected for their minimal technical
expertise and equipment requirements, and in each case, good start-up instruc-
tions are provided with insights for further development.
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I particularly like the FOMC meeting activity because it can be conducted eas-
ily without the Web at both the high school and college level. Novices and
experts alike can integrate this activity into a macroeconomics course. The
novice can try it one semester without the Web and then with the Web the next
semester. This is a good example of an activity that will facilitate the transition
for the novice. Useful suggestions for when to introduce the activity and clear
instructions for the ways it can be integrated into the course are laid out nicely.
Also, I like that the learning goals are clear ly stated. A suggested addition to the
instructions and goals is that policy implications for women and minorities also
be integrated into the exercise. When students discuss regional differences in
their analysis, this might be a good time to raise these questions. 

We tend to assume that the Web has increased the amount of information avail-
able, but it is access that has increased. It is the instructor’s role to guide students
as they navigate, help them to filter out unreliable sources, and cite sources used
in written and oral presentations. Web technology can make it easier to imple-
ment active learning, while at the same time bringing the material to life and
making it more relevant for students. Simkins has given us a good starting point
for integrating technology into our economic pedagogy to strengthen learning
outcomes and to make economics fun and exciting.
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