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“What Should Go in the Only Economics Course Students  
Will Ever Take?”

“Scalable, Scaffolded Writing Assignments with Peer Assessment  
in an Economic Literacy Course”

“How Well Do Students in Introductory Economic Literacy  
Courses Do in Upper Level Economics Courses?” 
The University of Toronto Model

What Should Go in the Only Economics Course 
Students Will Ever Take?

My
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Footprint

5-Minute University

Father Guido Sarducci

What do we really want our 
students to remember of 
what we teach them in an 
introductory economics class? 

Mathematics

Anxiety, Phobia, Avoidance



Typical Intro Economics Course

Current 
Events

Not 
Theoretical

Enough
Dumbed- 

Down
Too- 

Compressed

Old Intro Econ Course for Non-Majors
Focus on Economic Literacy —
educating economically literate citizens
It is far more valuable for students to 
master and apply a “short-list” of core 
economic theories, than to be exposed 
to a wide range of concepts and tools 
they will not master and therefore will 
likely soon forget.

There is Another Way

Theory is simplifying 
complex subject 
matter to focus 
attention on what is 
most helpful for 
understanding the 
problem at hand.

Theory is a Disciplined Way of  Thinking
Theory need not be  
mathematical.
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Theory can be words.

Theory can be pictures.

Theory is a Disciplined Way of  Thinking
Theory can be simple graphs.
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Theory is a Disciplined Way of  Thinking
Theory can be complex mathematical models.

Theory is a Disciplined Way of  Thinking



Teaching students HOW to think like an economist.

Theory is a Disciplined Way of  Thinking
“Economics is a science of thinking 
in terms of models joined to the  
art of choosing models which are 
relevant to the contemporary 
world. 
It is compelled to be this, because, 
unlike the typical natural science,  
the material to which it is applied 
is, in too many respects, not 
homogeneous through time. The 
object of a model is to segregate  
the semi-permanent or relatively 
constant factors from those which 
are transitory or fluctuating so as  
to develop a logical way of 
thinking about the latter… ” 

– John Maynard Keynes

“Professor (Max) Planck, of Berlin, 
the famous originator of the 
Quantum Theory, once remarked  
to me that in early life he had 
thought of studying economics,  
but had found it too difficult! ” 

– John Maynard Keynes

Thinking Like an Economist Economic Fables
“The author of a tale seeks to 
impart a lesson about life to his 
readers. …. It is possible to dismiss 
any tale on the grounds that it is 
unrealistic, or that it is too simplistic. 
But this is also its advantage. The 
fact that it hovers between fantasy 
and reality means that it can be 
free from irrelevant details and 
unnecessary diversions.
…Economic theory spins tales  
and calls them models.”

– Ariel Rubinstein

Deciding What To Include

1. Do not start with a traditional Table of Contents and simplify. 

2. Do start with Learning Objectives. 
What do you want your students:

• to know;
• to be able to do;
• to feel (engagement).

Micro Learning Objectives 3 Keys Model for Micro Micro TOC



Micro TOC

Exclude:
All utility maximization and separate 
“Consumer Theory”

Include:
Law of Demand
When price rises, consumers switch  
to cheaper substitutes

Micro TOC

Exclude:
All production functions, cost curve derivations

Include:
Law of Supply
Derive upward sloping supply curve from PPF 
in Chapter 1

Micro TOC

Exclude:
Separate models for perfect competition, monopolistic 
competition, oligopoly, monopoly. 

Include:
Market Structure as continuum of pricing power,  
inversely related to elasticity demand. 
All businesses make pricing decisions by choosing  
quantity where MR=MC.

Macro Learning Objectives Fundamental Macro Question

If left alone by government, do the price mechanisms  
 of market economies adjust quickly to maintain steady growth  

in living standards, full employment, and stable prices? 

Macro TOC

Macro TOC

Exclude:
Derivations of AD/AS from AE or production 
functions

Include:
Simple LAS/SAS/AD model

Empower our students to make smart,  
informed choices in their personal lives,  

and in voting for politicians whose  
economic policies affect us all.

What’s the Point? Let’s Talk About…



“Students who complete an LT principles course earn grades  
as high in intermediate microeconomics and intermediate 
macroeconomics as those of students who complete a 
traditional principles course.”
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Why Aren’t We Teaching  
Introductory Economics  
in a Pareto Efficient Way?

1.
More students take economics 
who never have. (FTE’s)

2.
We produce more 
economically literate citizens.

3. 80% of intro students are  
better-off.

4.
Better experience for students  
and instructors in intro for major 
course.

Better Off

20% of students of students 
who major in economics  
are no worse off. 

1.No Worse Off

Our
Academic
Footprint What Do You Think Should Go in the  

Only Economics Course Students Will Ever Take?

    "When a man knows he is to be hanged... 
it concentrates his mind wonderfully.”
                                 Samuel Johnson

Email:  
avicohen@yorku.ca

avi.cohen@utoronto.ca

More Examples: 
economicsforlife.ca/CTREE

Thank you.


