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ABSTRACT

This research uses a pre and post survey to examine changes in student attitudes toward
economics during a semester of introductory economics. The sample consisted of three classes of
principles of microeconomics—a traditional class open to the entire student body, a strictly
Honors course, and an online class of introductory microeconomics. Four measures of student
attitude were developed and assessed. We show that undergraduate student attitudes toward
economics can be favorably influenced because of their experiences in a principles of
microeconomics course. Also, the impact on student attitudes seems to be more pronounced
among Honors students than in the general student body. Finally, and most significantly, Honors
students enrolled in a strictly Honors course have a larger positive change in attitude—
statistically significant in two of the four metrics measured—than their cohorts in a regular face-
to-face class or online principles course.

JEL Codes: A22, C12, C83
Keywords: Likert scale, Cronbach’s alpha, General Linear Model (GLM), 2x2 mixed ANOVA.
INTRODUCTION

Undergraduate students often have apprehension concerning economics before enrolling in
their first principles course. This anxiety is primarily caused by their negative attitudes that are
mostly attributable to course reputation gained from the student population (Benedict & Hoag,
2002). In that a microeconomics and/or macroeconomics course in principles is often the first and
may be the only exposure undergraduate students have to the discipline, it is incumbent that these
classes are taught in such a manner as to address the issue of student attitudes.

University honors programs offer honors students specialized advantages such as smaller
class size, specialized advising, scholarships, and separate residential housing Campbell (2005)
These benefits require sizable financial support from the colleges and universities that offer honors
programs. In the present environment of budgetary constraints at universities. there has been
discussion as to whether the benefits outweigh the costs. Those researchers arguing that honors
programs are more than worth the costs cite the value they offer the university as an institution,
honors student in the program, and finally, the non-honors students enrolled in the university
(Cosgrove, 2004). Regarding the latter, because honors students take a significant portion of their
coursework—approximately 75%—in non-honors courses academic administrators argue that non-
honors students’ education is greatly enhanced by exposure to honors students in these classes
(Clauss, 2011).
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Research on honors students is often based on comparisons between various groups of
students with similar college entrance test scores (Cosgrove, 2004; Rinn, 2007; Shushok, 2006).
These studies focus on academic achievement and use GPA as a measure. These studies show that
honors students earn higher GPAs than their non-honors counterparts (Cosgrove, 2004; Rinn,
2007; Shushok, 2006). Other research focusing more on general student attitudes toward higher
education compare honors students with the general population of students. These studies show
that honors students are more likely to be grade conscious and to better prepare for class (Long, &
Lange, 2002). Also, findings indicate that students in honors programs are more likely to apply a
higher academic effort and have more academic interaction with peers than students in the general
population (Seifert et al., 2007; Brimeyer et al., 2014).

This study is important in that it focuses on student attitudes toward economics and how
those dispositions may change during the semester because of their experiences in a principles
course in economics. Nearly thirty years ago a pre and post survey was employed to measure
changes in overall attitude and proficiency in economic subject matter (Soper & Walstad, 1983).
Twenty years later another attempt using correlation analysis was used to measure such changes in
attitude (Brock, 2011). This research updates and expands on those papers in significant ways by
exploring changes among and between different populations of undergraduate students.

The study employs a pre and post survey to measure changes in student attitudes. The
student metrics being measured are ability to comprehend economics, usefulness of economics,
interest in economics, and a global metric assessing the students’ overall attitude toward
economics. With that in mind, the primary purposes of this study are threefold: 1) to determine
whether there are changes in undergraduate student attitudes toward economics as a result of their
experiences in a principles of microeconomics course; 2) to examine whether student changes in
attitudes toward economics vary between honors students and non-honors students; 3) to discover
whether the class platform—online class, face to face class or face to face honors course—might
affect the attitudes of honors students.

Questionnaire Development and Reliability

In the fall semester of 2016, three classes of principles of microeconomics were taught at
Western Carolina University by the same male professor of economics. Each section covered the
familiar material that is taught in a traditional introductory course in microeconomics. Each class
also used the same textbook—Microeconomics, 20th edition, McConnell, Brue, and Flynn.
However, each section was different in either platform and/or audience. There was an online class
of thirty-four students comprised primarily of distance learners, many of whom were non-
traditional students and some of whom were honors students. There was a face-to-face class
consisting of forty-seven traditional undergraduate students, a few of whom were honors students.
Finally, there was a face-to-face honors course of twenty-eight students, who were all members of
the Honors College at Western Carolina University.

A survey using a 7-point Likert Scale was developed to assess student attitudes toward
economics. A 7-point scale was chosen because it has been proven to provide a more accurate
assessment a respondent’s true evaluation of an item than a 5-point scale, or a scale with more
categories (Finstad, 2010). The questionnaire consisted of twenty statements—each representing a
positive predisposition toward some aspect of economics. Based on these statements, three
variables were developed to measure students’ attitudes in three distinct areas; Ability to
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comprehend economics, Usefulness of economics, and Interest in economics. A fourth global
metric, Overall attitude toward economics (Global), was also calculated using all twenty questions
of the survey. The questionnaire also included one open-ended question in which students
expressed their general impressions and attitudes toward economics. The survey was administered
in such a way as to ensure the anonymity of students.

The survey was administered online using Qualtrics Survey Software. Students in each of
the classes were asked to respond from 1, strongly disagree, to 7, strongly agree to each
proposition in the survey. To measure student attitudes toward economics at the beginning of the
semester, the questionnaire was made available to students in all three classes during the first two
weeks of the Fall semester before any student assessment occurred in terms of quizzes or exams.
Then, to assess student feelings toward economics at the end of the semester, that same survey was
administered during the final two weeks of the Fall semester before finals. To encourage students
to complete the survey, extra-credit was made available on a class-by-class basis for both the pre
and post surveys. A bonus of five per-cent of total possible points was awarded for a response rate
over ninety per-cent and three per-cent for a response rate of between seventy and ninety percent.
All classes had response rate of approximately eighty-seven per-cent in both surveys.

A reliability test, Cronbach’s o, was employed using SPSS 24 to test the internal
consistency of the four metrics that were being measured by the questions in the survey. On the
pre-test data, the three variables: Ability to comprehend economics; Usefulness of economics; and
Interest in economics had a Cronbach’s o of 0.845, 0.859, and 0.884, respectively, indicating a
relatively high reliability. On the global measure, Overall attitude toward economics, Cronbach’s o
equaled 0.924, indicative of an extremely strong reliability. For the post-test data, statistically
significant consistencies were revealed as well. Cronbach’s a equaled 0.925, 0.880, and 0.930 for
Ability to comprehend economics, Usefulness of economics, and Interest in economics,
respectively. The comprehensive metric, Overall attitude toward economics, had a Cronbach’s o of
0.959, demonstrating exceptionally strong reliability.

MODEL AND RESULTS

Having confirmed the reliability of the four measures of student attitudes, statistical tests
were used to analyze the data. A General Linear Model (GLM) with repeated measures—in this
study, a 2 x 2 mixed ANOVA—was employed in the statistical analysis. This technique enables a
researcher to build a linear relationship between the response variable and the categorical predictors.
This process is made possible by using a link function which connects the response variable to the
linear model. The model included two equations. The first equation measured the between-subject
factor. The second equation captured the within-subject factor—time—i.e., student attitudes at
beginning of semester compared to student attitudes at the conclusion of the semester. With that in
mind, the following equations were specified.

(Y, +Y,)

=b,+b X +e
1. 2

5 (Y,=Y,)=b,+b,X +e
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Where Y; is the pre-test scores (i.e., comprehension of economics, usefulness of
economics, interest in economics, and overall attitude toward economics) and Y, the
corresponding post-test scores. The variable X is the dichotomous between-subjects factors (i.e.,
whether or not a student is in the Honors College, or whether or not an honors College student is
in the honors class or in a face-to-face or online class), while e refers to the errors. The coefficient
bo in the first equation represents the grand mean (which is of no interest and hence not
interpreted). The coefficient b; measures the main effect of the between-subjects factor. The
coefficient b in the second equation represents the effect of time, as given by pre- and post-test
results, while bz measures the interaction effect, which is not pertinent in this analysis.

The first test assessed the entire sample of students—both honors and non-honors. The
null hypothesis was—H,: (Y2 - Y1 = 0)—indicating that the post-test scores were not significantly
different than the pre-test scores That is, the students’ experiences in the principles course did not
significantly alter their attitudes toward economics. To test the hypothesis, it was necessary to use
pairwise comparisons in the model. Student identifiers from the demographic portion of the
survey were used to detect the respondents and pair their pre and post responses. These
characteristics included a student’s; major, minor, year in school, gender, and whether they were
enrolled in the Honors College.

The descriptive and inferential statistics for that analysis are displayed in Table 1 below.
From the descriptive statistics, it was evident that student attitudes became more favorable toward
economics during the semester because the mean scores were higher in the post survey than in the
pre survey for all four measures of attitude. Nevertheless, in only one parameter, comprehension
of economics, is there a statistically significant change in attitude (p-value = 0.003). However,
this is an important finding. It indicates that the overall student body became more confident in
their ability to learn economic concepts as the result of their experiences in the principle of
microeconomic course.

Table 1
RESULTS OF PRE- AND POST-TESTS FOR ALL STUDENTS (N = 30)
Pre Post
Parameters M SD M SD p
Comprehension of Economics 4.66 0.76 5.26 0.89 0.003
Usefulness of Economics 5.37 0.97 5.60 0.99 0.327
Interest in Economics 5.03 1.07 5.16 1.13 0.518
Overall Attitude toward Economics 5.02 0.82 5.35 0.95 0.086

The next test evaluated honors students and non-honors students as separate samples.
Again, the null hypothesis was: Hy: (Y2 - Y1 = 0). The descriptive and inferential statistics for
both samples are displayed in Table 2 below. An examination of the mean scores indicates that
both populations of students have more favorable attitudes towards economics post semester on
all four parameters. However, when comparing the pre and post survey results, only Honors
College students have a statistically significant change in any of the four attitude measures.
Specifically, Honors College students have a statistically significant change in the
comprehension of economics parameter (p-value < 0.001), and the overall attitude toward
economics measure (p-value = 0.036). This vital finding indicates that honors college students
were significantly more impacted by their experiences in the principles course than the rest of the
student-body. For illustrative purposes, Profile plots for the estimated marginal means of both
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samples are provided in Figure 1 and Figure 2 below. A profile plot is a linear plot in which each
point indicates the estimated marginal means of the dependent variable adjusted for any
covariate.

RESULTS OF PRE- AND POST-TESTST?EIOeI\?ORS COLLEGE STUDENTS VS. NON-
HONORS COLLEGE STUDENTS
Honors (n = 17) Non-Honors (n = 13)
Pre Post Pre Post
Parameters M SD M SD p M SD M SD p
Comprehension of 459 | 081|550 0.75] <0.001 476 | 0.75 | 4.93 | 0.97 | 0.49
Economics 2
Usefulness of 542 | 117|581 | 084 0.174| 530|065 | 533|114 0091
Economics 7
Interest in 5.19 1.15 | 5.30 1.07 0.654 4.83 | 0.97 498 | 1.22 | 0.63
Economics 9
Overall Attitude 5.06 0.93 | 5.55 0.82 0.036 4.97 | 0.67 5.08 | 1.07 | 0.65
toward Economics 9
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FIGURE 1
ESTIMATED MARGINAL MEANS OF OVERALL ATTITUDE TOWARDS ECONOMICS
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ESTIMATED MARGINAL MEANS OF COMPREHENSIVE OF ECONOMICS

The final research question examines whether the class platform affects honors students’
attitudes toward economics. The general linear model (GLM) was run on two separate samples of
honors students—honors students enrolled in the Honors class was compared to those honors
students enrolled in the Face-to-Face or the online class. Of the 17 Honors College students who
were able to be identified, 11 were enrolled in the Honors course and six in face-to-face or online
class. Again, the null hypothesis was—H,: (Y2 - Y1 = 0)—indicating that student experiences in the
principles course did not significantly affect their attitudes toward economics.

Table 3 displays the descriptive and inferential statistics for both groups of students A
comparison of sample means indicates that honors college students enrolled in the honors course
had higher mean scores in all the attitude measures in the post survey than the pre survey. Honors
College students enrolled in the Honors class experienced greater positive changes in attitude in all
four measures than those enrolled in face-to-face or online classes. In fact, the interest in economics
measure declined for Honors College students enrolled in face-to-face and online classes.

HONORS STUDENTS IN HONORS CLASS J:bILeSNORS STUDENTS IN FACE-TO-FACE AND
ONLINE CLASSES
Honors class Face-to-Face and online
(n=11) (n=6)
Pre Post Pre Post
Parameters M SD M SD p M SD M SD p
Comprehension of students 445 | 0.69 | 553 | 047 0.001 | 483 | 1.02 | 545 | 1.16 | 0.08
Economics 9
Usefulness of Economics 539 | 132 | 599 | 0.60 0.166 | 548 | 094 | 550 | 1.15| 0.96
9
Interest in Economics 512 | 119 | 539 | 0.85 0.498 | 5.31 | 1.19 | 514 | 1.47 | 0.76
1
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ESTIMATED MARGINAL MEANS OF GENERAL ATTITUDE

However, when comparing the pre and post survey results, only Honors college students
enrolled in the honors course have a statistically significant change in any of the attitude measures.
Honors College students had a statistically significant change in the comprehension of economics
parameter (p-value = 0.001), and the overall attitude toward economics measure (p-value = 0.049).
This indicates that those honors students enrolled in the honors course were more confident in their
ability to understand economic concepts at the end of the semester. Also, their overall disposition
toward economics improved significantly. For honors students enrolled in either the online or face-
to-face classes, there were no statistically significant changes in any of the four variables measuring
attitude toward economics during the semester. The estimated marginal means for comprehension of
economics and the global measure are depicted for both samples of students in Figure 3 and Figure
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4 above. There are two likely reasons for this significant difference in changes in attitude between
honors students enrolled in honors courses and those in a traditional course in principles of
microeconomics: 1) The honors course moves at a faster pace and has more of a seminar feel to it in
that there is more discussion of concepts and application of principles; 2) There are five written
assignments in the honors course, where students comment on five separate blog posts on
designated economic websites--Greg Mankiw's blog (gregmankiwblogspot.com), Marginal
Revolution (www.marginal revolution.com), and Econ Log (econlog.econlib.org). This gives
students an opportunity to interact with students from other universities and professional economists
on important current issues.
CONCLUSION

This research demonstrates that undergraduate student experiences in a principles of
microeconomics course can favorably affect their attitudes toward the discipline. This appears to be
the case for the overall undergraduate student body and is even more pronounced for honors
students, especially those enrolled in strictly honors courses. Honors students enrolled in strictly
honors classes have more pronounced positive changes in attitude than those enrolled in regular
face-to-face classes or on-line classes. The writing component of the honors class, as well as the
more seminar-like ambiance of the course appear to be the ostensible reasons. In an era of tight
budgets, this provides strong empirical evidence for the value of offering honors courses in
introductory economics to honors college students.

While the open-ended question provided some anecdotal evidence for successful teaching
approaches, further research is needed to explore these issues and to discover those pedagogical
techniques that lead students to have more positive predispositions after a semester in a principles of
economics class. Moreover, a subsequent study with more observations and thus more degrees of
freedom would be beneficial in extending this research. Finally, while still insuring student
anonymity, it would be most useful to use the built-in IP address feature in Qualtrics as an additional
respondent identifier.

ENDNOTES

1. The Honors College at Western Carolina University is very selective and rated in the top ten nationally in
undergraduate research. Presently, there are approximately 1300 students enrolled in the Honors College.

2. Refer to Appendix Al & A2 for the Questionnaire: The variable Ability to Comprehend Economics is measured
by items 1, 2, 3, 4, 10, 14, and 20. The variable Usefulness of Economics is measured by items 7, 9, 11, 12,15,
17, and 18. The variable General Interest in Economics is measured by items 5, 6, 8, 13, 16, and 18.

3. A Cronbach’s alpha from 0.65 — 0.8 indicates that the measure is reliable. A Cronbach’s alpha greater than 0.8 is
an indication of high reliability for the metric.
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APPENDIX A2
INDICATE YOUR OPINION ON EACH OF THE FOLLOWING

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Somewhat
disagree

Neither
agree
nor
Disagree

Somewhat
agree

Agree | Strongly

Agree

1. My current understanding of
economics is good.

2. | am able to grasp the
essence of current
economic issues

3. 1 am able to understand
and apply the math in
economics.

4. Principles of
Economics are easy to
understand.

5. | find economics interesting

6. | enjoy reading about topics
in economic.

7. Economic models are
helpful in understanding
economic concepts.

8. I would like to learn more
economics.

10. | feel at ease with
economics

11. Economics is a
valuable tool in business
decision-making

12. Economics is a
valuable tool in personal
decision-making

13. Economics can be very
exciting.

14. 1 could become really
proficient in economics

15. 1 like using economic
concepts to analyze real-
life situations.

16. 1 would like to have more
opportunity to learn about
economics.

17. To understand political
issues, one needs some
knowledge of economic
principles.

10
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18. | find economic issues
stimulating.

19. Graphs in microeconomics
are important tools for
understanding economic
principles.

20. | understand the economic
way of thinking

Briefly describe your overall impression of economics in terms of your interest in the subject matter, its ease or difficulty
in understanding, and its overall usefulness and application in personal and business decision-making
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