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Introduction

Most of my teaching is done at level 1 (first year). Over the years I have noticed that many students come to university having spent the majority of their time in education learning by rote, that is to say memorising ‘facts’. It is an approach to learning that suits achievement in many A-level topics and it is not surprising that many students have developed this habit. Unfortunately this learning habit is not suited to study at university and is unlikely to lead to good degree classification (e.g. 2:1 and above) and frankly it is also rather dull way to go about learning.

More worryingly, the student who maintains this habitual rote approach will find that each year gets harder and their marks get lower. This occurs because, besides asking you to acquire a wide body of knowledge, a university degree is designed to train you to use that knowledge in more active ways, to understand its implications, to analyse its relationship to other ideas and issues. In other words: to use knowledge to solve problems and clarify confusion.  

Applying knowledge in this way requires you to use what are some times called higher order cognitive skills: those of analysis, synthesis and evaluation. These skills involve being reflective and looking around to join one idea with another to see if together they provide an answer to a particular problem or riddle. So while a person might have a wide body of knowledge (i.e. they "know a lot") it is of little value if it is not ‘connected’ and put to some lasting purpose. 

For me it is distressing to watch some students struggle with their learning unaware that there are ways to make their learning more fruitful and dynamic, if not more efficient. To this end, this booklet aims to enable you to broaden your learning techniques so that your understanding and appreciation of economics (or any topic for that matter) is more fulfilling and ‘connected’ 

The challenge has been deciding how to go about achieving this rather ambitious goal, and then finding a way it could be achieved. To start with I thought it best to reduced the task to a series of conditional statements, hunches or arguments, which if achieved should put in place the stepping stones that lead to this goal. These hunches or more correctly theories are as yet untested. Their validity and reliability will be determined by you, if they help you then the theory is correct, if not, well it’s back to the drawing-board! 

The theories are:

1)

If students know how tutors go about planning a particular course of learning and how they choose its assessment then students will have a better idea of what is expected of them in terms of their approach to learning and study. 

2)

If students are shown how different levels of understanding and cognitive skills can be classified and identified, then students will be not only be able to better understand the aims of the assessment they  encounter, they will be able to evaluate their learning achievements by applying these classifications to their own understanding of a topic.

3)
If students are shown how different types of reflection help individuals to ‘make sense’ of the world around them, then students should see the value in taking time to reflect on the material they are expected to learn. 

4)

If students are so motivated, they can then use their understanding from the above ‘theories’ to better plan  their learning and study time so as to achieve the learning goals they desire. In doing so they are then becoming metacognitive.  


The goal of this book is then to help you become metacognitive, loosely defined as ‘thinking about thinking’, but as the booklet will show later there is more to it than just thinking about thinking.

The next challenge was to find a way that the all above ideas could be explained to you. I could have devoted some of designated lecture time to discussing these ideas and the implications they have for your learning. But this presupposes that everybody would firstly attend any such lecture and whether you would be able to absorb the message within an hour. So the only way is to write it all up and offer it to you as this booklet. It is a fairly long read, but one you can do in your own time and at your own pace. 

The booklet has three sections, section I sets out how a course in economics might be designed and managed (‘theories 1 & 2). Section two builds on this insight by first offering an overview of the theories surrounding reflection in general, it then looks at how reflection can be used to specifically improve your learning Section three finishes suggesting ways you can join all these insights together to formulate a more strategic or metacognitive approach to your learning and revision (theories 3 & 4). 
Section I: Course design and learning outcomes

Teaching and learning at University: designing a course of study 

In essence the teaching task is a five-stage process based around five questions, where each question identifies an activity the teacher has to decide upon when planning a course of tuition:

	The Question


	The Teacher's Task is to:

	What is to be taught?

	Decide on the Purpose and Objectives of the course, and select the appropriate syllabus. 



	How is the subject to be taught?

	Identify the appropriate Curriculum, one that enables the aims and objectives to be achieved.



	What are the learning objectives?


	Decide on the Aims of the course and, choose the appropriate Assessment Criteria that reflect these Aims and which should be within the capabilities of the student.



	How will the topic be assessed?
	Choose the appropriate Test Items, those that reflect the aspirations contained in the Aims and Objectives and one suitable to the nature of the syllabus and topic.



	What constitutes a good or bad mark?
	Devise the Performance Criteria that apply to individual test items or to the overall mark.


Two things should be apparent from the above firstly, that the aims and objectives of a course largely determine the nature of the course and secondly, teachers use a lot of jargon.  Some definitions may help:

	Syllabus;
	Simply a list of the topics which are relevant to the purpose and objectives of the course.



	Aims & Learning objectives:

	The level of understanding to be achieved. For instance, it might be sufficient for the students to only know the relevant definitions of economic terms and concepts. Conversely it might be the intention that the students develop a detailed and in-depth understanding of the relevant economic concepts. Categorising different levels of understanding is achieved by applying Bloom’s (1956) Taxonomy. These classifications include knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation. As will be shown later, these classifications form the basic learning objectives within any given course or topic – even at university level. 



	Curriculum:
	This refers to the way a programme of learning is managed and to what extent the learner takes an active role in the learning process. Put simply there is a spectrum of learning environments or behaviour; at one end of this spectrum, the learning is informal, the approach is decided by the learner themselves – it is entirely self-directed. This might be the case of the armature astrologists, the self taught car mechanic, or the pigeon fancier; the individual sets the pace of learning and is solely responsible for selecting their syllabus and setting their aims.  At the other end of the scale the programme of learning (and the pace of learning) is largely directed by an instructor, the learner has little say in selecting the syllabus or setting out the aims and objectives. Since the responsibility for setting the pace of learning rests with the instructor/tutor, the student’s role is more passive than would be the case of the more active self-directed approach. Most of you will be familiar with this style of learning – it’s the way schools organise their teaching. It should come as no surprise then that this formal approach often results in students learning by rote, and the material taught is easily forgotten.   



	Assessment Criteria and test items:
	In formal tuition, the assessment criterions are simply a rewording of the aims e.g., The student should be able to…know…comprehend… apply… analyse… something about or using economic theory. The test item is the way that this knowledge can be assesses (e.g., multiple-choice tests, or an essay that asks them what they know about or can demonstrate using economic ideas and methods)  


What is to be taught

‘Economics!’ is the obvious answer but it is not so simple, particularly for a first year course in economics. On many courses it is often a requirement that all students have an A-level in economics, if so it might be enough to start where the A-level left off, but this assumes that all A-levels are the same, and that the grades achieved are comparable across the various examining boards. 

Even if there is similarity, it doesn’t follow that all students will have the same abilities or experiences in economics. Typically first year courses in economics also attract students with no prior experience in economics, all in all there is usually a great diversity in the students’ abilities. Against this background the level one tutor also has to be aware of the expectations the level two tutors will have regarding the knowledge base of the students they will be inheriting from level one. 

The usual solution is then to assume that all students have no prior knowledge in economics and then select a syllabus that will prepare the student for study at level two. So while the students with A-level economics will be familiar with some of the topics – it does not follow that they will be familiar with the focus of the typical level one syllabus. (Those students who assume that a level one introductory course in economics will be a repeat of their A-level will be making a fairly big mistake – more so if they decide to skip the lectures and seminars!)    

How the subject is to be taught: Level indicators and the curriculum
The purpose of any course in economics is on developing your knowledge and understanding of it, however, how this understanding is achieved is also important. As a student undertaking a degree it is vital that you understand the meaning of 'degree'. In essence, a degree not only indicates that an individual has a well-developed understanding of a particular topic but has achieved this with a high degree of self-directed learning. Clearly, expecting students to adopt a self-directed learning approach can not always be achieved in one year, so all modules and courses are designed to enable students to move towards this goal. 

To aid tutor’s to plan a particular course, all universities will have what are sometimes called level indicators. Usually the level indicator is a number (e.g. I, 2 3 or M), which is attached to the end of all module codes. For instance, the code UPENAA-30-1 (Economic Principles and Applications), indicates that it is a 30 credit module which has a syllabus and curriculum designed to meet expectations found in the level 1 indicator. 

Thus each level indicator tells us something about the nature of the course, and is explained in two parts: 

The Learning Context: This part details the nature and structure of the syllabus that is deemed to be appropriate for this particular level, 

The Learner: Details the level of autonomy and cognitive ability that the student should be
developing at this particular level.  

For the tutor planning a course, ‘The Learning Context' is essentially telling them how detailed or complex the syllabus should be. 'The Learner' part has two agendas. Firstly it is telling the tutor how the student should achieve this particular level of understanding – it is setting out the intended curriculum for each level. Secondly, it is telling the tutor to what extent the aims of the course should be developing student’s the higher order (cognitive) skills as they progresses through the levels.  

If a particular module is to be comparable to other university modules, the tutor is obliged to design their module with these objectives in mind. The level indicators then attempt to marry up the expected aims and objectives of a course with an expected curriculum. Below are the descriptions used by the UWE to define the different levels, the wording is a bit dense so below each I have offered a simple interpretation. 
Level indicators

	Level 1:


	Learning context:
	Well defined and structured, wherein the standard techniques of a discipline are specified and applied.



	The learner:
	within defined guidelines and with limited autonomy, the student should acquire such knowledge/ and skill for discipline(s) and such proficiency or confidence of operation in a learning environment as to ensure further development of academic knowledge/abilities towards professional applications or other applications. 



	an interpretation;
	The body of knowledge is to be delivered in a structured way with a high degree of guidance from the tutor. The objective is to give the student the time and space to actively develop their confidence in dealing with the topic. 



	Level 2:


	Learning context:

	Simple but unpredictable or complex but predictable, but which demands application of a wide range of techniques.



	The learner:

	Is sufficiently organised in quality and quantity of discipline knowledge and skills and academic skills to challenge received wisdom, evaluate own work and report effectively within the appropriate mode of the discipline(s) and conduct straight forward tasks autonomously. Is ready to develop professional working relationships.



	an interpretation:
	While the body of knowledge should be getting more complex, the student should now be reflecting on and, thinking about, its implications and uses.
Similarly, they should be reflecting on their own abilities, not only in of their chosen discipline but in terms of their relationships with others. By now, they should be conducting a high degree of self-directed study and organising their study time efficiently.



	Level 3:

	Learning context:
	Complex and unpredictable demanding selection and application from a wide range of innovative or standard techniques using familiar and unfamiliar data.



	The learner:

	Has comprehensive and detailed knowledge of major discipline(s) with specialisation and depth in some areas. Without guidance, the learner is sufficiently organised to work with complex sequences of knowledge/skills towards a specified purpose: is reflective and has developed critical and evaluative skills. Can engage effectively in professional behaviour.



	an interpretation:
	The tutor/lecturer should now be confident that the student has all the required skills to handle new ideas and research issues found in their chosen field - and should therefore be providing it to the student. The student for their part should be able to work alone and, quickly assimilate this new information by drawing on and comparing it to earlier work in the field.




Taking a closer look at the above interpretations we can see that the curriculum is moving from one where the teaching and learning is largely dictated by the tutor (level 1) to one where learning is largely determined by the students themselves (level 3). That is to say; as you progress from level one to level three studies the responcibility for your learning rest more with you than it does with your tutors. 

In my experience, students who initially resist self-directed learning reveal themselves by having an over-reliance on the lecture as the sole source of understanding in a given topic. So while they are good at attending lectures (but undertake little ancillary reading before or after the lecture), they are the ones most likely to voice their anxiety that the lecture goes too fast/slow, is too easy or, too difficult, that there are not enough handouts or that the handouts are too long/too short etc. Similarly, they will treat the seminar as a secondary lecture, which therefore does not oblige them to prepare for or participate in. 

Unfortunately this over reliance on the lecture and a passive approach to learning leaves these students with no ‘fall back position’ or insurance policy against a lecture program that does not suit this particular approach to learning. As a result these students will be ‘unhappy’, perhaps even a little angry about the way the course(s) are being run and probably (if not unjustly) say so in the module evaluation questionnaires!. 
What are the appropriate learning objectives: introducing Bloom’s Taxonomy

In essence the aims of a course (and its level indicator) point to the learning outcomes or objectives that the course hopes students will achieve. Most introductory courses in economics might have some rather general aims, for instance a course might claim that its aims are to enable students to identify, link and, explain everyday events using economic theories, principles and methodology. These rather grand statements provide a good starting point, but they are rather general and prone to misinterpretation. However, using Bloom’s (1956) six generic classifications of cognitive skills (i.e. Knowledge, comprehension application, analysis synthesis and evaluation), we can get a better idea of what a course in economics might set out to achieve. 

Below is an example of the learning outcomes for an A level in economics which has been adapted from the University of London Examinations & Assessment Council’s GCE Syllabuses 1994/95 .The intention being that the A level teacher will plan the content of their contact time (and the nature of the homework tasks) to meet the board’s stated aims. These categories can be applied to specific syllabus items (e.g. price elasticity of demand) or, as illustrated below, to the overall targets of the course. The thing to note is that underneath each category, a list of active verbs has been added. These verbs describe the ways in which a particular skill could be demonstrated (e.g. to know something could be demonstrated by naming it, defining it, or labelling it and so on).
	1.
Knowledge (i.e. the remembering of previously learned material)



	a) Knowledge of the terminology of economics.

	b) Knowledge of the specific facts relating to economics and economic institutions. 

	c) Knowledge of the general methods of economic enquiry and of the main sources of information about economic matters.

	d) Knowledge of the main concepts and principles underpinning economic enquiry and of major theories held regarding the consumer, the firm, the markets and the national 
economy.

	

	Active Verbs: Define, label, list, name, outline, reproduce, recall, state, present, be aware of, extract, measure, relate.

	

	2.
Comprehension
(i.e. the ability to demonstrate the meaning of material)



	a) The ability to understand and interpret economic information presented in verbal, numerical or graphical form and to translate such information from one form to another.

	b) The ability to explain familiar phenomena in terms of the relevant economic principles.

	c) The ability to make detailed comment about economic knowledge or about given data.

	

	Active verbs:  Describe, distinguish, Interpret, translate, estimate, identify, convert, clarify, defend, compare to, explain, extend, exemplify, give examples of, infer, paraphrase, predict, rewrite, summarise, discuss, perform, report, restate, illustrate, select, represent, contrast, classify.

	

	3.   Application (the ability to use learned material in new and concrete situations) 



	a) The ability to select and apply known principles to problems which are unfamiliar or presented in a novel manner.

	b) The ability to apply known principles to problems of routine type.

	

	Active verbs:  Apply, solve, construct, demonstrate, change, compute, calculate, determine, solve, verify, tabulate, discover, manipulate, modify, operate, predict, prepare, produce, relate, show use, reconcile, 

	

	4.  Analysis (the ability to break down material into its component parts so its structure may be shown) 



	a) The ability to recognise unstated assumptions.

	b) The ability to distinguish between statements of fact, statements of value and hypothetical statements.

	c) The ability to make valid inference from material presented.

	

	Active Verbs: Analyse, assess, categories, differentiate, divide/subdivide, diagnose, separate, derive, resolve, criticise, question, illustrate how, account for.

	

	5.  Synthesis
(the ability to put parts together to form a new whole)



	a) The ability to examine the implications of a hypothesis (or theory).

	b) The ability to organise ideas into a new unity and to present them in an appropriate manner (e.g. synthesize) 

	c) The ability to make valid generalisations.

	

	Active verbs:  Propose, structure, integrate, formulate, teach, develop, combine, 
compile, compose, create, devise, design, generate, modify, organise, plan, rearrange, reconstruct, argue, conclude,

	

	6.  Evaluation (the ability to judge the value of material for a given purpose)




	a) The ability to evaluate the reliability of material

	b) The ability to detect logical fallacies in arguments

	c) The ability to check that conclusions drawn are consistent with given information and to discriminate between alternative explanations.

	d) The ability to appreciate the role of the main concepts and models in the analysis of economic problems.



	Active verbs:
Judge, appraise, conclude, determine, value, reflect, advise, rationalise

	


These abilities are simply a description of your competence and aptitude in dealing with the content (or syllabus) of a course in economics. They can be applied to virtually all types of courses be they A level or degree level. What distinguishes one such course from another would be each course's particular syllabus and focus on the above learning outcomes/objectives. 

For instance, an economics A-level course would have a fairly wide syllabus that touches on the many topics found in economics. As a result its aims would be largely confined to developing the student's; 1) knowledge, 2) comprehension, and 3) application of economic theory, with only some coverage of the other skills of analysis and evaluation (4 & 6). Conversely, a level 1 degree module in introductory economics might not only include additional syllabus items (e.g. indifference curves) but, would also seek to develop higher order skills of 4) analysis and 5) synthesis and 6) evaluation through the application of economic theory (e.g. interpreting economic data such as time series data on house prices, unemployment or inflation). At Level 2 and 3 the syllabus of each module will probably be narrower, more specialist, but the expectation being that the learning will focus on the higher order skills (as per the level indicators). 

Generally and providing the level 1 module meets the expectations of the level indicator, the university tutor has more freedom in choosing the syllabus than the tutor teaching at A level.  Even so this freedom is constrained by the need to conform to the expectations of the level two tutors and the discipline as a whole. Like all other disciplines economics has a benchmark statement, which sets out those criteria (learning objectives) which when attained would distinguish the individual as an economist (e.g. the single honours graduate) or who is practised in economics (e.g. the joint honours graduate). These benchmark statements are intended to give guidance to the academic, but students should read them also. The UK subject benchmark statements (for a whole range of topics) are published by Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) and can be found on their web site: http://www.qaa.ac.uk/crntwork/benchmark/benchmarking.htm 

Understanding Bloom’s Classifications and the active verbs

At this point the important thing to note is that each criterion builds upon the previous one. That is to say, comprehending a topic can not be achieved until you have knowledge of it; similarly evaluating the implications of a given phenomenon can not be achieved with out knowledge and comprehension of it. You can not THINK about something if you do not know how to recognise it, compare it describe it, and analyse it. 

A simple example may help to explain this; we all 'know' about Einstein's Theory of Relativity however, there are few of us who understand it, can comprehend it, appreciate its implications, or apply it to observed events, let alone explain it to another person!  Personally my inability to do any of these things stems from a simple lack of knowledge of Einstein's Theory; furthermore I do not understand where his ideas came from. I am told he developed Newton's theory of gravity - which for me has only ever meant falling apples. Rather like Bart Simpson when asked by Principal Skinner: "Do you know the multiplication tables and long division?" his reply was "I know of them" ,
 I only know of Einstein's theory.

We can illustrate this progression from knowledge to understanding using the economic concept of 'Opportunity cost' which is defined as the 'the cost of any activity measured in terms of the best alternative foregone.' (Sloman 1996, 2nd. edition, p6.). For instance, you have £20 to spend and the choice is to spend it on a textbook or, spend it on a night out at the cinema. Which ever you choose the opportunity cost is the alternative foregone. 

‘Knowing’ this definition means that in terms of 'opportunity costs', learning outcomes 1(a) and 1(d) (page 6) have all been achieved. Comprehending that opportunity cost is about comparing choices (e.g. to build schools or buy tanks) means that all of item 2 has been achieved. Similarly, choosing to present a choice in terms of opportunity cost means item 2(b) and 3 has been achieved. While evaluating an argument or choice presented to you as an opportunity cost would require you to investigate any inconsistencies within the proposal - is one school the equivalent to half a tank?

A simple way to start to understand Bloom’s Taxonomy is to make a crude split between and understanding which could be called a basic ‘knowing of’ and one which could be seen as more sophisticated or ‘connected’
	Bloom’s (1956) Taxonomy

	

	‘Knowing of’


	‘Connected’

	Knowledge


	Analysis

	Comprehension


	Synthesis

	Application


	Evaluation

	
	


How will the topic be assessed?  

The specific aims or learning outcomes listed on page 6 also become the tutor's assessment criteria for a module – the yardstick to measure success and achievement. In simple terms: choosing the aims of a course is a matter of selecting the relevant active verb e.g. to know = Knowledge (1). Assessing whether or not the student knows a particular syllabus item is then a matter of choosing an appropriate way to allow the student to demonstrate that they do know the syllabus (e.g. ask them in a test!). Nevertheless, how a topic is assessed also depends in part on the nature of the knowledge of that topic. After all, we would all be quick to point out that the skills required by a physicist are very different to those required by a musician. It then follows that to assess their respective skills requires different types of tests. 

We can distinguish between various disciplines as being either Hard or Soft, or somewhere between.  Where the topic might be found in this spectrum in turn influences the way a subject is taught and assessed. For instance and in the case of mathematics, the student is not usually invited to have an opinion on calculus; they simply have to learn it. Assessing the abilities of maths student is then fairly straightforward - you give them a maths problem, which they either get right or wrong. If, however, one of the aims of the maths course is to have the student demonstrate this ability from memory and to do it quickly, then a maths exam will be set. (Note: applying calculus to every day problems would be another matter!)

Conversely, the student of English Literature would be expected to know the works of Shakespeare and be able to critically evaluate his work, comparing it to other authors of the day (e.g. Marlow). To test this ability the student could be asked to write a 3000 word essay, wherein their knowledge and ideas about of Shakespeare and those of other commentators are organised and presented in a cohesive and balanced way. 

Thus, the position of a subject in this Hard/Soft continuum is largely dictated by the degree with which the discipline's knowledge is predictive or firm. As a rule of thumb, the Harder our knowledge is (i.e. predictive), the more we teach answers; the Softer it is the more we teach questions. The learning approaches and assessment in each case are also different. For the soft topics the skill is about how to think, for the harder topics it is about what to think. Below is an illustration of a hard/soft continuum for various topics. 

The Hard / Soft Continuum
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          Learning skill


How to think  ---------------------------------------------------------------> What to think
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(adapted from Carder 1990)

As can be seen, Economics is in the middle, which makes it a difficult topic to both teach and learn as it requires a variety of skills. This occurs because the focus of economics is to ask questions about choice, be they ones already made (e.g. why have more cars been made?) or, ones that might be made in the future (e.g. will more cars be made and sold, if the price of oil continues to increase). So, on the one hand we are being analytical in trying to explain past decisions, on the other we are seeking to make a prediction about decisions that will be made. 

To understand a choice then requires the economist to first identify – or more correctly, theorise about all the likely factors that will influence a particular choice and, secondly create a model where in the relationships between all these factors can be shown. In creating this model we start by making some intuitive assumptions about the motives of people facing a choice. These are subjective because we think we know how people think when making a choice. Our justification for these assumptions rests on being analytical and reflective when observing peoples decision-making behaviour. The process of drawing up a theory of choice is discursive and relies on asking the appropriate ‘what if…?’ questions.   

With all the relevant factors or parameters of a choice identified, we summarise all the likely relationships between them using a line diagram (the model). Thus as with any piece of linear algebra, we can then show that if X changes (e.g. oil prices), then Y will change (e.g. the number of cars made and sold annually). Whether our prediction (or explanation) is correct depends on whether we have drawn a line with the correct slope. 

To find out whether the facts ‘fit’ with our model we then have to be more scientific. This is usually achieved by applying statistical methods of analysis (e.g. regression analysis). The rules of such methods are rigorous and codified which we have to know about and understand if we are to evaluate our model’s plausibility. 

Finally once all the above has been done, we have to stand back from our model and reflect on its implications not only from the perspective of those directly involved in the choice (e.g. the consumer and the producer) but, also more generally from the point of view of society as a whole.  The whole process of economic reasoning then swings back and forth along this hard/soft continuum.   

Hopefully in your studies you will quickly appreciate that economics has this soft/hard duality. Those doing single honours in economics will be well aware that usually there is a compulsory module that focuses on the quantitative approaches to economics. However, if you have any doubts a quick glance at sections 3.3 and 4.3 in the Economics benchmark statement should confirm the hard/soft duality to economic reasoning. 

Indeed, it is this intellectual feature of the economist’s approach (see section 1.3 of the benchmark statement) that “economics provides significant opportunities in a variety of careers in addition to working as a professional economist” (QAA Economics Benchmark Statement, page 1 section 1.2).   

Nevertheless, it follows that assessing this spectrum of skills then requires different forms of assessment. Test items (e.g. setting an essay, a class test or an exam) are all then designed to test your specific abilities as identified in the aims and objectives of the course. Recall that the assessment aims (page 6) are simply clarifying the degree to which the syllabus content should be understood. 

Returning to our example of opportunity cost, your basic Knowledge of this concept could be tested by asking you to pick out the correct definition in a multiple choice question. Testing your Comprehension could be achieved by setting a data response question which presents you with a graphical or numerical representation of such a choice and, which then asks you to quantify that choice - given the information (e.g. is the opportunity cost of one school equal to half a tank?).  

In terms of these higher order skills, a two part exam question could be set where part (a) asks you to define and illustrate what is meant by a term (e.g. 'opportunity costs') and then asks you to demonstrate and evaluate its relevance to business decision making in part (b). The weighting of each part then indicates which skills your tutor thinks are important. Not surprisingly, a poor answer to part (a) (basic knowledge and comprehension) means that part (b) (application and evaluation) is likely to be a mess.  Furthermore, you might have noticed that the active verbs listed on page 6 are extensively used in all assessment questions. In section III we will explore how you can use these active verbs as a guide to your revision.  

Bringing all these concepts, the assessment criteria, the active verbs and, the methods of assessment, together in one diagram (page 10), we can see that the balance suggested in the hard soft continuum is reflected in the assessment of economic understanding. 

The shaded area would represent the quantitative or practical skills needed to conduct economic enquiry, the others would represent those qualitative skills associated with reflection and awareness. The test items (and their assessment objectives) used in a typical level 1 economics module are also shown.
Assessment Items and objectives


The tutor’s use of learning objectives

An example of how a tutor would use Bloom’s taxonomy will help to explain how tutors go about marking a piece of coursework or an exam question.

Below is a short list of learning objectives that might cover the topic of Supply and Demand. These objectives can be interpreted from two perspectives. Firstly the tutor could use them to plan their lecture (i.e. “These are the topics I’ll cover in Thursday’s lecture”). Secondly they become the list of things the student should know concerning supply and demand; an opening statement might accompany these objectives: 

The student should be able to…..

2a)

Describe and explain the relationship between price and quantity supplied and demanded.

2b)

Explain and illustrate how an industry demand or supply curve is derived.

2c)

Identify the non-price determinants of demand and supply 

2d)

Analyse and illustrate, that as a result of a change in these various non-price determinants (of both demand and supply), shortages and surpluses can over the short term occur in a particular market.

2e)

Explain and illustrate how, over the short term, these surpluses and shortages will be eradicated and a new equilibrium price is established. 

2f)

Demonstrate how markets respond over the long term to changes in demand and supply. 

Most of you will have seen such lists before, increasingly many textbooks start their chapters with such a list (but which might not be so explicit). At this stage do not worry that you might not actually understand the topic of supply and demand, rather look at the verbs being used: Describe, Explain, Illustrate, Identify, Analyse and Demonstrate, checking our list on page 6 we see these verbs are found in the following classifications; (2) comprehension, (3) application and (4) analysis. 

These verbs (underlined) could then be used to set an assessment question and to devise a marking scheme. For example the tutor might set the following exam question:

The Question

Using the appropriate diagrams identify and illustrate the economic factors which you consider to be important in determining the price of fresh vegetables in the short term and compare this analysis to one which would explain price changes in the long term





























Total 25 Marks

The tutor in marking the answer will then expect the student to:


· Explain and draw the relationship between price and quantity supplied and demanded (S & D respectively) -stating any relevant assumptions.



· Identify the non-price determinants of demand and supply (show shifts in S and D)





· Illustrate from their diagram, how shifts in demand or supply lead to shortages and surpluses 


· Explain with reference to the diagram HOW a new equilibrium price is established. 





· Illustrate with supply and demand diagrams how prices will adjust (all other things being equal) in the long term (i.e. shifts in supply and demand as producers and consumers respond to changing prices by entering or leaving a given market)
Thus the learning objective(s) becomes the test item and the marking scheme helps to check if the objective has been achieved. In essence it is extremely simple, admittedly in practice it is less so.  

We could use an analogy of a master bricklayer (the tutor) and an apprentice (pupil) to illustrate the whole assessment process. For the apprentice the objective of their learning is to be able to build a wall to a set of specifications. Both the bricklayer and the apprentice know what these specifications are – it was covered in class. Come the assessment, the test is……..why, building a brick wall course.

Both the apprentice and the master bricklayer know that the wall should be, 20m long, 5m high, use a 3 in I mix for the mortar and the bricks should be laid using the ‘Dutch bond’ method. The wall must be perfectly perpendicular and all the courses are perfectly level through out its length. The apprentice’s work will then be ‘marked’ against these criteria.
What constitutes a good final mark? 

The performance criteria below generally describe what has been achieved when a particular final mark is awarded in a typical introductory course in economics at level 1.

First (e.g. 75% or above)

· A very wide ranging knowledge of economic principles, concepts and theories, together with a sound analysis of economic issues and can apply these principles to the context of the firm, the individual and society.

· A strong ability to argue alternative views in order to reach independent conclusions regarding economic events and trends.

· Demonstrated competence in evaluating economic events in a lucid and coherent manner, integrating evidence fully and reliably.

· Demonstrated this ability over the period of learning by adopting a consistent approach to self-directed study.

Mid 2:1 (e.g. 65%)

· A wide knowledge of economic principles, concepts and theories, together with a good analysis of economic issues and can apply these principles in the context of the business and social environment  

· An ability to argue some alternative views in order to reach plausible conclusions regarding economic events and trends.

· Demonstrated  competence by explaining economic events in a coherent manner,

· Demonstrated this ability over the period of learning by adopting a consistent approach to self-directed study.

Mid 2:2 (e.g. 55%)
· Displays some knowledge of economic principles, concepts and theories, but which lacks depth of analysis. 

· A moderate ability to demonstrate the relevance or application of economic theory.

· Explanations of  economic events over reliant on description rather than analysis,

· Demonstrated some evidence of self-directed study, but which has not been put to good effect.

3:0 (e.g. 45%) (threshold), 

· A limited knowledge of economic concepts and theories and an elementary ability to analyse economic events.

· A limited understanding of alternative views 

· A patchy understanding of the relevance of economic events in the wider social and business context.

· Some ability to comprehend the implications of economic events but with only partial relevance or coherence.

· Demonstrated a poor application to self-directed study. 
Fail; 35 - 39%
· An understanding of economic that is wholly reliant on common knowledge or common sense, but which is then not enough to underpin the application or extension of this knowledge into the wider context of society or business.

· Demonstrated no apparent application to self-directed study.

You will notice that these abilities (or lack of them), not surprisingly, describe your competency using Bloom’s taxonomy (you can confirm this by looking at the verbs being used in each mark descriptor) 

Returning to our trainee bricklayer and their first day of instruction, their tutor announces, "By the end of this course you should be able… to build a wall like this one". Before the student is a wall built with different bricks, using different mortar, with different shaped arches and, different styles of openings for doors and windows. While the student has their work cut out, they do at least understand what it is can aim to achieve. The same analogy applies to any academic course's aims, objectives and, subsequent assessment. The performance criteria above are your personal targets; it is almost incidental that against each there is a 'score' or degree classification. 

However your lecturer can not wave a magic wand, how you wish to be viewed by potential employers, your peers or more importantly – by yourself, is largely up to you. The lecturer’s job is to impart knowledge, facilitate your learning and recognise your achievements, your job is to take control of your learning - this starts by accepting that you have an active role to play; that you have to become a self-directed learner. So now it’s up you! But there seems to be so much to do! The level indicators make it clear that your learning is to be more than revising for a pub quiz. The intention is to become ‘agile’ in your thinking – ‘doing’ something with your knowledge rather than ‘downloading’ recalled knowledge.  

More to the point, how do you go about achieving a high mark (2:1 plus)? Clearly, there is no easy way to achieve a high mark, but surely there must be an efficient way?  Section II begins to move towards an answer by looking at the role reflection has in learning and suggests ways you can join these insights together to formulate a more strategic approach to your learning and revision (theories 3 & 4).
Section II: Reflection and metacognition

Aspects of learning theory: Retention and recall

Early research in learning focused on how the brain actually absorbed new material and stimuli. One experiment you might be familiar with is Pavlov’s (1849-1936) experiments on dogs. He found that by ringing a bell every time he fed his dogs, they soon became conditioned to associate the sound of the bell with food; as a result they would salivate every time they heard a bell even if food was not being offered – this salivating is now called a ‘patterned learning response’ 

Thankfully, since Pavlov, research into how the brain absorbs information has been extensive and more sophisticated. The conclusions are fairly unanimous, namely that much depends on the extent of the learner’s engagement with the material being learned. Following the old adage that a picture says a thousand words we can summarise these findings in the diagram below:     
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From it you will see that retention and recall are improved as ones sensory faculties are increasingly engaged during the learning process. However, while a lecture can have all the bells and whistles which make for a stimulating encounter, it will achieve little if the student does not reciprocate by ‘actively’ doing something with this knowledge that is; talking about it (in the seminar) and practising with it (by self-testing).  


But even this is only part of the equation, while such activities can help with improving your knowledge and comprehension of a topic, it does not necessarily follow that your higher order skills will develop. Here a less observable activity is required (less observable in that it is not overtly physical) namely that of reflecting and thinking about the learning material being presented to you by your tutor. 

Reflecting on knowledge and understanding: a brief résumé  

The history to our understanding of reflection has focused on its use in constructing knowledge and understanding. Early work emanated from the field of psychology, where it was recognised that the individual uses reflection to make sense of the relationships they were engaged in. Along side this project a debate blossomed in sociology that looked at the way knowledge – or the received wisdom, was constructed and used by society.  In particular how the ‘knowledge makers’ (the professions, the sciences and the academic) interacts with the rest of society – the ‘knowledge users’. All heady stuff!  

Fortunately Moon (2002) provides us with a summary of the four main “classical” theoretical perspectives on reflection and shows how they can relate to the more mundane and pragmatic business of struggling through life.  For Dewey (1933), reflection is thinking about “me” as the individual and “my functioning” as an individual. It is this focus on reflection – that of strengths and weaknesses – which most of us do at some time or other but more often than not subconsciously. 

Similarly, Kolb's (1984) cycle of experiential learning is perhaps the one concept many of us will be familiar with. The usual interpretation is “learning by doing”. Some challenge this narrow interpretation, but we can think of the athlete, who with each attempt at the long jump thinks back on the jump, and reflects on where they got their technique right or wrong.   

Schon's (1983 and 1987) concern was to reconcile or explain the differences between theory and practice in the professions. Professionals build up expertise through reflection, not necessarily by applying the training provided in formal settings. Schon suggests that two types of reflection occur: “reflection-in-action” e.g. remembering a similar problem and recalling its solution and “reflection-on-action” which occurs after the event. The latter is similar to Kolb (1984) where as the former is more dynamic – the realisation that you are going about something in the wrong way.

According to Habermas (1971), reflection is about how we process knowledge and construct new knowledge or build theories. He identifies three types of knowledge: instrumental knowledge is our existing inventory of understanding; interpretational knowledge is the understanding which we use to make sense of our surroundings; critical or evaluative knowledge is used to process the first two which then leads to new understanding. 


Habermas’ focus was squarely on how new knowledge and thinking is/was created by a process of reflecting and comparing real events to the orthodox explanations. It would be the short comings of the received wisdom to fit with the ‘observed’ facts which would then lead to a revision of our understandings. 

Consider Newton’s revisions of Copernicus’ theories and the subsequent revision of Newton’s ideas by Einstein and so on. 

These quantum leaps (pardon the pun) are all characterised by the act of reflection, observation and lateral thought that then leads to that eureka moment. Indeed, you will find that the history of economic thought is peppered with such realisation (e.g. Keynes’ (1936) General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money)
 It is this type of reflection that distinguishes the economist as a researcher.  

All the above ideas are plausible and each describes different types of reflection depending on the purpose of reflection.  Moon argues as much by stressing the context of reflection, be it learning (Kolb), professional conduct (Schon) or theory building (Habermas). Dewey's perception however is more holistic. Moon (2002, p.2) offers her own “common sense” definition of reflection:

Reflection is a form of mental processing – like a form of thinking – that we use to fulfil a purpose or to achieve some expected
 outcome. It is applied to relatively complicated or unstructured ideas for which there is not an obvious solution and is largely based on the further processing of knowledge and understanding and possibly emotions that we already possess.(Moon 2002 p.8)
This common sense view suggests that reflection is essentially a problem-solving or decision-making process. The purpose is to enable the individual to understand where they have come from, where they are and where they are going. Reflection identifies the problem, creates the strategy to solve it and monitors progress to this goal. A reflective habit is then integral to planning for improved career and personal development but they equally apply to our development as learners.

Reflecting on learning

From the above there appears to be two types of reflection that are relevant to learning. One the one hand there is the act of assimilating new material and the construction of new understanding as described by Habermas, on the other there is learning by doing (Kolb), where we take time out to practice our new knowledge and skills.

If Habermas’ explanation is valid, it is likely that the role of reflection in the learning of any particular theory or topic will take a similar route.  We will relate or interpret new material from the perspective of our existing inventory of knowledge and experience, we then critically evaluate or, reflect on it to make a new interpretation of our surroundings – we see things in a different light (eureka!) and our inventory of understanding is expanded.  The degree to which a student engages in reflection might then distinguish a deep approach to learning from a surface approach. This can be illustrated by comparing two performance criteria from pages 11& 12, recall:
Mid 2:1 (e.g. 65%)

· a wide knowledge of economic principles, concepts and theories, together with a good analysis of economic issues and can apply these principles to the context of the firm, the individual and society.

3:0 (e.g. 45%), 

· a limited knowledge of economic concepts and theories and an elementary ability to analyse economic events. 

In essence, the 3:0 or threshold mark indicates that the student has demonstrated ability to recall (some) knowledge of economic theory and modelling approaches. Whereas the 2:1 demonstrates a more complete and connected understanding of economic theory and modelling.

Thus in this context, knowledge is the act of simple memorising and recall - it is indeed a 'trivial pursuit'. Conversely, understanding can be taken to mean some amalgam of higher order skills where you the student interpret new knowledge in relation to your existing knowledge and develop a new level and sophistication of understanding. You are taking the step to use knowledge rather than store it. Moon (2002, p.6) illustrates the contrasts between what is a deep approach to that of a surface approach to learning: 

A deep approach is where the intention of the learner is to understand the meaning of the material. She is willing to integrate it into her existing body of previous ideas, and understandings, reconsidering and altering her understandings if necessary. The new ideas are “filed” carefully and integrated. In contrast, a surface approach to learning is where a learner is concerned to memorise the material for what it is, not trying to understand it in relation to previous ideas. It is as if new ideas need to be retained for the moment, but not “filed” for any lasting purpose   

Moon also provides us with five stages of learning which move from surface learning to deep learning, arguing that reflection occurs in the latter stages, facilitating deeper learning:

Noticing:
Being observant, you cannot learn something if you do not notice it.

Making sense:
Getting to know the material as coherent, fitting the facts together like a jigsaw, but not relating the material to other ideas.   

Making meaning:
The start of relating the new material to other ideas, putting it into context.

Working with Meaning:
“Going beyond the given”. Linking of the new material to existing ideas, as a result of which the learner’s overall understanding may start to change.

Transformative Learning: 
Ideas and understanding are now restructured; the learner is also able to evaluate the processes that led to this new learning. 











(Adapted  from Moon, 2002, p.6)

Moon (2002) suggests that the first two stages represent surface learning and the last three stages represent deeper learning and are characterised by the activity of reflection. The learner is using reflection to make sense of the material – putting it in to context and identifying where it comes from and where it is going. It is in transformative learning that things are really starting to happen - the lights are coming on.

Notwithstanding this, form the above, there is it seems symmetry between Moon’s description of the stages of learning and Habermas’s description of the structure of knowledge. What is more this process of reflective learning mirrors well Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy – remember these classifications are used not only to devise a course but to assess the students learning.  All these similarities are summarised below. 
Stages of leaning, Bloom’s taxonomy and the student’s task
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The other aspect, that of learning by doing, is probably more familiar to students and as already shown (page 13), by engaging actively with the topic e.g. attempting the questions usually found at the end of a chapter in your text book, doing the homework, preparing for the seminar or, doing the practice questions found in student workbooks, will help to build up your knowledge and comprehension. The purpose of practice should be clear; not only does it hone your skills; perhaps more importantly it exposes gaps in your inventory of knowledge which you can then plug by re-reading the text book or lecture notes, or seeing the tutor in their office hour.

Combining the ideas of Moon, Habermas and Kolb, we can see there is a rhythm to our learning. One which oscillates between conceptualising a new idea or knowledge (Habermas), practicing with that new idea/knowledge (Kolb) and finally, constructing a new and fuller understanding (Habermas), progressing through the stages of learning, moving from a surface approach to a deep approach to our learning (Moon). 

This reflective process has inherent benefits for both the tutor and the student. Moon (2002, p.8) suggests the following benefits:

I. Reflection slows down activity; the learner has time to process the material, linking it to previous ideas.

II. Reflection gives learners a sense of “ownership” of taught material, making it more personally meaningful.

III. It encourages metacognition, where metacognition is the awareness of one’s own cognitive processes.  

IV. Encouraging students to reflect challenges their learning – we are seeking a greater commitment to it.

In conclusion all the above modes of reflection have one thing in common: reflection can only occur by first reviewing an “inventory” of existing evidence, experience, information and, knowledge which develops from there. The question remains, will reflection alone help you to actually learn in the first place? 

Metacognition: reflecting to improve your learning

We are now in a position to take a closer look at this word: metacognition. To start it might help to understand the meaning of cognition, simply put it is a noun which means “knowing, perceiving or conceiving as distinct from emotion and volition”
 Thus at level 1 the ‘cognitive goals’ (Livingstone, 1997) would be the learning objectives set by a tutor (e.g. the student should be able to demonstrate knowledge and comprehension of opportunity costs and apply these to the decisions made by individuals, firms and governments)   

The prefix meta- refers to a “sense of change of position or condition”, in other words; being aware of. To be ‘meta- cognitive’ about something is ‘knowing’ you have achieved understanding of it. Thus metacognition is being aware of your learning or, as it is most often described “thinking about thinking”, but this description is a bit misleading in that the metacognition has a strategic element where your reflections (awareness) on your learning is taken further by acting on them. Metacognition identifies the learning problem, creates the strategy to solve it and monitors progress to this goal.  

The distinction between metacognition and the other types of reflection is the context and purpose of reflection, that is to say metacognition is reflecting on your learning and if needs be, doing something about it. The notion of metacognition largely originates from the work of John Flavel (1979) who suggests that there are two aspects to metacognition: 
1)
Metacognitive knowledge

This consist of three types of knowledge or variables, 

i) 
Person variable which is a general understanding about how people process information and an understanding of one’s own learning processes (e.g. you might know that you prefer to read up on a topic before the lecture) 

ii) 
Task variable which is an understanding of the learning task or “cognitive goal” being tackled (e.g. knowing your perceived limitations regarding linear algebra).  

iii) The strategy variable, or conditional variable, which is a using your understanding of the person variables 
and the task variables to achieve a particular cognitive goal. 

Paraphrasing Livingston (1997) an example might help you to distinguish between these three aspects, consider the student pondering their abilities in opportunity costs: 


“I know that I (the person variable) can define it and can use examples to show I comprehend, it I can usually do the data response questions, but I have difficulty with is applying it to choices – I don’t always see 
the obvious alternatives (the task variable) and that will cost me marks. So I must always remember it is about choice (the strategy variable) and focus on spotting alternatives”.  

Metacognitive knowledge is knowing your straights and weakness – a self-awareness of that there may be gaps in your knowledge.   
2)
Metacognitive regulation   
This is best though of as the process of monitoring your own learning and checking whether you have met your cognitive goals, i.e. it is about your self-regulation or self-discipline.

Thus if a student has done some practice questions in a workbook which then exposes gaps in their knowledge (cognition), the reflexive student will ask themselves what it is they do not understand about the practise question and its topic. If they then choose to plug this gap (i.e. set themselves a ‘cognitive goal’) and devise an appropriate strategy to achieve this goal they are being metacognitive. 

Metacognition not only involves a high degree of self-awareness, active self-regulation it requires you to be self-motivated. Put another way “simply possessing knowledge about one’s cognitive strengths and weaknesses and the nature of the task without actively utilising this information to oversee learning is not metacognitive” (Livingston (1997)).
The challenge for the student: learning to learn, why bother?


Adopting a metacognitive approach requires two attributes, first you have to be a self-directed learner (self-regulation), and secondly you have to be reflective (self-awareness). The argument is that together they bring a greater sense of ownership to the learning you have ‘assembled’.

Regarding the first attribute, little is known about the undergraduates’ attitudes or ability to conduct self-directed learning. Kreber (1998) presents evidence that the psychological make up of students might to some extent determine their willingness to engage in self-directed learning. She contends that less willing students are “initially uncomfortable with the unwanted freedom, flexibility and responsibility” that it implies (Kreber, 1998, p.84).  Similarly, Fazey and Fazey (2001) show that while first year students have a positive perception of their potential for autonomous learning behaviour, they are uncertain of their abilities in this area. This all suggests that autonomous learning means that students have to “learn to learn” which could be a skill in its own right – one that tutors simply need to teach (Waeytens et al, 2002).  

However, if as Rowson (2000), suggests, learning to learn is a “package of skills, involving study skills, critical analysis, time management, planning, goal setting and so on” (p.225), then considerable resources would have to be diverted to its formal instruction. More to the point the students’ expectations and perceptions of university life would also have to change. Compared to the conventional, more passive approach of “teach and test” an autonomous approach to learning will require a different, if not greater, commitment by the student. Indeed, it is very likely that students prefer to “connive” with the product/outcome approach “as a due paid in order to receive a marketable qualification” (Rowson, 2000, p.232). Swann (1998) makes a similar argument that students and tutors might collude in the “idea that alternatives to the current approaches to do not exist” (cited in Rowson, 2000, p.235). 

Finally, it seems that the proponents of autonomous learning might find their progress is checked, not by the conservatism of their colleagues, but by the conservatism of their students. Vermetten et al (2002) report on a project to introduce “Student Orientated Education” in Tilburg University (Netherlands) but despite the participation of all staff, the results were not encouraging in that student surveys showed little change in learning behaviour. The important “mediating factor seems to be the habitual learning approach” (Vemetten et al, 2002, p.256).  In other words, try as they might to motivate the students to adopt a deep more intimate approach to their learning, tutors might find that the student prefers to plod on learning in the way they always have – relying on ‘teacher’ to set the pace and direction of learning and then learning the material largely by rote.

Even less is known about students’ attitude regarding the second attribute, self-awareness and reflection. There is it seems plenty of evidence that in general people do reflect, but it is harder to say if it is only certain types of people who show a reflexive predilection or, if reflection is associated with age, sex or cultural background. It is more likely that reflection (in general) is not determined by any social experience, but is triggered by something, an event or a feeling that is unsettling or challenging – an experience which then gives rise to a sense that something is not quite right. It would then be pure speculation to state how often such reflections are then acted on - to make a prediction on who will or will not become a metacognitive student is then fairly futile.

What research there is has tended to look at ways the school teacher can alter their teaching methods tap into the pupil’s metacognitive potential however, the pupils are not being made aware of the notion of metacognition – perhaps rightly, it’s a bit complex and subtle for an eight year old to grasp. So it will be of interest to see how you, the mature undergraduate, can accommodate the notion (if not that of Bloom’s taxonomy as well)   

Nevertheless, in the absence of any wide body of research on undergraduate metacognition, we can return to its purpose, its function, to see whether reflection is more or less likely to be acted on; here the economist’s perspective could make a useful contribution. Recall, that Moon (2002) gives us common sense view of: “Reflection is a form of mental processing – like a form of thinking – that we use to fulfil a purpose or to achieve some expected outcome.”  For the economists it is the notion of an ‘expected outcome’ – the incentive
 or motive for reflection, which might hold the key to understanding metacognition. 

From the economists view an ‘expected outcome’ or incentive has two elements to it, firstly the perceived ‘value’ of that outcome and secondly the chances that the outcome will occur. Understanding the circumstances surrounding each element of the incentive might mean we could make it more likely that metacognition occurs. 

In the first instance, metacognition requires effort which must by definition incur an opportunity cost (if only in terms of time). The student could be doing something else – some activity which has a more tangible ‘pay-off. The student who is unsure what pay-off or mark they will receive from their study efforts might then be more inclined to do that which offers the more tangible pay-off e.g., visit their friend in the pub or, equally likely these days, get paid to work in the pub. 

Another complication with any ‘value’ that is assigned to metacognition is the time element, the time between the study effort and its subsequent assessment - the pay-off. In this respect the study effort is an investment, one which has a future pay-off, while working in the pub has an immediate or present day pay-off.  It seems that it is human nature that the future value of an effort/activity holds less attraction than the present value of an alternative activity (see discounting).     

Finally, an ‘expected outcome’ is exactly that: expected. In economics an expected outcome can be described in one of two ways, it might be risky, in that there is an element of risk one that could be estimated (i.e. there is a 50/50 chance that my efforts will pay off,) or, there is complete uncertainty, here calculating any odds is not possible it is therefore impossible for me to predict whether I’ll achieve the ‘expected outcome’. 

In terms of learning, calculating the ‘odds’ of success will initially depend on your self-belief or self-esteem. The individual who says: “I was never any good at maths, so what ever happens I will not get a high marks in the ‘Quants’ module” is increasing the odds against a high mark. Notwithstanding this, it seems plausible to conclude that people might not act on their reflections if they are risk averse, if they know the odds are truly stacked against them or, if they cannot estimate the odds in the first place. 

From the above we could conclude that if the perceived value of metacognition is low and that its pay-off is subject to risk then there would be little point in adopting this approach to learning – “what’s the point there’s no incentive.” Conversely, if the student can attach a high (future) value to this effort and is more certain of its success, then there should be every incentive to engage in metacognition.

So, what can I say about the perceived value from metacognition? Well, I am not sure if a personal testimony is appropriate, but I can recall the moment when my own awareness of my learning (of economics) started to occur. It was curiously liberating, not only did many of the topics start to ‘fall in to place’, the tasks ahead where less daunting simply because I knew what I had to do. In fact, the learning became easier!  

At a more commercial level and if the Economics Benchmark Statement is correct, it seems that our skills as economists are highly sought after by business and the civil service. However, given that employers will seek out good economists as opposed to poor to average economists, it follows that the student of economics should be aiming for a first (70% plus). 

But I hear you ask: “What’s the chance of that happening!?”  

Well… here we can return to our notions of risk and uncertainty. The more information you have regarding an ‘expected outcome’ the more it becomes less uncertain and less risky. Thus if you have got this far in reading the booklet your own perceptions of the odds of achieving a first should have changed (or will be changing). After all, from section one I have shown you: 

· How a university course is designed 

· How the nature of your courses will change as you progress from level one to level three

· How knowledge can be classified and identified     

· How an assessment task is marked

· How a final mark is arrived at  

All the above has been done been done simply to: 

1) Alter your perception of the ‘risks’ ahead - you now know all that is need to know about your course in economics.

2) Provide you with a vocabulary (Bloom’s taxonomy) that you can use to describe your strengths and weakness in a given topic. 

In reality, the only risk attached to getting a first class degree is the everyday risk of missing your bus on the day of the final exams – the rest is certain if you want it to be. At this point it is also important to stress that at university all grades/marks are criterion referenced, that is to say, if everybody meets the performance criteria that denotes a first (page 11), then everybody will get a first (that’s the whole point behind using a taxonomy such as Bloom’s – its fairer and more transparent).

Certainly, you face hurdles but you should now have a better idea of which hurdles you will be jumping (and in time recognise the ones you need to jump if you are to get to grips with certain aspects of economics). 

The adoption of a more reflective approach – despite my optimism and assurances, will not occur if you do not know how to go about it. More to the point, if students are asked by a researcher, they are very likely to state that “they are uncertain of their abilities in this area” if they are unsure how to go about it. So the final section of this booklet offers some suggestions – these are derived from the implications of all the ‘theories’ on reflection and metacognition so far discussed, so you can expect some difference between ‘theory and practice’. Nevertheless the intention is to give you some prompts.

Finally time is an increasingly scarce commodity for students, more so that many of you now have to make your own contribution to your fees – if not find all your living expenses. For sure, the “inherent benefits” suggested by Moon might be viewed differently by the student, particularly items (I) and (IV) page 16.  Both imply more time and more study effort has to be spent on learning – again the opportunity cost being less time to undertake the part time employment that helps you to pay your way. 

This view of the effort involved however presupposes that that a reflective approach is an additional activity to those you already undertake when you ‘revise’ or ‘study ‘a topic, as such it is incorrect. The suggestions in section III are to encourage you to adopt a different approach to your learning one which makes better use of the time you already allocate to study. That is to say, if you are going to put in the effort, do it in the most efficient way.   

Section III: Developing a learning strategy

The purpose here is to set a modest framework within which you can start reflect on your abilities in understanding economics. The suggestions are unashamedly assessment driven, in that they focus on anticipating what the tutor will be doing as the deliver and manage your particular course of economics (or any other course for that matter). The first thing to appreciate is even if your choice (or target) is solely to have a good understanding of what economics is and means (irrespective of any mark you may receive),  the way you evaluate your progress is little different to the student who seeks a method that helps them chase a targeted mark.  

The focus of any self-evaluation of your learning centres on developing a working or basic understanding of Blooms classifications (the cognitive goal) and then applying these classifications when evaluating your understanding of economics, more especially applying them to any piece of coursework before submission. If you feel this approach is a bit cynical remember that Bloom’s effort was to understand the structure of knowledge. Only later were these classifications adopted by educators as a way of bringing coherence to lecture planning, if not honesty in the assessment process.  

With a little though and depending on your goals, you will soon be able to devise your own learning objectives and apply them to the specific syllabus topics covered in your course. Remember, simply reflecting on them and using them to guide your study and revision you are taking a more active role in developing your understanding of the course topics and your learning of it. The six steps set out below will hopefully show you how all the above can be used and applied to your revision.

1)
Read and understand the assessment regulations 

This sounds simple, even a bit patronising, but many students do not sit down and read the assessment regulations, nor do they appreciate how particular assessment tasks (e.g. coursework & exams) might be weighted to derive the final mark. Worse still, when taken out of the context of say an exam, many students seem to loose the ability to use percentages. Therefore they can not calculate their marks to date, without this calculation they are then unable to set themselves any target for their subsequent assessments. Appendix A has a grid that you might want to use to organise and understand all the assessment you will undertake in a given year.  

2)
Read and reflect



Quoting Moon (2002), be observant, you can not learn something if you do not notice it - so attend the lectures, read the textbook and attend seminars. However what you will be reflecting on changes as you progress through your course. 

At the start of your course
Fortunately for the student and since economics is about people (you) your first point of reference is your own experience or instrumental knowledge - usually as a consumer. So as you come across our economic theories ask yourself; is this the way I make a choice? When the topic moves into activities you do not do (e.g. run a firm) ask yourself if you would make the same choices that economics claims the ‘economic agent’ will make. That is to say using empathy ‘put yourself in their shoes.’  In asking these questions you are using your interpretational knowledge to make sense, to make meaning of the economist’s ‘story’. Even if your answers are different to those of the economist, you are in effect using your critical and evaluative knowledge if only to put things in to context. In doing this you are in effect creating ownership of this understanding.

Once you start acquiring knowledge of economics
As you move on and your understanding of economics gets broader, that is to say it becomes your instrumental knowledge the process of reflection involves relating newer ideas to those that you have previously acquired. In this way your inventory of economic knowledge will start to grow and become connected. Two examples demonstrate how economic ideas build up in to more complex understanding. First is a topic called Price Elasticity of Demand (PED), when the time comes, you will see that to understand this topic requires you to relate back to a previous topic namely, Supply and Demand. Secondly, near the end of a traditional course in microeconomics (usually done in the first term) you will be looking at the ‘social efficiency’ of free market economies. This topic is a synthesis of all the topics studied before hand and provides the framework with which to analyse and evaluate the free market mechanism. Clearly, with out some knowledge of the previous topics (including PED!), your understanding social efficiency will not be achieved. 

It is worth mentioning at this point that when it comes to the exams, many students believe they can study or revise ‘bits’ of the course. But as the two examples show economics is not chopped up into discrete chunks.  Not surprisingly, students who join a course later on have a lot of catching up to do. 

3)
Check your inventory


Simply put, listing what it is you do and do not know about a given topic. These strengths and weakness can be discovered when tackling the typical seminar question or planning an essay answer. The trick is to take one step at a time, and where a gap in your understanding occurs, precede no further until you have ‘plugged’ it. 

However without some idea about what it is you don’t understand ‘plugging’ a gap is easier said than done. But this is where Bloom’s taxonomy comes in. As already seen, each assessment criteria (page 6) is associated with various active verbs’. These verbs can be used to structure your understanding and revision. Thus, when dealing with any specific topic (e.g. price elasticity of demand) ask yourself the following questions;  
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The questions

Define it?

Reproduce it? 

Give examples of it?

Interpret it?

Illustrate it? 

Estimate it?

Demonstrate it?

Tabulate it? 

Manipulate it?

Verify it?

Apply it?

Differentiate it? 

Account for … using it?

Confirm … with it?

Illustrate how … with it?

Infer from it?

Imply … with it?

Propose … using it?

Conclude … using it?            

TOPIC

Comprehension 

Application  

Analysis

Synthesis

Price Elasticity of Demand

What's being evaluated

Knowledge 


4)
Practice and reflect

Obviously, what needs to be practiced and perfected or those topics identified in step 2). Tedious as it may seem you do need to practice, not only your skills of maths and algebra, the use of diagrams but spotting un-stated assumptions and interpreting the questions correctly (see - ‘A word of warning’ below). 

As a first stop, look at previous exam/essay questions and devise what you consider to be a good ‘essay/answer plan’. Then make an appointment to see your tutor in their office hour, to discuss this plan (warts and all). For the student new to economics this is a good starting point to see how the economist ‘tells their story’ using diagrams and text. Similarly, when looking at old exam questions, or any homework/seminar task, look at the verbs being used in the questions and consider the question style also. In doing so ask yourself which skill or cognitive ability, are you being asked to demonstrate? 

5)
Planning and checking your coursework essays

In planning your essay and as with 4) try and second guess what skills the tutor is hoping you will demonstrate in your essay, read the question and look at the verbs. Think also about what learning objectives the question is referring to – what ones would you set if you were the tutor? Draw up a rough plan/marking scheme and discuss it with your lecturer – believe me they will be happy to do so.

Before submitting an essay, critically assess it - mark it! What mark would you give yourself? (And please check your spelling and grammar!). Most important, collect all your marked work, and read the feedback - if it is good feedback it will tell you exactly where you ‘got it right’ and were ‘you got it wrong’. Your tutor is doing your reflection for you!
6) Reflect and Plan

The last activity is very strategic in nature and involves a different approach to checking your understanding. Simply put, the activity is to ask seven questions; Who? What? When? Where? Why? Which? and, How? 

These may appear rather general but, nevertheless, they reflect all the Bloom’s classifications listed on pages 6. More importantly, by combining these questions with the subject material you are effectively devising the basis of an exam question. This means you can probably second guess most exam questions! This is not cheating - rather it is a consistent and focused approach to your own learning. 

We could demonstrate the technique by looking at "supply and demand" and their relationship to changes in the price of goods and services you buy. Accepting that at present you might not know much about this topic, it is likely that you might ask the following questions; 
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Looking at the learning objectives on page 10 you should see is a close match – the only difference is in the style of the language. Also, if you can answers questions 1, 2, 3, 5, and 8 above, you then could answer the exam example exam question on page 10?  The important thing to note is that as you learn more of a topic, devising or second guessing possible exam questions will get easier and you will become more sophisticated in your questions - certainly more confident in the topic.   

A word of warning

By its very nature economics looks at topical, day to day problems – it’s a social science after all! But as a science it attempts to analyze, understand and explain such problems in a structured way using specific techniques, i.e. models and diagrams, equations and terminology. The purpose of assessment is then to test your ability to use these techniques and not to test your awareness of topical social problems (as an undergraduate such awareness is assumed). So please to not be tempted to think that an economics exam question can be tackled using common knowledge, such ‘waffles’ will attract few if any marks. The analogy would be our apprenticed bricklayer, who when assessed does indeed build a wall, a fine looking wall that is strong and sturdy, the only problem…it’s a wooden fence.

A conclusion
This booklet has been developed to encourage you to adopt a reflective/metacognitive approach to your learning. The strategy suggested is basically honest; if the structure of understanding is, as Bloom suggests, a layering of different cognitive abilities then the simple solution to learning and revision is to understand how tutors use Bloom’s taxonomy to plan and assess your learning. The key to this process is the act of reflection: looking back helps you to look forward. 

If you adopt this approach, you should begin to find that your learning becomes easier and over time as your knowledge builds up you will become more inquisitive and critical of the ideas presented to you either in your classes or in your everyday life. You will find yourself pondering where these ideas have come from, why they have been developed and for what purpose they are designed, you will wonder where they lead to and who do they actually benefit. That is to say you will find yourself becoming more adroit and agile in your thinking - more able to understand the world around you. 
David Allen
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Notes

(1) Award code:

 e.g.L100/1

(2) Type of assessemnt:

 e.g. Essay, Test, etc (keep it short so that it will fit into the cell) 

(3) Date due

: enter the date the assesment is due or will take place, if this has yet to be arranged type in TBA.

(4) Weighting

: this should be a decimal e.g. 0.10 would equate to a 10% weighting, all your weightings should therefore add to 1.0.

(5) Target mark

: enter the percentage mark (e.g. 72%) you will be aiming for in each piece of assessment

(6) Total Mark: 

calculate your total target mark for each module
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Name of your award

Total coursework mark
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Module 2



Module 3



Module 1



Module 6



Module 4



  Element 5



Element 6



  Element 3



  Element 4



  Element 1

  Element 2
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Question





Skill





1)  What is supply and demand?





Knowledge





2)  How are they related to price changes? 





Comprehension





   3)  Who controls supply and demand?





Knowledge











4)  Why will demand and supply change?





Application





5)  What is different about price changes over the short term compared to the long term?    





Analysis





6)  Where and when do prices change? 





Application





7)  Who changes the prices? 





Comprehension





8)  Why is a price an 'equilibrium' price





Comprehension & Analysis











� 	'You only move twice' The Simpsons TM, Twentieth Century Fox


�  	The interested student of economics, once they have settled in to university life, will find Backhouse, R, E. (2002), The 	Penguin History of Economic Thought, to be an extremely useful book since it explains the context of these changes in 	economic thought. It also has a formidable bibliography.


� 	In Moon’s (2002) original text she uses the word ‘anticipated’ which at the risk of being called a pedant could be interpreted as 	“to 	forestall “  - to avoid e.g. ,‘I anticipated his punch so I ducked’  


� The Oxford Concise Dictionary 7th ed, 1983, page 182


� 	The terms in bold and underlined denote standard terminology used by economists to find out more about 	how economists use these terms, check out the relevant chapters in your text book.  
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