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Down with the Dismal Science:  

Using the High School Economics Class to Empower Students 

 

by Jim Charkins, PhD. 

Jim Charkins is Economics Professor Emeritus at California State Uni-

versity San Bernardino, Chief Academic Officer of the California 

Council on Economic Education, and Founding Board Member of the 

California Association of School Economics Teachers. He has re-

ceived numerous awards including the Hilda Taba Award, the highest 

recognition granted by the California Council for the Social Studies, 

and the Adam Smith Award, the highest recognition granted by the 

(national) Council for Economic Education.  

He taught economics and he began his first 

day of class with the following statement, 

“Morning students” (notice he didn’t say good 

morning) and he continued, “this class is eco-

nomics, the dismal science. You have to take it 

and I have to teach it. As long as you success-

fully repeat what I say and parrot it back to me 

on your exams, we will all get through this alt-

hough it will surely be painful. Take out your 

textbook and read Chapter One and then answer 

the questions at the end of the chapter while I do 

more important things.”   

Unfortunately, this is actually how some 

economics courses begin. The phrase, “dismal 

science” was coined by Thomas Carlyle, a Scot-

tish writer, historian, and philosopher. An abso-

lute racist, Carlyle was looking for a justifica-

tion for slavery arguing that the laws of supply 

and demand should not apply for plantation la-

bor in the West Indies. He looked into economic 

theory and could find no justification. Due to his 

disappointment with economics, he labelled it 

the dismal science, with no reference to Malthus 

and his dismal view of population growth out-

stripping resource growth. Or so the most recent 

story goes.1 

Regardless of its origin, the sobriquet, the 

dismal science, has stuck. For many reasons, 

students and teachers alike dread the thought of 

teaching and studying economics. It is with a 

sense of doom and gloom that many students 

enter the economics classroom. Here are some 

of the reasons that economics as currently pre-

sented is worthy of the term “the dismal sci-

ence.” 

 

 The goal of the course is unclear for both 

teachers and students. For many, the answer 

to the question, “Why do we have to take 

this course?” is, “You have to take this 

course because you have to take this course; 

it is a requirement.”  

 Economics is unnecessarily abstract. Using 

examples relating to an unrealistic firm in a 

1 https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/12/why-economics-is-really-called-the-dismal-science/282454/  

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/12/why-economics-is-really-called-the-dismal-science/282454/
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perfectly competitive market with perfect 

knowledge on the part of both buyers and 

sellers is about as far away from reality for 

most high school students as you can get. 

 Most economics courses lose the forest for 

the trees. In attempting to teach almost eve-

rything that is taught in a two-semester col-

lege course in a one-semester high school 

course, in senior year, spring semester, is 

usually unsuccessful.  

 Graphical analysis is often perceived as the 

message instead of one form of confirming 

what economic reasoning tells us. In con-

ventional economic thinking, rent controls 

below the equilibrium price provide incen-

tives for apartment owners to reduce the 

quality and quantity of their offerings and 

incentives for apartment seekers to increase 

their efforts to find apartments. If students 

can draw the graphs without understanding 

the incentives behind them, they don’t un-

derstand economics. 

 For some students, where economics is a 

requirement for graduation, the course is a 

serious threat. If they don’t pass the course, 

they don’t graduate, but the course with its 

unintelligible vocabulary and abstract and 

irrelevant graphs and equations is a hurdle 

that many can’t jump.  

 

The good news is that the California Asso-

ciation of School Economics Teachers 

(CASET) and the California Council on Eco-

nomic Education (CCEE) have developed a 

course that helps teachers implement the Cali-

fornia History/Social Science Standards, the 

California History/Social Science Framework, 

and the National Council for the Social Studies 

C3 Framework. Instead of emphasizing, the 

“dismal” the course emphasizes the “hopeful,” 

empowering students to use economic reasoning 

to achieve their goals.2  

The course is based on one fundamental 

precept: Economics is the means, not the end. 

The purpose of the course is to help students 

learn to use economics concepts, principles, and 

analytical tools to achieve their goals. Once stu-

dents have considered their goals, they can 

begin to evaluate their most important resource, 

their unique bundle of skills, knowledge, experi-

ence, and personal qualities (human capital).  

Understanding the power of their human capital, 

they can begin strategizing ways to use and im-

prove it. The first few classes can help students 

recognize that the course is about them. If eco-

nomics is a method of deciding how to use re-

sources as effectively and efficiently as possible 

to achieve goals, students are immediately 

brought into the course by considering their 

goals and their human capital. This course is not 

meant to be a barrier to graduation; it is meant 

to help students achieve success in life as work-

ers/entrepreneurs, consumers, savers, spouses, 

parents, citizens, and any other roles they 

choose.   

Following the C3 Framework, the course is 

divided into four units: economic reasoning, 

markets, the national economy, and the global 

economy. Each unit presents opportunities for 

the use of benefit cost analysis and the Inquiry 

Arc.  It revolves around nine basic economics 

principles and five teaching considerations. 

2Leading contributors to the development of the course include Giff Asimos – CASET board member and teacher at He-

lix Charter School – San Diego, Jim Charkins - CASET co-founder and CCEE Chief Academic Officer, Greg Fisher – 

CASET board member, principal and teacher – HARTS Academy – Los Angeles, Brian Held - CASET President and 

teacher - Loyola High School - Los Angeles, Maury Zapata – CASET board member and teacher – Lincoln High School 

– Los Angeles 
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The Economics 

 

1. People choose; there is no such choice as a 

free choice. 

2. People usually decide at the margin (give a 

little, get a little). 

3. Skills, knowledge, experience and personal 

qualities (human capital) influence the ability 

to achieve goals. 

4. Voluntary and informed exchange benefits 

the traders. 

5. People respond to incentives; there are often 

unintended consequences.  

6. Markets work well with competition, the rule 

of law, information, incentives, and property 

rights. 

7. Public policies create winners and losers. Do 

the gains outweigh the losses?  

8. Fiscal and monetary policies influence peo-

ple’s decisions. 

9. Globalization has positive and negative ef-

fects on different groups .  

 

The Pedagogy 

 

1. If the economics concept/analysis helps 

students succeed, we should teach it; if it 

doesn’t, we should not.  

Learning that the marginal cost curve inter-

sects the average variable cost curve at the mini-

mal point of the average variable cost curve may 

not change students’ lives. If the goal of the 

course is to help students achieve their goals, 

teaching some of these relatively obscure truths 

is difficult to justify. While students may leave 

the course unaware of the difference between 

Keynesians and Monetarists, they will learn that 

every choice has a cost and it is a good idea to 

try to identify that cost before making a deci-

sion.   They will learn that their human capital is 

their key to success. To this end, they can pursue 

education and training that will strengthen their 

human capital.  

 

2.  Relate everything we teach to the student.  

Instead of teaching marginal thinking in the 

context of the perfectly competitive firm men-

tioned above, why not begin with a discussion of 

the snooze alarm. If the teacher concludes the 

economic reasoning unit with a budget exercise, 

ask students how the decisions made in reducing 

expenditures on some items (clothing, entertain-

ment, housing) exemplify marginal decisions. 

When investigating labor markets, ask students 

to consider the type of work they might want to 

pursue and use the Bureau of Labor Statistics 

Occupational Outlook Handbook to investigate 

that particular labor market. In learning about the 

national economy, students can use the St. Louis 

Fed’s Federal Reserve Economics Data (FRED)3 

to describe the current economy and its direction 

over the next few months  and the implications 

of that economy for them. What are the implica-

tions of monetary and fiscal policy—for them? 

In terms of the global economy, changes in the 

price of currencies affect students directly by 

influencing  the prices of items they buy. Let’s 

demonstrate that rather than using the examples 

of international traders and their arbitrage strate-

gies.   

 

3.   In evaluating economic policies, it is im-

perative to identify the advantages and disad-

vantages for different groups.  

Is a strong dollar good for America? Is open 

trade good for America? Do rent controls result 

in low cost housing for the homeless? Is a tax cut 

good for taxpayers? Is supporting farmers essen-

tial to a stable food supply for America? These 

3https://fred.stlouisfed.org/ 

3https:/fred.stlouisfed.org/
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questions have one thing in common—they ig-

nore the fact that some Americans gain from 

each of these policies and some lose. Most 

economists agree that the net effect of open 

trade is positive but we would be remiss if we 

didn’t let students know that reduction of trade 

barriers affects different groups differently re-

sulting in both positive and  negative effects. 

While that does not suggest that we should close 

our borders to trade, it does suggest that we 

should investigate the negative effects and ana-

lyze different ways to compensate the los-

ers. One of the major lessons of a good econom-

ics course is that most issues are complicated 

and simple answers are usually incorrect or in-

complete answers.  

 

4.   The teacher’s political leanings should 

not influence student learning.  

This is a hard one. Most of us have definite 

political biases and it is difficult to hide those 

biases. Using the Inquiry Arc, allowing students 

to research different views on policies helps us 

to take a back seat. As a result, it is easier to 

play the role of an impartial observer. If blatant-

ly incorrect statements or analyses are presented 

however, the teacher must step in to cor-

rect  those mistakes.  

 

Engaging in Civil Discourse 

 

What has been discussed so far will certain-

ly help prepare students for college and career, 

but what about civic life? The Inquiry Arc al-

lows students to inform themselves about policy 

issues and to  discuss their ideas in a civil man-

ner. The following questions can prove helpful 

in analyzing public policy. What is the policy? 

What are the stated goals of the policy? Is it 

likely that the policy will achieve the stated 

goals? Who has proposed the policy? What are 

the political incentives of the proposers? Who is 

or will be directly affected by the policy? Who 

gains, who loses? How do you measure gains 

and losses? What are the secondary effects 

(unintended consequences) of the policy? Who 

gains, who loses? How do you measure the 

gains and losses? Overall, do the gains outweigh 

the losses? Is there a way that the winners can 

compensate the losers? Is this the most effective 

and efficient use of our resources? If not, is 

there a better way to achieve the goal?  

Given the research that students have done 

from different perspectives, and given their 

mastery of economics analytical tools such as 

supply and demand, students are prepared to 

engage in civil discourse using the questions 

above as a guide. Finally, students can frame the 

question in terms of benefit/cost analysis and 

vote on the issue. Those who feel strongly about 

the issue can then decide what type of civic ac-

tion they would like to pursue.   

 

Conclusion 

 

The high school economics course has been 

the bane of students’ existence for years. It’s 

time to change that. CASET and CCEE have 

developed a course that helps teachers imple-

ment the 12th grade economics standards, the 

History-Social-Science Framework and incorpo-

rates the Inquiry Arc of the C3 Framework, 

helping to prepare students for college, career, 

and civic life.  

References 

California history-social science framework. (2016). California Department of Education. 

College, career & civic life (C3) framework for social studies state standards. (2013). National 

Council for the Social Studies. 


