
Journal of College Teaching & Learning – November 2006                                                        Volume 3, Number 11 

 59 

What Matters In Economics Teaching And 

Learning? A Case Study Of An Introductory 

Macroeconomics Course In South Africa 
J. D. Snowball, (E-mail:  j.snowball@ru.ac.za), Rhodes University, South Africa 

M. K. Wilson, (E-mail:  m.wilson@ru.ac.za), Rhodes University, South Africa 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

In many universities, economics lecturers now face the challenge of dealing with large, diverse 

classes, especially at undergraduate level. A common concern is the non-attendance at lectures of 

unmotivated (conscript) students. Poor lecture quality, as reflected in student evaluations of 

teaching (SETs), is often blamed for lack of attendance and consequent poor performance. This 

paper presents the results of a student assessment of a macroeconomics 1 course, coupled with a 

self-assessment of their own input into the course. The results obtained, using econometric models, 

suggest that students inputs and attitudes to the course are equally, or more, important than lecture 

attendance itself.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

lthough student evaluations of teaching (SETs) are mandatory in most universities, they are a more 

contentious teaching evaluation tool than many realize. For example, it has been noted by a number 

of authors that SETs are positively correlated with student characteristics, like grades or expected 

grades, student effort and even psychological factors. It is thus likely that SETs are capturing, not only the quality of 

the lectures delivered, but also the characteristics of the specific student.   

 

For example, dedicated students, who attend lectures more regularly, do the required reading and so on, are 

likely to get more out of lectures than less dedicated students. SETs would then be dependent not only on the actual 

quality of the lectures, but also on student inputs into the course. The central question would then become how one 

motivates students to become more involved (lecture quality obviously being part of this), rather than placing the onus 

on lecturers to improve lecture quality only.  

 

We argue that this new focus, or restatement of the problem, is important because it puts at least, some of the 

responsibility for learning back with the students. A danger of using SETs for staff evaluation is that some students 

somehow get the idea that their learning is the lecturer’s responsibility and that failure is not their problem, but the 

result of poor teaching. While teaching quality (as evaluated by the students) is likely to be an important determinant 

of both lecture attendance and performance, we hypothesize that the causality runs, at least partly, from good students 

to good lecturer evaluations and not the other way around. Building on this, we hypothesize that student rating of 

lecture quality is positively related to student input into the course (measured by hours of work outside class, textbook 

reading and so on), which in turn is often positively related to performance.  

 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

What the above discussion indicates is that, while student evaluations of lecture quality is an important 

determinant of student performance and has a significant effect on their overall rating of the course, it is also capturing 

some of the characteristics of the students themselves. What seems to be an equally important factor is the motivation 

of the students, as evidenced by their input into the course. 

A 
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The recent focus of higher education research and authorities on assessment methods as being very important 

in motivating and empowering students may be of considerably help here. For example, peer assessment has been 

shown to be very useful: it simulates a real-world environment where feedback from peers is important; develops 

critical evaluation skills; exposes students to a variety of different answers; encourages better quality work; and 

increases student confidence (Rust 2001; Salemi et al. 2001; Crocket and Vasanthi 2003; Mento and Larson 2004, 

Race, 2001).  While not the focus of this paper, it would be interesting to compare the performance and teaching 

evaluations of courses taught with and without the use of peer assessment for some tasks. Further research is needed 

in this area. 

 

We have argued that lecture quality (as evaluated by students) is only one factor influencing course 

performance and that the evaluations themselves are coloured by student specific characteristics. In line with learner-

centered rather than teacher-centered teaching philosophies, we suggest that it is at least equally important that 

students are motivated to take responsibility for their own learning as it is to get staff to improve lecture quality.  

 

NOTE  
 

 Full paper available from author. 
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