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2020 Premier’s Reserve Bank of Australia Economics Scholarship
Lending a helping hand
Designing resources that help Commerce teachers more confidently teach economics content
Alexander Symonds
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Sponsored by the Reserve Bank of Australia
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The Premier’s Teacher Scholarships program – an initiative of the NSW Premier’s Department and administered by the NSW Department of Education – provides funding for a five-week study tour to explore best practice in a recipient’s chosen focus area. The program aims to deliver outcomes for recipients, students, teacher colleagues and school communities. This report was completed following scholarship study tour activities. It is produced by the author in their capacity as a scholarship recipient and may not represent the views of the NSW government, employing authority or sponsoring organisation.
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Introduction
I was initially awarded the 2020 Premier’s Reserve Bank of Australia Economics Scholarship to investigate how the use of technology could help increase student participation in, and engagement with, high school Economics. My study tour was set to take in a range of schools, organisations, and conferences that were at the forefront of this, including Silicon Valley-based schools and Marginal Revolution University in Virginia. My departure date was intended to be March 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic and associated travel restrictions curtailed my original plans and forced a project rethink.
In consultation with the scholarship sponsor – the Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) – and the NSW Department of Education, I changed tack. Instead of a study tour, I would design economics-related resources for high school Commerce teachers and students. This represented a marked departure from the usual focus of study tours and I was enormously grateful to have the opportunity to change scope.
The goal of the revised project was two-fold:
to increase the pipeline of students choosing to study economics in their senior years (thereby working to reverse the decline in the number of students choosing the subject)
to boost the confidence of non-economics teachers who were required to teach economics content as part of the NSW Commerce elective.
Given the pandemic, my project did not unfold like a typical study tour. While I was awarded the scholarship for 2020, I did not commence the new focus until late 2021. I worked on the resources, while employed full-time as a teacher, from September 2021 until October 2022. At this point, I became an employee at the RBA and continued working on the resources in my role as a Public Education Economist/Economics Teacher. As of March 2024, the work is ongoing and forms part of the broader body of resource development in the RBA’s public education team. 
The Revised Focus of Study
In NSW high schools, students can choose the elective subject of Commerce which is typically offered in Years 9 and 10. In 2019, the NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) published a new Commerce syllabus and made a previously optional economics module, The Economic and Business Environment, mandatory. 
On the one hand, this was a positive development as more students would be exposed to economic concepts and may be motivated to select Economics as a senior subject. On the other hand, there was evidence that some Commerce teachers were not comfortable teaching economics content. For example, there were frequent posts to online teaching groups seeking clarification and specific resources to address concepts in the compulsory economics module. In addition, the RBA’s Education Team received queries from teachers requesting assistance.
My new scholarship focus was to create high-quality resources to help teachers and students working through the compulsory economics module. The resources would encompass a comprehensive suite of elements, such as:
lesson plans addressing specific syllabus dot points
lesson slides, videos and worksheets 
potential assessment tasks
an overall teacher guide that comprehensively explained the materials, including how they could be deployed in the classroom and the basis for the approach
an RBA-supported teacher professional development webinar to explain and promote the materials.
I wanted to avoid reinventing the wheel and instead draw on existing high-quality materials that could underpin or supplement the new resources. In this way, I wanted to include the RBA’s existing educational materials which were highly valued by teachers and vetted by a highly respected economic institution. I consistently used these resources as a teacher and found them a valuable tool to use with students. 
Significant Learning
For this section, I have chosen to focus on the key stages of the scholarship project. These demonstrate the decision-making processes behind the resources and the way best practices and stakeholder input was sought, considered, and incorporated. When I refer to ’we’ I am talking about the RBA’s Education Team and myself as we worked very closely on the revised focus (and I eventually became part of the Team too).
Syllabus focus versus concepts focus
At the start, we planned to develop resources that ticked off each syllabus point (known as ‘dot points’) that teachers were required to cover in the economics module. This approach made sense in providing resources for NSW teachers and students.
Yet the RBA’s education program has a national focus. In talking to educators from other states, we found that the NSW syllabus dot points were similar but not identical to content in comparable courses around Australia. For example, the economics module in the NSW curriculum requires students to study the five sector and business cycle models; the Australian Curriculum and Victorian Curriculum do not. The latter curricula cover elements of the model but students are not required to engage with the overall model in the same way as in NSW.
In consultation with the RBA’s education stakeholders, including its Educators Advisory Panel (EAP), which is made up of best-practice economics educators and representatives of peak teaching bodies from around the country, we altered our approach. We went from designing resources that addressed dot points to designing materials that focused on foundational economic concepts that arose in syllabi nationwide (and that had strong links back to the NSW syllabus). Essentially, we sought to expand the relevance of the resources to a broader range of educators. We would support teachers in each state by maintaining a ‘running document’ that would indicate where in the respective state curricula the new PAE resources could be used. Everything would be accessible from the RBA’s website.
This was also a highly pragmatic approach. Curricula are subject to regular review; as such, the specific dot points can change regularly. However, the fundamental economic concepts that underpin these curricula have remained consistent for some time. If and when curricula change, we could adjust our instructions on how teachers should apply the material – an easier task than continually revising the underlying resources.
Deciding on the economic concepts
So if we were going to focus on economic concepts, which ones should we include? 
This was an open question and the source of much discussion between myself, the RBA and members of the EAP. We initially reversed-engineered the process and thought about the kind of concepts a student should have been introduced to before commencing senior Economics. But this was a very broad way of pinning the concepts down.
A more fruitful approach was to link the identification of economic concepts to the work being concurrently done by the RBA’s Education team on the concept of economic literacy. This is best explained by the December 2022 Bulletin article by Madeline McCowage and Jacqui Dwyer, ‘Economic Literacy: What Is It and Why Is It Important?’. In this paper, the authors created a working definition of economic literacy and the topics and principles that, if understood, would go towards making someone economically literate. Below is an excerpt from the RBA article on economic literacy 
Proposed working definition of economic literacy
Someone attains economic literacy if, years after they have been taught, they can apply the four essential principles of economics in situations relevant to their lives and different from those encountered in the classroom. They will use these principles as the basis of economic analysis and decision-making, and they will understand the basic aspects of seven core economic topics that explain the economic system in which they participate.
The four essential principles of economics are: the cost-benefit principle; the opportunity cost principle; the marginal principle; and the interdependence principle.
The seven core topics of economics are: scarcity; economic behaviour; the ways in which goods and services are allocated; the structure and operation of markets; the use of factors of production; core macroeconomic variables and features of a business cycle; and the role of government and economic institutions in influencing economic outcomes.
(McCowage and Dwyer, 2022)
We used these core topics as the key concepts to be addressed. The principles would also be touched on, where relevant, in particular resources. This strategy would also ensure that the new resources would cover the majority of economics content in the NSW Commerce syllabus. From there, we created topics for an initial set of resources:
The economic problem: incorporating scarcity and decision making
Choices: examining the factors underlying decision-making for individuals, firms, and governments
Opportunity cost and the production possibilities frontier: addressing a principle that has a close connection to course content
The economic questions: addressing the key questions of
What to produce
How to produce
How much to produce
How to distribute production
Resources/The factors of production
Developing high-quality resources
Another part of the scholarship project involved conducting research into the elements of high-quality teaching resources. This was a key step to benchmark the finished products, and ensure they were fit for purpose and effective when deployed in the classroom.
I found that there were no globally accepted standards for quality classroom resources. Teachers in the literature discussed the lack of common standards to evaluate resource quality. As a result, individual teachers and organisations tended to develop their own heuristics, and while these may have commonalties, they were not applied consistently across the education sector (Bugler et al 2017).
As part of my research I identified common elements of classroom resources valued by teachers. From there, I reflected on my practice of creating resources and drew out the elements that helped improve student outcomes. This was a not definitive nor objective process; however, it provided a basis to establish a framework for ‘quality’ based on research and practice (see Table 1). These features would be incorporated into the resources and could be pointed to as part of a ‘quality assurance’ step for teachers.
Table 1: Consolidated key features of ‘quality’ classroom resources (need a different font etc and references from below?)
	Key features
	Summary

	1. Aligns to standards
	Resources with clear links to standards or curriculum points can help teachers understand where the resource fits in their curriculum planning/units of work (and increase their take-up of the material).
Teachers may need to demonstrate to school/education authorities how their resources and activities align to standards such as the Australian Curriculum.

	2. Comprehensive
	Teachers want resources that are all-inclusive and do not require extra searching to flesh out lessons or units.
‘Comprehensive’ materials:
· have all activities listed in detail
· include relevant supporting materials (particularly for teachers)
· have detailed answers to included questions (e.g. beyond advice that “students answers may vary”)

	3. Engaging and accessible
	Useful resources are clear for teachers and students. They also require an appropriate level of effort for the relevant year group, with paths for differentiation. For example, resources may offer complex, intermediate and basic questions or activities.
Such resources also offer a ‘hook’ for students, for instance by containing multiple links to students’ own lives. 

	4. Vetted by teachers/contribution from teachers
	Instructional materials are viewed as more trustworthy when they have been made by and for teachers. In practice this includes teacher comments and opinions, as well as ratings based on actual teacher use.


(Sources: Bugler et al 2017; Chingos and Whitehurst 2012; Grattan 2022; Jackson and Makarin 2018).

Conclusion
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]My scholarship project was not a typical experience. The global pandemic and associated travel restrictions upended my original plans but forced a fruitful rethink. Through the revised project we commenced a process of high-quality resource creation that remains in train as of March 2024. 
At the time of writing this report, we are finalising the text and graphic design of the first set of resources, readying them for publication and distribution to teachers to deploy in classrooms. This has not been a linear or seamless process, but rather one of iteration and adaptation. We have also presented the outline of these resources to teachers at the RBA’s Teacher Immersion Event, the leading professional development event for economics teachers, and received overwhelmingly positive feedback. “We need these yesterday,” was one comment.
As I have embarked on a process, there is no easy conclusion to provide here that neatly wraps up the project. But, with the assistance of the RBA and the Premier’s Teacher Scholarships team, we created an alternate focus that will, in time, deliver benefits to teachers and students. Once published, the resources will be freely available on the RBA’s website and distributed as widely as possible. 
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