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ABSTRACT

This paper is an analysis of a sample of popular books aimed at the general literate public and their use for teaching a group of willing adults a course in economic terminology. The goal is to meet a perceived need for educational enrichment and renewal on the Business & Economics Team in the Social Sciences Cataloging Division at the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.  This need is an ongoing one for not only is review essential in order to maintain all employees on the same level but team member turnover requires familiarizing new recruits with common economic terms. The team catalogs in English books (and makes “bibliographically accessible” an increasing number of digital materials) in the areas of social science statistics, economic theory, demography, economic history and conditions, management, industry, labor, agriculture, transportation, communications, commerce, and finance. Teaching methods and styles are different on the job than in the academic classroom. This is “just-in-time” learning for specific reasons–classifying material–rather than deep academic learning. An interactive formal with frequent questions and answers and immediate feedback is essential.  

PROPOSAL AND NEED FOR THE COURSE

In late 1999, I proposed to my team leader, a first-line supervisor, an in-house class titled “Economics for Non-Economists/Economics for Cataloging.” This was in response to the expressed need, often voiced out of exasperation by both catalogers and technicians, for instruction and /or review of economic terms encountered during the course of cataloging and shelf listing monographs. Although everyone on the team of eleven had some working knowledge of economics acquired either through academic study or years of experience in a library setting, it was clear that we would benefit from a common understanding of concepts that we encountered on a daily basis. As a team, we strive for uniformity in the way that we organize materials. Consistent classification of items in our subject areas serves the research community as a whole since comparable facilities often rely upon our records as patterns for their own. Increasingly library information is available through online methods. The Library of Congress online database of bibliographic records cataloged in its alphanumeric system is available through the Online Public Access Catalog (OPAC) on the Library’s website www.loc.gov. The Online Computer Library Center (OCLC) database of the cataloging records of many United States libraries in addition to LC is also accessible.  Few professionals catalog only for their own clientele. In an age when records are shared, agreement on methods of cataloging is desirable.

At the Library of Congress and elsewhere in the United States, adults often cannot find the time for academic instruction after work or on weekends. Due to past and anticipated future budgetary constraints, the employing institution does not always have adequate training funds for all interested persons to pursue that even if they could. On-site classes, especially attuned to the work in hand (especially when brought by hand to the seminar) are desirable and are a beneficial alternative. I helped to team teach a course in basic concepts in 2000 (my proposal made in 1999 was accepted and acted upon.) But I have since wondered whether, with the onslaught of the publication of popular books in economics (many of which I have cataloged) greater understanding in the field would further facilitate understanding among my colleagues.  

My supervisor has since moved to another team, many of my previous student/colleagues have retired and been succeeded by newer members with whom I would like to share the burden and the benefit of instructing their coworkers. I myself entertain ideas about transferring within the organization. I would like to pass on my institutional knowledge of basic economic terms and cataloging skills in order to maintain a uniformity and continuity within the team. It would be a useful legacy.    

METHODOLOGY

I had devised and co-taught (along with my team leader) in 2000 a voluntary class, which for one hour almost every week over a six-month period analyzed specific selected Library of Congress Subject Headings. As the he deviser of the class, I made the selections, incorporating subject terms that students submitted. The co-instructor received a copy of that week’s handout at least two days before the class met. Class members also reviewed parts of the H-HJ classification schedule by means of Power Point presentations that addressed the areas of: economic theory, demography, agriculture, labor, industry, transportation, and telecommunication, private and public finance.    

Within the LC classification system, selected class numbers usually reflect the first subject heading alone. But catalogers choose additional headings to bring out other aspects of the work in question. In practice, we follow the twenty percent rule whereby all facets that comprise at least that percentage or more should be reflected by an additional subject heading. Biographies are an exception to the first subject heading class number correspondence. In those cases, the person’s name is the first heading and the identifying descriptor, such as “economist” reflects the LC number used. In no cases do we attempt to index a book by providing more than ten subject headings to describe it. New projects at the Library such as providing the complete table of contents in a cataloging field adds more information about a book’s contents. 

The voluntary aspect emphasized that the course was for enrichment and enhancement of current knowledge rather than an indication that some employees were lacking and required remedial attention. It was gratifying that all members of the team, both catalogers and support staffers, chose to go to at least some of the sessions. Several attended all of them. Another indication of the class’s positive reception was the fact that members of other teams in the division heard favorable things about it and inquired whether they could join. The B & E Team handles the cataloging in the topics mentioned above in English but foreign language teams do the same in their respective domains. But to facilitate ease of communication and an expeditious schedule the class was limited to those who specifically worked on the English language team. The enrichment class might be offered to a wider audience. 

The challenge in suggesting the reading of books, even of a popular nature, is finding time and generating motivation. I found that all colleagues were willing to attend an on-site class some of the time and most were willing to attend most of the time. But “homework” in the sense of reading economics books, even which the students could borrow free of charge, is another matter.

Students in the year 2000 class had been encouraged to bring in books whose cataloging raised problems. Since they already knew the instructors as fellow team members, those in the class presumably were more inclined to ask questions that others might also have had. There was already at least some cooperative spirit among some of the team members. The two instructors deliberately involved senior team members by inviting them in particular to attend sessions in their fields of expertise to “keep the teachers honest.” This proper recognition of stakeholders elicited different levels of co-teaching within the class and generated frequent pertinent discussions. It also mitigated the fear that the appointed instructors were “taking over” catalogers’ specific territory, which is sometimes a concern of veteran employees.  

Class “ended” when the instructors completed going through the HJ portion of the schedule. But both teachers noted that learning and consultation within the team is an ongoing process. They made certificates of completion using WordPerfect for all the students, signed, and presented them. This marked the formal end of the course. 

As a proposed enrichment addition to this initial course, I would encourage one student/colleague each week to select a book to read and to offer it for consideration during a one-hour session. This should empower the student by placing him or her in the role of the teacher, raising questions that colleagues can answer or proposing economic quandaries derived from the reading that can be examined. The team leader or I would moderate the discourse as a panel moderator would. It would take more of the burden off the “teachers” qua moderators but also would allow less assurance that the session would be uniformly conducted and prove beneficial. Others, of course, would be welcome to do the entire reading as well.   

I as coordinator would still have important tasks, such as composing a selected bibliography. I would also of necessity serve as a back-up class leader by tasking myself with perusing all the books examined.  Among the books that I would suggest for reading and debate are venerable works such as Economics in One Lesson (1948) by Henry Hazlitt and The Worldly Philosophers: The Lives, Times, and Ideas of the Great Economic Thinkers by Robert L. Heilbroner (1961.) But I would also add Capitalism For Beginners (1981) by Robert Lekachman and Borin Van Loon; New Ideas From Dead Economists (1989) by Todd G. Buchholz, rev ed. 1999; From Here to Economy: A Shortcut to Economic Literacy (1995) by Buchholz; The Armchair Economist: Economics and Everyday Life (1993) by Steven E. Landsburg; Hidden Order: The Economics of Everyday Life (1996) by David Friedman; Naked Economics: Undressing the Dismal Science (2002) by Charles Wheelan; The Undercover Economist (2006) by Tim Harford; Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything (2005) by Steven D. Levitt; Stephen J. Dubner; Economics in the Movies (2004) by G. Dirk Mateer; New Ideas From Dead CEOs by Todd Buchholz (2007); and Discover Your Inner Economist by Tyler Cowen (2007.) In addition, I would have to add The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Economics (2003) by Tom Gorman and Economics for Dummies (2005) by Sean Masaki Flynn. The possibilities are more numerous than this list includes. Students could also suggest similar popular culture type books on economics and certainly bring in and cite periodical articles during the discussion.

OBJECTIVEStc "" AND EXAMPLES OF TEACHING MODULES 

The first session had begun with an introduction and a statement of the expectations of the class. These consisted of knowledge sharing and “succession planning,” that is, a transmission of past procedures not necessarily committed to print. This was to ensure adherence to previous best practices and their continued development.

I had gone to two local university bookstores to see what basic texts were then currently used for introductory college courses. I utilized them to supplement my instruction. Authors of the texts included Paul Samuelson and Joseph Stiglitz. Introductory theoretical concepts consisted of the definition of economics as the allocation of scarce resources among competing uses. By underscoring that people behaving economically make choices or trade-offs, I queried students to provide examples to indicate their understanding. The class decided that donating to charity ordinarily is not an economic decision but it can have an economic dimension. Alternatively economics was presented as the study of the ownership, production, distribution, and use of goods in limited supply. With this beginning the group proceeded to a discussion of microeconomics and macroeconomics. Other initial concepts included equilibrium, externalities, profit, public goods, and the production factors of land, labor, and capital.  

I found that these rather academic-type literature worked but especially when enlivened with examples from popular culture and history. Rather than the “dismal science” that Thomas Carlyle once characterized it as, my fellow instructor and I told students to consider that Mick Jagger, Ronald Reagan, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and Ted Turner had all majored in economics. This dispelled its somewhat severe aspect.

When assessing why demography was in our team’s part of the H schedule, when it so often related to sociology (from HM-HX) we noted that approximately one hundred years ago, when the schedules were largely formulated, demography was associated with scarcity and Malthusianism. The contemporary emphasis on sustainable development seems to make the original decision sound. 

As employees involved with cataloging business and economics texts, we did not need profound or deep understanding of terms but just mutual agreement on what they mean. In the spirit of fostering verbal exchange, I noted that I would continue to engage in the teacherly indulgence of posing questions. But in this non-graded course, it was not my intention to quiz fellow members for the purpose of assigning ranked scores. I wanted to see how these books were received and used.   

CONCLUSIONS

There are several conclusions from this experiment in-group learning and wish to proceed with it. The largely positive reactions indicated a probable welcome for additional refresher courses, hence my suggestion of a follow-up course. The class’s general success had fulfilled the basic goals set by the team leader so no additional sessions have as yet been given. There was already a considerable commitment of time consisting of eleven hours a week (represented by the eleven team members.) This did not include the instructors’ preparation time, largely done “on their own time, on their own dime.”. An online version of the course would be a good idea, allowing individuals to review what they had learned (or permitting new team members and participants of other teams virtually to take the class.)  But that would be without the healthy give-and-take of classroom discussions. In summary, collective improvement among team members took place with a minimal investment of time and money.  

The first course appeared to meet its stated objectives. A second course by this point is needed, not only because at least half of the original student/colleagues have retired but also because new concepts have developed over seven years. This is especially true with the increasing number of digital materials that libraries receive, many of which use the latest economic terms, often covered by the cloak of popular culture. I have personally found this to be true in the empirically based digital papers that I have cataloged as monographic series published by Forschungsinstitut zur Zukunft der Arbeit (IZA). Unlike what its name implies, IZA does not just limit its reports to labor and is not restricted to data only from Germany. An interdisciplinary research center associated with the University of Bonn, its researchers address important public policy issues on immigration, education, and the workplace, which scholars wish to be able to access as soon as possible.  The materials are also in English for the most part.  In addition, the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) and even, on occasions, the World Bank produce policy research working papers which offer important economic information presented in a style comprehensible to the average researcher. 

The use of popular culture texts to attune colleagues to economic terms would not only whet and maintain students’ interest. It would also make them more aware of how many in the academy and think tanks are now presenting their ideas in a popular guise. Some of the titles and abstracts of recent papers in the following appendix (in Figure 2) indicate that.      

FIGURE 1

An Abbreviated Version of the LC Class Schedule Used on the Business & Economics Team:

H       Social Sciences (General)

HA    Social Science Statistics. 

HB    Economics

HC    Economic History and Conditions (by region or country)

HD    Industries. Land Use. Labor

HE    Transportation and Communications

HF    Commerce

HG    Private Finance

HJ     Public Finance       

                                                              FIGURE 2
Examples of recent born digital economics papers from IZA revealing a sense of popular culture:

Brunello, Giorgi and Danielle Checchi. School Vouchers Italian Style (2005) 

“School vouchers introduced recently in some Italian regions have lowered the cost of private schools. On one side, we provide evidence that Italian private schools may be selected for different reasons than quality considerations. On the other side, by exploiting individual data on voucher applicants, we present evidence that the percentage of voucher applicants is higher the higher the average quality of private schools....” 

Gersbach, Hans and Hans Haller. Beware of Workaholics: Household Preferences and Individual Equilibrium Utility (2005) 

“This paper analyzes the effects of sociological changes in the form of a shift of influence within two-member households participating in labor and product markets. The most striking effects occur when household members differ in individual preferences and enjoy positive leisure-dependent externalities. For instance, a global sociological change where the ‘workaholic’ member becomes more influential in each working class household can render the working class worse off. A binding restriction on the number of hours an individual is allowed to work can benefit all workers.” 

Bryson, Alex, Lorenzo Cappellari, and Claudio Lucifora. Why So Unhappy? The Effects of Unionization on Job Satisfaction (2005)

“We use linked employer-employee data to investigate the job satisfaction effect of unionization in Britain. We depart from previous studies by developing a model that simultaneously controls for the endogeneity of union membership and union recognition. We shoe that a negative association between membership and satisfaction only emerges where there is a union recognized for bargaining, and that such an effect vanishes when the simultaneous selection into membership and recognition is taken into account....”

Coles, Melvyn Glyn and Marco Francesconi. On the Emergence of Toyboys: Equilibrium Matching With Ageing and Uncertain Careers (2007)

“Toyboy marriages (where the female partner is at least 5 years older than her male partner) have grown threefold since the 1970s in the United States and Britain. This paper examines this phenomenon using an equilibrium search framework in which becoming successful in the labour market takes time and decays with age....”  

Praag, Mirjam van and Bernard M. SA. Van Praag. The Benefits of Being Economics Professor A (and not Z) (2007) 
“Alphabetic name ordering on multi-authored academic papers, which is the convention in the economics discipline and various other disciplines, is to the advantage of people whose last name initials are placed early in the alphabet....”
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