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Economics in Action: An Educational Experience for Youth
John E. Ikerd, D. G. Harwood and R. D. Dahle, Extension Economists,

North Carolina State University.

Economics in Action is a short—term, high impact program designed
to acquaint youth with the realities of their economic enviromment. It
combines concepts from the economists and the real-world of business
and govermment leaders with the questioning minds of young people to

achieve impressive educational results.



ECONOMICS IN ACTION:
o AN EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE FOR YOUTH

At the 1972 National &4-H Congress, Mr. Raymond Firestone of tﬁe
Firestone Tire and Rubber Company expressed ﬁis concarns about the image
young people hold of today's business coﬁmunityo In a private conver-
sation, Mr. Firestone indicated that he and other businessmen of his
acquaintance were vitally concerned that many young people seemed to
blame them for every ﬁnhealthy aspect of the economy including pollu-
tion, unemployment, inflation, and other such problems. He_expreased é
‘concern that manyvyoﬁng people are apathetic‘toward the positive con-
tributions of the business community-and‘simply do not undersgand the
role of éhe businessman in todays society.

A survey of high school students by executives of the Lufkin Rule
Company of Apex, N. C. showed that these students had %reatly inflated
ideas of how much money businesses make, with estimates of'profits as
high as a 75 percent annual return on investment. On the oﬁher hand,
they greatly underestiﬁate the amount that companies pay their employees
with an average salary estimate of‘$3,000 per year for a foreman's
" position with a manufacturing company.

Concerns of businessmen such as those expressed above motivated
development of the Economics in Action program, but program momentumvis
maintained as much.ﬁy concerns of young people as by the concerns of
businessmen. Experiences with young people invthe Economics in Action
program haﬁe shown that‘they are vitally conéerned with the nature of

business today. They are concerned with the ethics and social con-

science of the business community. They are concernmed with the
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bhigness of,compénies and the impersonal relationships between companies
and their employees. And they feel that business "rips off" consumers.
by forciﬁg them to accept whatever is produced at whatever price the-

business wants to charge.

The primary function of the Economics in Action program is
education. Concerns of students are couched in the impérsonal logic of
economics’leaviﬁg final value judgements to the students. The program

' is neither a "whitewash" of business nor -an "attack on free enterpriée"c
Every atteﬁpt is made to bring out both sides of each issue by applying
unbiased economic logic. A by-product of the educational process ié
improved communication between the youth_and the business comﬁuniﬁyg In
the long rum, opeﬁing these lines of communication may be the most impor-

~

tant accomplishment of the program.
Objectives |

The primary objective of the Economics in Action program is to
acquaint youth with the realities of their ecomomic environment. This
environment includes the national economy, local husiness and.industry,
“ the local ;ommunity, and personal situations confronting the young
people on a day~to-day basis. The program is designed for youth in the
15-19 year old age range from.either rural or urban backgrounds.

The Ecoﬁomics in Action program attempts to answer yoﬁthfs questions
cdncerﬁing such national problems as inflation, receséion, unemployment,
the money supply and intérnational trade. Business related topics in-

clude: profits, middlemen, consumers, computers and management. In
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dealing with coﬁmunity proBlems, the balancé of costs and benefits is
stressed. And, individual decision topics stress substitution and
non-pecunidry costs and returns. Every attempt is made to keep thg pro-—
gram basic, relevant, to—theupoiﬁﬁ and spgcifically directed toward |
topics of éoncern‘to youth. |

The Program

Economics inbAction fits thﬁipopular concept of a short-term, high
impact educational expefience that is readily accepted éy todays busy: |
teenage youth. The program format consists of four program modules
which may be used ig any combination to form‘a.one~to«four day-programa
Each module stands alone as a one day program or may be used in com—

“bination with any numbervof the other three. There are two modules on
"Economics in Businéss", and one module each on "Economics in the
Economy” and “Econoﬁics in ﬁhe Cdmmunity." A presentation on "Economics
in Individual Deéisions” is designed to be used as an‘introduction to
all prdgrams and a panel discussién oﬁ "The Ethics of Business and
Government" is suggested as a concluding event‘for all programs.

The most important aspect of the module concept 1is that each module
ﬁrepares the student for what they will see, shows them somethiﬁg and
then 1e£s ﬁhém ask quéStions about what they have seen.

A typical first day on an Economics in Action program might begin -
with a welcdme to the students by the‘president of the local Chamﬁer of
'Commercé. The welcome might be followed by a 20 minute talk by an
economist concerning the economic aspects of individual decisioms.

- Two mini-lectures might follow, each about 20 minutes in length,



pn
concerning Ehe economics of business management and the economics of
mafketinga The introduction and mini-lectures would héve required only
about 2 hours time including ample open discussion time after each pre-
sentation. The objective of the mini-lectures is to provide the
students with an econoﬁic framework which will enrich the educational
experiences which follow. Short, simple, well illustrated preseuntations
have been found to be most effective in presenting economic concepts to
youth.

Following a short break, the students in the typical program might
bégin the business tour part of the program. Businegses will have been
chosen to illustrate the concepts covered earlier in the mini~lectures——-
in this case, maﬁagement and marketing. Businessmen in charge of the
téurs will have been brought into the planning process in the early stages.
They‘will know where they fit into the total program. The businessmen
will tell as well as show the students what they do and why. Two tour
stops that ﬁave heen selected, prepared and conducted in an effective
manner are much preferred to any number of "walk-~through" tours.

Followiﬁg four hours or so on‘tours, including an informal lunch,
‘the discussion or feed-back portion of the program module is begun.

This portion of the program is moderatéd by a professional economist
with businessmen also present to answer questions. The economist's
objective is to tie together the concepts from the mini-lectures with
the reality of the business tours to maximize the educational impact.
Of course a prime objective of these "bull sessions" is to allow ﬁhe
students to react, interact and respond to the educational expeiience

to which they have been expased.
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If the program was a one day affair, the program would be concluded
with a dinner meeting featuring a panel of young businessmen discussing
and ansﬁering questions coucerning the ethics of business. However, in
a more typical program an informal dinner Quuld be followed by entérs
tainment and two more days similar to the first using two additional
modules would preceed the "ethics' panel discussion.

The module program concept stressing the threevphase approach to
teaching has been found to be highly effective in accomplishing the \
objectives of the program. Although the module formatbis preferable,
the general concepts of Ecomomics in Action are adaptable to almost any‘
organizational or community situation. - |

A complete package of educational materials have been developed to
support the Economics in Action programs. A publicafion providing guide-
liﬁés for planning, developing and conducting these programs has beén-f
prepared for use by youth leaders and others involved in the program.
(Ikerd, et. al.). The guidelines include the overall objectives and
philosophy of the program, suggested committee organization and functions,
suggested procedures from program planning to evaluation, sample programs,
and sample evaluation forms. A short leaflet has also been prepared
summarizing the salient points covered in the mini-lectures. (Harwood
and Ikerd). Promotional registration forms are also available for use
by the agents in recruiting student participants. |

Slide~tape sets have been prepared for the 10 mini-lectures

included in the suggested modules. This enables one economist to moderate

the principles and concepts portion of the program calling on others to
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participate only as is convenient. The alide~tépe-aets were prepared
byba variety of economists and this add variety to tﬁe preseﬁtatiéns
. even when conducted hy one person.

Program Results

A pilot Economics in Action program was held in the summer of
1973. Three regional programs followed in 1974. As a result of these
regional programs numerous county, multi-county and metropolitan area
programs have Eeen initiated throughout North Carolina. The initiative
for new programs has come largely from youth who have heen included in
regiﬁnal programs. Roughly one half of all program participants to
'daté have not been active 4-H members. All programs completed to date
héve been highly successful regardless of whether they were held in
large metropolitan éreas or in relatively small commuﬁities,

Of course, the most important result of the programs has been the:
achiévement of the primary objective: to acquaint youth with the
~realities of their economic environment. Program evaluations completed
by students and requests for repeat programs support the‘contentions
‘fhat the primary objective can be achieved within the existing programv
format.

) There have also been side~benefits or spin-off results which
should not be ignofed when evaluafing the pbtential impact of an
Econamics in Action program. These programs have led to improved public
relations for the overall Extersion program and the bBusiness community

wherever they have been held. The contact between 4-H and the husiness

community had in the past been one largely of 4-H agents asking for
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financial support. FEconomics in Action gives 4-H an opportunity to
offer something to business and community leaéers that they want and
need: the opportunity to communicate with youth. As oue,yéuth,agént
put it: since our Economics in Action program was helds the right
people have been saying thé right things at the right time to keep my
programs moving aheada‘ |

Economics in Action is also a highly visible program. vThe
 bu5iness, youth and community aspects of the program make it relatively
easy to gét‘the type of publicity beneficial to all concernedﬁ

Young people who have attended these brograms have given an
overwhelming evaluation of "excellence". Sﬁch a program cannot help but
reflect favorably bn all who are associated with it. |

Prior to development of Economics in Action, few North Carolina
economists had any significant involvement with.youth‘ﬁrograms, Als&,
there was very little interest in economics related materials and pro-
grams among 4-H extension workers. This program has greatly increased
the-intérest of economists in doing youth related work and has certainly
”’enhanced 4-H agents' appreciation of econcmics in their work. Thevpro~
gram has been a joint effort of Extension Economics and 4-H Extension
and has formed a solid foundation for continued cooperation between
these‘two entities. - Economics in Action is a significant beginning to
the formidable but vitally important task of achieving:economic iiteracy

\

among our young people.
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