Higher order learning and 408

By higher education we mean college. But what does the term "higher education" mean?  It means college.  What are you doing when you go to college? You're pursuing a higher education.  This is a bit circular to say the least.  

It would be a little better to say that college level work -a higher education- can be taken to mean the "in-depth" study of a given subject.  But this in turn just begs the question what is meant by the term "in-depth".   And besides this during your time here you have studied a variety of  subjects and I trust realize that that if you are thinking deeply enough about anything, you naturally cross over  from one subject to another.  One detailed answer to what is meant by the term in-depth study  or a higher education is offered by "Bloom's taxonomy".*   The word taxonomy means orderly classification and this is just what Bloom's taxonomy does vis-à-vis the desiderata of  higher education.  Learning is divided into six major classifications from the lowest level to the highest:
Knowledge:  name the three branches of  government, solve the equations y=10-2x and y=5+.5x for x and y, recite the ABCs, tell me what the acronym mpc stand for in macroeconomics.    From kindergarten on (and in point of fact from the cradle) we are all learning at this most basic level. 
Understanding: explain why we have three branches of government, if y equals quantity and x equals price in the above two equations tell me what the solution for x and y to these two equations gives us,  if for every dollar increase in real disposable income consumers tend to spend an additional 90c on average explain what this has to do with that economy's mpc.  Whenever you are asked to explain in your own words what the sense of something is or WHY a given idea or procedure is important your understanding is being tested.  Think about situations in which you quite happily could spit back the textbook definition of something but couldn't put that definition in your own words to save your life!  Knowledge you might have but you have no real understanding in such a case.

Application:   Let's say that in the land of Nod the emperor makes up the rules and enforces them.  In this system are there three branches of government?  Is there an effective system of checks and balances to restrain power?  What about a system in which the judicial branch of government has funding that is controlled by that country's congress and its president?  Is this country one in which the three branches of  government are fully functional?   

Say that in the land of Nod the quantity of peanuts supplied increases by .5 million bushels for every dollar increase in the price per bushel while the quantity demanded falls by 2 million bushels.  Regardless of price suppliers would bring 5 million bushels to market and buyers would want 10 million bushels if peanuts were free.  What price per bushel will buyers and sellers tend to settle on and how many millions of bushels will be bought and sold? 
Say that in the land of Nod that real income after taxes goes up by a billion dollars, explain what effect this will have directly on consumer spending.

Here note three things:  (1) if you were in a class where such questions were being asked you might protest that this is nothing like what has been covered (2) actually what you are being asked to do is to show that your basic knowledge and understanding of  ideas and procedures is so strong that you can apply this knowledge and understanding to seemingly new situations. (3) how little of your education before college (rightly or wrongly) tended to push you to this level.  
The bulk of my effort in classes such as Stats II (Ba212) or Money and Banking (EC345) and frankly all of my efforts in Principles of Macroeconomics (EC201) is devoted to making sure students know the terminology, can work through the procedures, can explain what is that they are doing or what in plain everyday language key terms mean AND finally that they (you guys) are comfortable enough to apply these ideas to at least slightly different situations than the ones covered in class.  

If you have had a college level class in which you are asked only to work through procedures, spit back definitions and maybe at the most give one sentence explanations of what you have just defined or calculated, I am sad to report that  it was really a high school class in disguise.  If you have had classes where you have been asked you to apply ideas or procedures but the teacher (1) doesn't seem overly concerned with assessing whether you really understand what it is you're doing or (2) asks you to apply concepts but fails to help you practice the art of taking concepts and applying them you are being taught at the college level,   if you have the ability to fill in the gaps left by the professor yourself. 
One defining characteristic of a top liberal arts education is a greater focus on the top three levels of Bloom's taxonomy.** What are these levels?  They are analysis, evaluation, and creation. 
Analysis (Differentiation, organization and attribution).  Analysis basically means stepping back to see the big picture.  To differentiate means to look at something and determine what is significant in that argument and what is less important.  To organize means to make connections both within an argument you're reading or listening to (Say you're reading a book and you note that what the author said on page 5 relates to what she is saying two pages later) and that argument and other material.  To attribute means to determine what the intent of someone's argument is.  In terms of studying a new topic in a particular class using a textbook, analysis means drawing connections between material covered in that class and  what you have studied in previous classes or you have experienced or read about outside of school (organization) . It also means trying to keep in mind the major themes being addressed (attribution) It terms of reading someone else's work  both in a class and outside of class (such as reading an article, a report and so on) it means deciding not only how the ideas that you're already familiar with relate to what you're reading  but also what are the key points the author is making (differentiation and organization) .  In terms of writing about something or simply talking about it means drawing upon what you have learned and read and  then backing up whatever argument you make or conclusions you offer with supporting statements.  
Arguably college level courses are easier to conduct when students are somewhat older than the 18 to 22 year range.  Why is this?  I would argue that in "the school of hard knocks" older people have had a wider range of experiences  -good and bad- to draw on. As a result, analysis or making connections is easier.   Also in the school of hard knocks you have learned from your kids, your spouse, your co-workers, your boss and so on that the world at large won't necessarily agree with you or understand you without your making an effort to clearly explain what you think.  And you need to back up what you say with an argument if you want to be as certain as possible that what you're saying is correct, especially if you want to persuade others of this.  Another factor has to be that the older student doesn’t have the time to flail about but has to organize and get to the bottom line.  Professional and personal responsibilities demand it. 
Evaluation: Checking and critiquing:  Checking involves looking at what is being said and trying to identify inconsistencies.  Economists are very good at checking.  Our models in their own right are incredibly consistent.  In fact one of the key advantages of  a mathematical approach  is that falling prey to inconsistencies in one's own argument in much harder than it would otherwise be.  On the other hand we are far less strong when it comes to critiquing arguments.  One approach to evaluating the merits of a theory-the so-called "positivist" approach- argues that the merits of an economic model/theory/explanation can be evaluated on the basis of that explanation's ability to predict.  Monetarist theory that takes the equation of exchange and then predicts that increases in the money supply will lead to increases in total spending is absolutely true.  Therefore on positivist grounds it  would be regarded as worthwhile. It does not however answer the question as to why there is this connection so it is not very helpful when it comes to trying to apply economic ideas to the real world.    I would argue that the way to judge the worth of an explanation is to subject it to as much scrutiny as possible (thorough checking) and see if it "resonates".  The appeal of Keynes's ideas to me is that the central message of his work is that markets are incredibly efficient but not a foolproof way of organizing economic activity.  This idea resonates with me in that I can point to examples of too much control and too little use of the market (for example, the former Soviet Union) that were absolute failures as well as examples of too little control and too heavy a reliance on the market (individual self-interested behavior)  (for example, Britain and the US in the 1920s) that were failures as well. 
Creation:  The final level of learning that Bloom's taxonomy identifies is just what it says, putting together what is already there and coming up with something new.  Analysis involves relating seemingly disparate ideas to deepen one's own understanding of a topic while creation involves doing the same thing in such a way that it deepens everyone's understanding.   
EC405, (History of Economic Thought) and the economics  seminars,  (Dr. Short's 407, Dr. Ballman's 409 and my 408) should be looked at as your capstone experience as you draw the end of your college education; a finishing touch on your career in higher education    In these classes we make a concerted effort to make sure that you are as comfortable as possible with the sorts of higher order thinking skills that  constitute a higher education.   In 408, the other seminars and history of thought  our focus will be on further developing your capacity for analysis and evaluation.  If your schedule permits and want to further develop your skills at the very top of this ordering you should seriously consider doing an independent study with one of us during the winter or spring terms of this year. 

· At the American Psychological Association's annual meeting in Boston in 1948 it was agreed that  a theoretical framework that would more clearly define what educators at all levels (at the elementary, secondary and post-secondary) were expecting of their students should be built.  The idea of a taxonomy emerged quite readily.  A taxonomy would give educators a common language that would facilitate any discussion of educational objectives as well as the accomplishment of those objectives. The classification system or ordering that emerged from the eight years of  work a thirty member team of experts carried out is called Bloom's taxonomy in honor of Benjamin Bloom, the professor of education that led the group's efforts. 
** See Braxton, John M and Robert C Nordvall, "Selective Liberal Arts Colleges: Higher Quality as well as Higher Prestige", The Journal of Higher Education, volume 56, Issue 5 (sept-Oct, 1985), pp. 538-554.

