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1. Introduction

This is a summary Operational Plan 2006–07 for the Economics Network of the Higher Education Academy. It sets out the programme of activities for the 2006–07 academic year that will support the Economics Network’s Strategic Plan 2005–09. 

The Economics Network’s Operational Plan 2006–07 has been informed by the context in which Economics is taught within Higher Education; the Network’s ongoing programme of research (biennial student and lecturer surveys); internal and external evaluation; and input from our key contacts in departments and schools. It has been shaped by the Economics Network team in collaboration with the Advisory Group.  

Feedback from evaluation, research, departments and the Advisory Group is that the Network’s balance of activities continues to be appropriate and effective. The Network is also praised for being ‘flexible and responsive’ by our external evaluator (April 2006). As such the Network’s Operational Plan sets out a framework that reflects proven successful activities but also seeks to be pro-active and responsive to current and emerging issues.

2. Strategic Plan 2005–09

Background: The Economics Context

The Economics context remains much the same as it has over the past few years i.e. Economics in HE is taught to a very diverse body of students, with varying qualifications (some with A-levels in Economics and/or maths, some not) and varying skills. Economics is also taught to students studying various degrees from single and joint-honours economics degrees, to business degrees and non-economics degrees in which economics is simply an optional module at level 1. Additionally the numbers of those applying for and taking single or joint honours economics degrees have shown a slight decline in the past three years, after several years of modest expansion. The numbers taking A-level Economics declined substantially in the 1990s (from 40,000 to 17,000), but have bottomed out in the past four years. 

Class sizes have increased substantially over recent years and teaching is often traditional, and does not involve high levels of interactivity.

The heterogeneous nature of the student body and the context in which they are learning creates significant challenges in terms of student motivation and engagement, curriculum design, learning activities and assessment. 

Strategic Aims

The Network’s strategic plan reflects the Economics Context and the issues and challenges the community is faced with:

Mission

	The Academy's mission is to help institutions, discipline groups and all staff to provide the best possible learning experience for their students.
	
	The Economics Network of the Higher Education Academy aims to enhance the quality of learning and teaching throughout the higher education economics community.


Strategic aims 

EN1 To provide an authoritative and independent voice on the experience of learning and teaching economics from the perspective of staff, students, alumni and employers

EN2 To recognise, celebrate and encourage good and innovative practice within the HE economics community

EN3 To provide practical and time-saving support for individuals, departments and institutions within UK HE

EN4 To provide opportunities for professional development of teaching and support staff

EN5 To offer leadership and counsel on national and subject-specific policy issues

EN6 To operate a dynamic, highly participatory working environment that supports effective management, delivery and monitoring

3. Activities 2006-07

The framework of activities for 2006–07 is presented under the headings Core Activities and Strategic Themes.

Core Activities

The following core activities will be maintained and developed in 2006–07 – further details can be found within the tables in Section 2.

· conduct original research into economics education

· publish research into economics education (International Review of Economics Education, Computers in Higher Education Economics Review)

· run an annual awards scheme

· fund and support small-scale departmental innovation through the Mini-Project scheme, including annual residential workshop for those undertaking Mini-Projects

· support nationally funded learning and teaching projects, including an annual residential workshop for those participating in nationally funded projects

· gather intelligence on the practice of teaching and learning in economics

· contribute to the evolving national HE policy agenda and respond to generic themes identified by Academy York

· showcase examples of good and innovative practice

· provide a comprehensive learning and teaching resource base

· run a programme of departmental, regional and national staff development events

· run a programme of regional and national events focused on specialist areas within economics

· facilitate an annual key contacts residential workshop

· provide dedicated training and support for new lecturers and graduate teaching assistants

· encourage students to study economics at HE, for example through the Why Study Economics? initiative
· provide expert advice and guidance on learning and teaching issues to the relevant professional and academic bodies and address teaching and learning issues raised by such bodies

Strategic Themes

The following strategic themes have been identified as areas to be addressed during 2006–07:

Research and teaching

The relationship between research and teaching remains difficult for economics lecturers. One of the Network’s main strategies to support teaching in a research-pressured environment has been to provide and disseminate practical and time-saving resources and guidance.  Further activities for 2006–07 include:

· A themed web section, including case studies on linking teaching and research.

· Student-focused research papers – an initiative to commission high profile researchers to rewrite research papers for student consumption. Additional resources to support lecturers in using the papers in teaching are also planned.

· Economics student essay award – linking to the above, students will be asked to write an essay on a current issue with reference to a student-focused research paper(s). 

· Commission new handbook chapter on supporting economics students’ research projects.

Initial and continuing development of academic staff 

Support will be developed to include:

· Dedicated training for Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs) and post graduates who teach.

· A residential workshop for New Lecturers.
· A new web section for New Lecturers and GTAs – including diaries, case studies and a GTA handbook chapter.

Curriculum design and development: embedding resources

The Economics Network has built up a comprehensive resource base over the past 6 years in order to support curriculum design and development. These resources include case studies, the Handbook for Economics Lecturers, the International Review of Economics Education, and Mini-Project resources. The Network also offers themed workshops, events and consultancy. In order to increase the profile of these resources and services, to make them more accessible and to highlight key areas, themed sections will be developed for the Network’s web site. Additional resources will also be developed. The following strategic areas will be addressed through these themed sections:

· Employability and skills – including resources for maths skills, note-taking, writing and critical thinking, reading research papers, communication and presentation, note-taking. Graduate profiles will also be included.

· Assessment – including example essays to use with students and guidance on setting questions, marking schemes and assessment criteria, and consistent marking processes. Also links to the Network’s Question Bank and ExcelAssess software.

· Classroom experiments and games – including advice on using experiments and games, case studies of their use, a resource base of specific experiments and games (along with instructions, forms, etc.), links to sites, including the Exeter FDTL5 project.

· e-Learning – including handbook chapters, case studies and journal articles, tips on using technology more efficiently (JISC-funded e-learning project resources).

· Plagiarism – including case studies on designing assessment to avoid or minimise plagiarism, a handbook chapter, advice on plagiarism detection and prevention and example essays to use with students.

· Recruitment – including ideas and resources to attract students to study economics at HE and first year HE students to continue with economics degree programmes

· Engaging and motivating students – including case studies, handbook chapters and journal articles (for example focused on Problem-Based Learning, creative learning etc).

· Personal Development Planning and reflective learning – including links to a handbook chapter, Mini Project and JISC-funded e-learning project resources.

Engaging and supporting students

This initiative will begin with a student focus group to establish the most effective ways in which to support students, including international students. However, it is likely that some resource will be used to create a dedicated web space for students studying economics at HE. The Economics Network has already been successful in its Why Study Economics? initiative which encourages students to study economics at HE through a dedicated web site with a section especially for students. A web space to support and encourage HE students could include diaries, student profiles and a frequently asked question area. It could also support employability and skills by providing resources such as graduate profiles and tips on study skills. 

International lecturers

Increasingly, GTAs and new lecturers of economics are of international origin. The Network’s student surveys have repeatedly highlighted this as an issue. In order to address this issue in a sensitive way, the Network will begin by running student and lecturer focus groups in order to establish effective strategies. 

Increasing awareness

The Network’s external evaluation report highlighted awareness levels of the Network as an area that could be improved. The following activities will address this area:

· Dedicating more support to Economics Network key contacts (one per department/school). This will include a dedicated web space with an agreed description of the role; a discussion facility; listings of all key contacts by region and alphabetically. 

· One idea publication – a new one page, once-a-term publication covering one idea that could impact positively on learning and teaching. This would be sent to key contacts in a poster format.

· Targeting of research conferences – to date the Network has targeted main economics conferences and not specialist research conferences. Following the success of our programme of specialist economics workshops, the Network will maintain a presence at specialist research conferences.
Encouraging lecturers

Economics education at higher education level is often traditional, and does not involve high levels of interactivity. However, much of the economics community is aware of the Network’s resources on more innovative approaches and is engaged at some level with good practice and new ideas. Nevertheless, taking the last step in implementing new ideas into teaching is seen as difficult and time-consuming. A new initiative to create a database of ‘expert’ lecturers will be developed, which will include lecturers who are willing either to visit and take a guest lecture, or to be visited in order to provide support to those interested in taking the last step.

Supporting departments

The Network is planning to extend support to departments and schools:

· Increasing engagement with key contacts. The Network is already planning to increase support for these contacts, which will include distributing personalised department reports from biennial student and lecturer surveys direct to key contacts as well as to Heads of Departments. It is felt key contacts will be able to encourage their departments to engage with the Network and issues of learning and teaching more fully.  The Network also plans to offer consultancy to departments, which could draw on the survey reports.

· Extend the Network’s external examiner database to include external reviewers for institutional internal subject reviews.
Education for sustainable development 

The Economics Network will continue to take a main role in this cross-subject centre initiative. In addition the following will address this area:

· What Makes a Town Sustainable?  – a problem-based learning project funded by Academy York.
· Dissemination of a Mini-Project’s resources on Embedding Sustainable Development into the Curriculum.

National agendas

The Network already engages with Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland regularly and proactively with their specific issues. During 2006–07 the Network is also planning to:

Scotland:

· Facilitate a Scottish key contacts meeting which will explore Scottish Enhancement themes with a view to further activity in this area (October).

· Run, jointly with the Scottish Economic Society, a pre-entry student conference in Scotland (November).

· Run a dedicated teaching and learning afternoon at the Scottish Economic Society conference (April).

Wales:

· Run a dedicated teaching and learning session at the Welsh Economics Colloquium (May).
Northern Ireland:

· Support the Northern Ireland Universities in their efforts to ensure economics as a subject remains on the school curriculum.

Subject investigation

As part of a subject investigation the Network is planning to investigate, gather and collate information from economics departments/schools on curriculum design, assessment, learning and teaching practices, recruitment, retention and employability. Information will also be obtained from other agencies, such as TQI, HESA, UCAS, ESRC and QAA.

As part of this investigation a survey of employers will be commissioned to investigate employers’ requirements in terms of graduate skills. 

This information would then be presented on the Network’s web site for use by the economics community, for example to inform curriculum planning and assessment, and as a base of information to use in economics educational research. It will also, alongside the Network’s continuing research programme (including lecturer and student surveys) inform what makes’ good student learning’ in economics (with reference to the Academy’s focus on articulating what we mean by the student learning experience).

4. Operational Objectives 2006-07

	2005-2009

Strategic Aim
	Operational objective 06/07

	EN1 To provide an authoritative and independent voice on the experience of learning and teaching economics from the perspective of staff, students, alumni and employers
	EN1.1 To undertake and commission original research into economics education

EN1.2 To provide fora for the publication of research into economics education

EN1.3 To offer opportunities for students to input their experiences and understanding of economics



	EN2 To recognise, celebrate and encourage good and innovative practice within the HE economics community
	EN2.1 To operate an annual awards scheme to reward individual excellence in learning and teaching

EN2.2 To fund and support small-scale departmental innovation

EN2.3 To support nationally funded learning and teaching projects and ensure that their outputs are shared throughout the economics community

EN2.4 To showcase examples of good and innovative practice in economics



	EN3 To provide practical and time-saving support for individuals, departments and institutions within UK HE
	EN3.1 To provide a comprehensive learning and teaching resource base for academic economists

EN3.2 To support lecturers in developing students’ study and key skills

EN3.3 To provide key contacts and other interested parties with regular updates on Network activities and learning and teaching related developments, and opportunities for discussion 

	EN4 To provide opportunities for professional development of teaching and support staff
	EN4.1 To run a programme of departmental, regional and national staff development events

EN4.2 To run a programme of regional and national specialist economics events

EN4.3 To provide dedicated training and support for New Lecturers, Graduate Teaching Assistants and Post Graduates

	EN5 To offer leadership and counsel on national and subject-specific policy issues
	EN5.1 To investigate and address the issues and challenges specific to the economics community and help the community in engaging with national policy initiatives 

EN5.2 To investigate and address the needs of specialist areas within economics

EN5.3 To participate with Academy York in driving and responding to the evolving national HE policy agenda

EN5.4 To provide expert advice and guidance on learning and teaching issues to the professional and academic bodies within the economics community

	EN6 To operate a dynamic, highly participatory working environment that supports effective management, delivery and monitoring
	EN6.1 To be shaped and guided in our remit and activities by the economics community

EN6.2 To reflect critically on our own practices in order to ensure that they meet the needs of the economics community

EN6.3 To involve staff fully in the planning and development of their own roles and to the strategies and practices of the 

Network

EN6.4 To develop and implement a comprehensive marketing and communications strategy for the Network
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