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Purpose of the report

To report on the final project outcomes, including the main activities of the project and how these may have differed from original plans. Project resources and links to web resources, dissemination details and any evidence of project impact should also be provided. The report should be completed by 30 June 2011.

Main objectives/broad purposes of the project
The objective of the project is to explore the use of proverbs from around the world in economics education. These can be about a variety of topics such as wealth, work, the environment, etc. Why use proverbs?

It seems to me that there are fundamentally two reasons, one to do with what we actually teach in economics (the content of the subject per se), and the other to do with the way we teach it (the pedagogy of economics education): 

a) What we teach in economics. In the last few decades, economists have been venturing into new areas of investigation, such as psychology (leading to the establishment of behavioural economics) and biology (leading to evolutionary economics). The questions they are asking increasingly extend beyond the traditional issues of how to create and distribute wealth; for example, a growing number of economists are asking what makes people happy (such as Richard Layard here in the UK). Proverbs from around the world can help shed light on human nature, including on what makes people happy. The linguist Mieder(1986), author of the prentice-Hall Encyclopaedia of World Proverbs, says that proverbs are “small pieces of wisdom that have been handed down from generation to generation and that continue to be applicable in our modern technological age”. In so far as they withstand the test of time, proverbs seem to point to universal truths; at the same time, proverbs sometimes reflect a “culture’s collective records”, (Weber, Hsee and Sokolwska(1998)) and hence may be culture-specific.

b) How we teach economics. Both transformative learning theory and the humanistic approach pioneered by Rogers (1994) advocate the use of provocative, thought-stimulating material which will induce the student to question the validity of his or her views. Such questioning can lead to transformation of meaning perspectives (i.e. how a student relates to important issues, including how he or she looks at life) and is essential if the experience of higher education is to be truly engaging and vitalizing. This material may come from cultures which are different from those to which the students are accustomed, of which proverbs from around the world are a good example. In addition, proverbs appeal to most people in that they use “wit, colourful language, imagery” (Mieder(1986)). Finally, in a society like ours in which people demand quick access to easily accessible, concise information, the short length of proverbs (usually limited to less than one line) is also an attractive feature. 

The literature on the use of proverbs for pedagogical purposes would appear to be non-existent in economics, and very limited in other disciplines, pointing to the innovative nature of the approach.  Tisdell and Tolliver (Adult Learning, 2003) describe the use of proverbs in African-centred psychology education. Similarly, Grant and Asimeng-Boahene (Multicultural Perspectives, 2006) discuss the use of African proverbs in urban schools with a view to promoting a sense of citizenship. Ibanez (Journal of Chemistry Education, 2002) shows how proverbs can be used to teach chemistry (!). Chareris-Black (Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 1995) uses proverbs to develop the cross-linguistic understanding of professionals involved in intercultural situations. Manzo (Reading Teacher, 1981) describes the use of proverbs to improve reading comprehension skills and critical thinking abilities.
Main activities of the project (and how and why these may have differed from original plans)

During a lecture in Comparative Economic Development, a third year undergraduate subject, a questionnaire was distributed to students containing a range of proverbs, but without disclosing the ethnicity of the proverbs. The questionnaire began by asking students if they agreed with the statement that “the more wealth a person has, the happier that person is”.  This was followed by a discussion of this topic based on 10 proverbs, 5 of which conveyed a positive message about wealth (or money), e.g. “Time is money”, and five of which conveyed a negative message, e.g. “Great wealth and contentment seldom live together”. Then the students were asked to rate again the question initially given to them on the relationships between money and happiness, to see if their rating had changed. Subsequently, students were presented with the full list of proverbs containing the word “wealth” from the Prentice-Hall Encyclopaedia of World Proverbs (51 proverbs in all). For the purpose of this exercise, these 51 proverbs represent a rough approximation of world wisdom about wealth. Students were asked to rate how positively wealth was portrayed in each proverb and how truthful they believed each proverb to be. Finally, they were once again asked to answer the question initially given to them on the reliationship between wealth and happiness. Demographic data was collected. There were 30 responses.

In addition to the questionnaire, a focus group was conducted (7 participants), as were 5 individual interviews.

Outcomes of the project

Students found the proverbs used in the exercise on the whole truthful and negative about the effect of wealth on one’s well-being, in contrast with what they are taught in economics classes. In general students are aware before taking the exercise that money has positive as well as negative effects; proverbs make these effects clear and explicit.
There is some evidence of transformative learning as a result of being exposed to the proverbs exercise, with 7 students moving away from the belief that money can buy happiness, and 3 towards it. Interestingly, when proverbs clash, students do not normally reject any of them, but find ways to reconcile them or to apply them to different situations, showing respect for the wisdom which, in their view, proverbs embody. Finally, there is no evidence that students agree more with proverbs of their ethnicity than with proverbs of other ethnicities (though small sample problems need to be considered).
For details of the results from the questionnaire, focus group and individual interviews, see the case study at:
[INSERT CASE STUDY LINK HERE]

Available resources (including web links)

A database of more than two hundred proverbs about economic issues from around the world has been constructed for use by the economics tutors or anyone with an interest in the topic. I thank Giancarlo Go for providing research assistance in constructing the database. The database divides proverbs into different categories, such as wealth, labour, savings, sustainability, happiness, etc.:
[INSERT LINK TO DATABASE OF PROVERBS HERE]

In addition the questionnaire used in the class exercise which was supplied to students is provided for use by the academic community:
[INSERT QUESTIONNAIRE HERE]

Dissemination (details of events, dates etc disseminated and planned)

The project and its initial findings have been presented at the 2011 London Metropolitan Business School in-house conference at London Metropolitan University.

I intend to present the project at the Developments in Economics Education conference at the London School of Economics in September 2011, and to submit it as a paper for review by a peer-reviewed journal such as Studies in Higher Education.

Impact (please include any evaluation data or any other evidence of the project’s impact)

The university has allocated some time for me to undertake this project, in recognition of the project’s potential usefulness. Also the project is mentioned on the website of the Economics department of London Metropolitan University together with other projects funded by the Economics Network.  
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