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Review of the Use of Selected Components of WinEcon

 by Wye External Programme Students, University of London

Richard Pearce, Head of Educational Resources, Wye College and 

Jean Soper, WinEcon Evaluation Coordinator

Introduction

A cut-down version of WinEcon was sent on CD to all Wye College External Programme students studying for courses related to Economic Theory. The CD contained a number of microeconomic topics plus those on mathematics for economists. The topics or WinEcon chapters were as follows: 

What is Economics?


Introduction to Demand and Supply

Intermediate Demand

Production and Costs

Perfect Competition and Monopoly


Imperfect Competition

Regulation of Markets and Market Failure

Factors of Production

Welfare Economics

Introductory Mathematics for Economists

Intermediate Mathematics for Economists

Students were sent a guide with the CD that explained which topics should be used with particular components of Units of their Study Guides. 

The numbers of students sent the WinEcon package was 60. These students were studying on the following courses: 

Agricultural Economics I

Agricultural Economics II

Economic Principles I

Economic Principles II

Students were sent the WinEcon package (CD and Guide) irrespective of whether they were able to use it. It was assumed that the majority of students would have access to a computer with a CDRom either at work or at home. It was felt that even students lacking such access on a regular basis might be able to intermittently use the WinEcon materials. 

The WinEcon package was sent as supplement to the existing course materials. There was never any intention that they should replace the latter in any way, neither was the latter amended to allow for the delivery of the package. This is a very important point when considering the evaluation. WinEcon was very much an optional extra. 

Evaluation was through a questionnaire sent either by email (where students had email addresses) or by post. The response was rather poor. This is not untypical of the External Programme’s experience with respect to student response to evaluation questionnaires. Approximately 40% of students replied, with 25% of questionnaires being returned. A small number replied to say that they had never received the package. This is inevitable given the international nature of External Programme operations and the attendant possibility of materials being lost in transit.  

Assessing WinEcon as a teaching tool

Students were asked to comment on the their perception of WinEcon as a teaching tool. They were asked to attribute ‘scores’ from zero to ten based on how helpful they found the material according to suggested criteria.  A score of zero implied the worst possible perception, with a score of ten implying excellence. Of those respondents who were WinEcon users the average scores given were as follows: 


Overall relevance to course


8



Overall ease of use



8



Overall quality of content


8



Ease of understanding of the text

9



Usefulness of interactive sections

8



Usefulness of self tests/feedback


8


In addition, students were asked to give their opinion on the way in which WinEcon is structured and presented. The average response to a range of questions shedding light on these aspects is provided below. Again, students were asked to rate particular features or proposed changes on a scale between zero and ten, with a positive appraisal being reflected by a higher number. 

WinEcon is a very useful tool for learning 


8

Individual topics should contain less information 

2

There should be more project-based topics 


6

There should be a version of WinEcon to fit the Course
7

WinEcon should include links to Websites 


7

WinEcon should be a Web-based package 


4

These results are very positive with respect to students’ perception of the possible usefulness of multi-media applications. At the same time, while they suggest that students were favourably impressed with WinEcon, and would welcome a version more tailored to their studies, there were a number of areas where they felt the existing product could be improved. Interestingly, the majority did not think WinEcon should be a web-based package, even though all respondents had computers and used the Internet at least in a limited way. As external students probably most of them were paying to use the Internet and this would explain their preference for a package they can load on their own machine.

Students were also asked to comment on the topics for which they would have welcomed greater multi-media support. The percentages shown indicate the proportion of respondents who would be interested in more extensive (or intensive) multi-media support than that offered by WinEcon. It is particularly noticeable that it is in topics related to mathematics that students feel more support of this nature would be desirable. Given the overall satisfaction with WinEcon described above, this perhaps should not be interpreted as a criticism of the multi-media coverage in these two topics, rather this suggests that students felt they required a greater volume of support in these areas. 

What is Economics?




  0%

Introduction to Demand and Supply


10%

Intermediate Demand




  0%

Production and Costs




10%

Perfect Competition and Monopoly


  
10%

Imperfect Competition




20%

Regulation of Markets and Market Failure


10%

Factors of Production




30%

Welfare Economics




30%

Introductory Mathematics for Economists


30%

Intermediate Mathematics for Economists


50%

Frequency of Use 

When asked how often they used WinEcon, students responded as follows: 

Once



  7%


Infrequently


36%


Regularly



29%


With every topic


  7%


Never



21%


It is difficult to gauge the extent to which students used WinEcon, however, because of the small proportion that returned the questionnaires. The figures above indicate that even among those who did respond and were WinEcon users, just over half took advantage of this opportunity only infrequently. It is likely that a high proportion of non-respondents were non-users, as were 21% of those that did respond to the questionnaire. The implication is, therefore, that substantially more than 21% of students were non-users. 

Reasons for Using or not Using WinEcon

The WinEcon components were provided to students as a supplement to, rather than a substitute for, the course they were studying. In fact, all students using WinEcon used it in this way rather than instead of the course materials.  Students were also asked whether they used WinEcon for problem solving exercises or for self-assessment. Half the students used the programme for both of these purposes, and the remainder were fairly equally divided between the two alternatives offered. 

For problem-solving exercises

  30%

For self-assessment exercises

  20%

For both of these



  50%

The answers from respondents who did not use WinEcon were to an extent revealing. Of these, seventy-five percent indicated that lack of time was the main constraint. Twenty-five percent attributed their non-use to computer incompatibility, i.e. owning a Macintosh rather than a PC. No student indicated in any of the other categories offered, namely ‘no computer’; ‘no CD-ROM drive’; ‘not interested’ or ‘inadequate technical support’. However, given the relatively small number of respondents, and the fact that WinEcon was distributed to all students on the relevant courses, without knowledge of whether or not they had access to a computer, it is unlikely that these figures give a very accurate picture of the reasons for non-use. 

Student Characteristics

Students were also asked questioned with respect to the frequency and purpose of computer use. 

Except for one person who used a computer on 2-4 days a week, all respondents used a computer daily. The purposes for which they used computers are listed below. It is assumed that ‘looked at’ should be interpreted as meaning that the individual investigated the possibility of using computer for a particular purpose, but had not (yet) put any intention into practice. It noticeable that a high proportion of respondents use their computers for email, news services, and as a source of reference material, providing an indication of the almost universal Internet access of these students. 






        Looked at

Used

Reference material



  7%

71%

Educational course 



  7%

29%

Games 





  7%

14%

Entertainment 




  7%

14%

Email 





14%

79%

Newspapers/news services


  7%

79%

Shareware




  7%

14%

Products available/shopping


  0%

43%

Finally, students were asked if they would like other courses to use multimedia packages for self-assessment or for the purpose of extra tutorial support. The responses were as follows: 





Yes

 No

Self-assessment 

79%

21%

Extra tutorial support

93%

  7%

This is an almost unequivocal response in favour of greater use of packages such as WinEcon. It reinforces the impression given by the general tone of the responses, which suggests that students appreciate the help such packages can bring in terms of tutorial support, even when they do not have the time to utilise them very effectively. 

Conclusions

The above analysis is based on the relatively small number of students who completed the questionnaires. Nevertheless, the informal additional comments confirmed the tone of the above. In general, students who used the WinEcon package were enthusiastic about its value as a teaching supplement. They described it as: 'very clear and concise', 'very useful in learning basic principles of economics' and 'a wonderful tool'. There was also a substantial view in favour of greater use of such multi-media packages to assist in the understanding of other courses. 

There was, however, a substantial proportion of the respondents who did not use the package. In view of the large number of non-respondents, it is likely that this proportion is much higher in total. Even among those respondents who did use the package, half of them did so only infrequently. An indication of why this is the case is apparent from the replies received. These are part-time students who generally have demanding jobs and study in their spare time. Anything that apparently adds to the demands of studying is not well countenanced. The following conclusions would seem to be appropriate: 

· WinEcon impressed students as a supplement to their studies, and much greater use of the package would have been made had students had more time to explore its benefits.

· It was likely that students used the package only sparingly because they did not view it as being central to their studies

· If the WinEcon topics had been more integrated with the course materials, in particular with appropriate use made within the Study Guide, then use of the package, as well as its perceived usefulness would have been much higher. 

· The integration of multi-media packages such as WinEcon into an on-line version of the Study Guide would provide an excellent way of using such material in a way which students would feel more acceptable. A major disincentive with respect to student use of the package was its presentation as a supplement. If such material was properly integrated, the impression gained was that students would welcome its inclusion and make much more use of it. 
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Appendix: WinEcon Related Questionnaire
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WinEcon and Wye College External Programme

Thank you for using the WinEcon software.  We hope that you found it useful for your studies.  In order that we can continue to improve this facility, could you please complete and return this evaluation form as soon as possible.


[image: image2.wmf]

1. Please rate the following aspects of WinEcon:


Overall relevance to course



None
0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10
High


Overall ease of use




Hard
0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10
Easy


Overall quality of content



Poor
0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10
Good


Ease of understanding of the text of WinEcon

Hard
0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10
Easy


Usefulness of interactive sections


Low
0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10
High


Usefulness of self tests/feedback


Low
0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10
High

2. How often did you use WinEcon?

Once
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Infrequently
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Regularly
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With every topic
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Never
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3. For what reasons did you use WinEcon?

As a supplement to the course materials
[image: image8.wmf]
Instead of the course materials
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3a.  Did you use WinEcon:

For problem-solving exercises

[image: image10.wmf]
For self-assessment exercises


[image: image11.wmf]
Both
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4. If you did not use WinEcon, what were your reasons?


No computer
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No CD-ROM Drive



[image: image14.wmf]

No time




[image: image15.wmf]

Not  interested



[image: image16.wmf]
Inadequate technical support


[image: image17.wmf]
5. Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each statement about WinEcon:

WinEcon is a very useful tool for learning
Disagree   0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10   Agree

Individual topics should contain less information
Disagree   0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10   Agree

There should be more project-based topics
Disagree   0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10   Agree

There should be a tailored version of WinEcon to fit the Course Materials
Disagree   0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10   Agree

WinEcon should include links to Web sites
Disagree   0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10   Agree

WinEcon should be a Web-based package
Disagree   0   (   (   (   (   5   (   (   (   (   10   Agree

6. On which of the following topics would you have liked more WinEcon support?:


What is Economics?
[image: image18.wmf]            


Introduction to Demand and Supply
[image: image19.wmf]            


Intermediate Demand
[image: image20.wmf]            


Production and Costs
[image: image21.wmf]            


Perfect Competition and Monopoly
[image: image22.wmf]            


Imperfect Competition
[image: image23.wmf]            


Regulation of Markets and Market Failure
[image: image24.wmf]            


Factors of Production
[image: image25.wmf]            


Welfare Economics
[image: image26.wmf]  


Introductory Mathematics for Economists
[image: image27.wmf]            


Intermediate Mathematics for Economists
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Other
[image: image29.wmf]

7. About you:

How frequently do you use a computer?   Daily  
[image: image30.wmf]      2-4 days/wk  
[image: image31.wmf]      1 day/wk  
[image: image32.wmf]      Occasionally  
[image: image33.wmf]      Never  
[image: image34.wmf]
What have you looked at/used on the Internet/WWW?


Looked at
Used

Looked at
Used

Reference material
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Email
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Educational course
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Newspapers/news services
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Games
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Shareware
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Entertainment
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Products available/shopping
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8. Would you like other courses to use multimedia packages for:


Self-assessment?

Yes
[image: image51.wmf] 
No
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Extra tutorial support
Yes
[image: image53.wmf]
No
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9. Please comment on the strengths and weaknesses of WinEcon

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Would you like to join a WinEcon student users group?
Yes
[image: image55.wmf] 
No
[image: image56.wmf]  

 If yes, please fill in this slip and send to the address below:

Name:  ……………………………………………………………..   email address:  ………………………………………..

University/College:  ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Jean Soper, Chair of WinEcon Executive Committee, Economics Department, University of Leicester, LE1 7RH

email:  jbs@le.ac.uk

Thank you for your participation
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