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Teaching economics to bridge division
Tema 5  Lecture
Learning to read the complexity of economics: a question  of competence
After 3 years, owing to pandemic disruption, since we asked ”what’s worth fighting for learning economics”, the question this new conference asks is how ”teaching economics to bridge division” affects Economics, Social, Law and Political interaction and dissociation. The division of inequality as difference, as disparity, as diversity, as minority: those left behind.
Inequality that challenges and engages the main pillars of our democracy: economic awareness, legal acquaintance, social guidance and reliance, political influence: inequality that deals with the complexity of economics theories and mainly involves Economics as a Social Science dealing with choices and their consequences in the reality of the facts related to people’s welfare.
I proposed Economics as a Social Science  in Copenhagen; to rebuild knowledge in a challenging Society was the question when economics is at the centre of an integrated scientific modern learning area – Economics, Law, Sociology, Hi story and Philosophy and all those sciences which have something to share with the concept of Social – a multidisciplinary learning area  because it involves the new branches of Economics such as Behavioural and Cognitive Economics, that integrate the complexity of economics in our days.
Division deals with the complexity of Economics as a Social Science and proposes a new integrated vision, a cultural approach reconnecting students knowledge to reality; division that leads the debate and the dialogue around a new way to challenge and understand what’s going on in the framework of Economics, Law, and Sociology is a question of competence as a coherent system of knowledge skills and abilities for successful learners, confident individual, effective contributors and responsible citizens as we can assign these tasks to education.
Economic inequality is the core question in our days. Inequality is not only related to the Covid pandemic: the Covid pandemic underlined and made inequality greater than ever before asking Governments to become aware of the need to tackle the problem on their own. Inequality is related  to problems of growth, work, finance, welfare which are making the difference in western countries.
So, how to teach about inequality? Is this the real question, the correct and appropriate one when asking how to bridge division? Or, as educators do we have the task of showing our students what has been behind growing inequality for so many years? 
As educators we have to make our students aware that inequality is not an unavoidable punishment from God.; it is a fact emerging from economic political choices, neoliberal economic choices held in many western countries which have helped a few rich people to grow to the detriment of all others, mainly to detriment of the middle class that went on to enlarge the category of the poor after the 2008 crises of which the consequences are still reminding us who it was about, what happened, when and where it took place, and why did it happened.
 We have to tell our students the truth,  speak the truth, be honest and clear about facts; inequality is a consequence of market concentration, a financial market liberation policy that brought “”an increase in market power used to increase prices in relation to costs: a bull operation called mark-up. (j.e. Stiglitz – People, Power and Profit – Progressive Capitalism in an age of discontent – Ed. Einaudi 2021)
Telling the truth involves affirming that learning economics through the main theories that have characterized its evolution is  not enough: Economics have to be read through a “progressive approach” able to give reliable and performing answers to economic questions in the reality of the years where government’s economic policies sacrificed the common good to the greed of a few – it is still J. E. Stiglitz who underlines that issue – where the power of the market is contaminated through the political power of the “1% of rich people who owns more than 50% of corporate equities – who instead of increasing the wealth of the Nation GDP (Gross Domestic Product), which increases less than it could increase, are living off Income, even if they know who is going to have to pay for this robbery. They destroy, or better, they benefit from whealth which could be distributed to others. They give for charity: it is another way to take advantage of tax credit.
Giving for charity is a benefit for all: rich people give to “benefit no profit organizations (NGO – non Government organization) where there is no other opportunity for native people to live”: we have to make clear to our students when they ask questions about these NGO, to make our students aware, of the 5 W’s related to the given question
Not only has the neoliberal economic theory failed to produce the goal of promised growth, but also the political economic government  policy held was, in fact,  conditioned by the power of the market and finance that they themselves had allowed. 
This is why Stiglitz by proposing his “progressive capitalism” suggests overcoming inequality by outlining a new way forward based on real sources of wealth and welfare: a “new economic deal”  based on “learning progress of science and technology”, and a new role of law, that means a new role of the State to correct that “invisible hand” of Smithsonian memory which has taken too much advantage of the power over the market. 
This new way forward recalls the idea which was the start of our proposal about learning to read the complexity of economics, a new economic deal  brought by the progress of science and technology in a changing society where the need to improve in understanding can be thought of as a question of competence.
So, which is the economic question you must to answer? But also which is the life you want to live: if “ignorance of the law is not an excuse” ignorance of Economic as a Social Science is no excuse any more. Trying a multidisciplinary learning approach is necessary because “”no man is an island”. We have to deal anyway with a complex reality where the economic actuality is becoming more and more a significant value. We cannot “trade” or “swap” the ethics and civil values of our culture for the value of a bogus, specious, alienating, elitist progress.
I said before that teaching economics as a social science assigns a special task to education: the task of making our students successful learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and responsible citizens. This task relates with the question above: “which is the life you want to live?”
In this framework I propose a sentence drawn from the book of C. Johnsons, R. Lusch, D. Schmidt, - teachers at Arizona University: Commercial Society - A primer on Ethics and Economics Rowman & Littlefield International, respectively professor of Philosophy, Politics and Law; Marketing; Philosophy and Logic.
 “It is wise to take skills to be a successful responsible citizen and to assure the ingredients of a great life: to develop skills that make people around you better off with you than without you”
This sentence express an assumption: but, once more,  let me repeat that education is a special task, it is about the way to make our school and society better off with them, that is with  our students, our teachers and all stakeholders involved in our school, than without them. 
And so we have arrived at the point: learning to read the complexity of Economics: a question of competence that is from learning subjects to learning competence through the integration of knowledge.
There is a Social Economic and Political “scenario” where many items, objects, ingredients, interact with reality: to become aware of the reality you need to be able to understand relationships between these items, objects, ingredients; you need to go through, make a breakthrough deeper and deeper.
Competence relates to the behaviour that people must value and practice to undertake a performance, a role in a competent manner in a proposed scenario. Competences are acted out in the environment in which they are embedded and are repeated in multiple situations by ensuring the maintenance of the best possible quality of performance and behaviour. Competence can be acquired and improved and thus become: the overall ability to interpret a contest, the overall capacity to identify potential solutions, the overall skills to transfer them into practice and transform them into a given performance and behaviour.
Competence is the personal, social and methodological proved capacity to implement knowledge skills and abilities in situations of study and work and in any personal situation to develop. It allows each of us to dominate and manage a problem in every different situation; implemented effectively in any real circumstance and condition, competence enables an excellent effective and relevant performance.
So competence is  not an object: it is an expected behaviour with reference to a problem in a given situation; a behaviour which generates understanding and be able to do what you need - whatever you need – to face and solve whatever causes a real situation – a scenario -  you are having to act with. 
In the detected “scenario” you know the object you are dealing with: It is the “Knowledge” you get out of studying not only a single subject but many different subjects which now need to interact together; Knowledge in the basic ingredient to acknowledge  
“Knowing” you can rejoin or reconnect different knowledge, related to different subjects, in order to build a system of knowledge which empowers itself to get ahead adding comprehensiveness to understand the whole scenario; 
“Learning” is the issue of all the process: a Mastery Learning, the mastery of the complex real argument or situation questioned in order to step forward towards new and progressive Mastery Learning.
Learning leads to competence, or better learning becomes competence in an aimed process when a  student gets acquainted with how to implement knowing and where to display it in a competent manner.
“Competence” is depicted as ruling yourself in terms of responsibility commitment and reliability emerging from the learning process. In this way education accomplishes its own task which is to create effective contributors, confident individuals and responsible citizens as a result of successful learners.
So at the end of the learning education process, through a multidisciplinary cultural progressive approach to economics as a social science, competence can read reality and help to understand  how to deal with inequality and when and where  Economics can help to bridge division. 
The progressive approach is the way forward. We can understand this “age of discontent”, only  after having discussed People Power and Profit; reading the progressive approach as a trade-off between distributive justice, also thinking of it as intergenerational, and economic performance in the framework of the new economic role of the State in the market where equity is a value of social justice.              
               
