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1 Introduction

With the increasing role of technology in everyday life, alternatives to the chalk-and-talk
approach, such as utilisation of video clips and PowerPoint slides, have been proposed to
teach undergraduate economics (Becker et al., 2006; Sexton, 2006; Watts and Becker,
2008). Instructors are also encouraged to introduce pluralism into economic education,
such as adding analytic exercises or real-life problems to the main concepts in standard

texts (Garnett and Reardon, 2011).

In our classroom, we use video clips from The Simpsons to teach Principles of
Economics in a regional American university. Our university has no economics majors,
and most students take an economics course for general education credit. After
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implementing this teaching strategy, class attendance improved. The qualitative results
from the university evaluations show that students enjoy the relaxing and humorous
atmosphere and become more engaged in learning economics.

The idea of incorporating The Simpsons into an economics classroom was launched
by Hall (2005). The Simpsons is an animated television show involving an ordinary
American family in the fictional city of Springfield, USA. The Simpson family includes
the parents, Homer and Marge, and three children, Bart, Lisa, and Maggie. Hall stresses
that popular culture like The Simpsons makes economics more comprehensible. Gillis and
Hall (2010) extend The Simpsons to a discussion of policy issues. They show students
some short clips or cite a few quotes from the scenes, and then ask them open-ended
questions. Luccasen and Thomas (2010) incorporate The Simpsons scenarios into
worksheets, providing question-based applications.

Previous studies have mainly described and illustrated The Simpsons in different
disciplines. Empirical evidence of the efficacy of showing The Simpsons in an economics
classroom is rarely discussed. In this paper, besides describing our pedagogy of teaching
economics with The Simpsons, we attempt to quantify the effect of showing The
Simpsons on students” exam performance. We develop pop quizzes associated with the
video clips from The Simpsons and other sources. The content and/or the format of these
pop quiz questions are revised on the exams. An ordinary least squares regression
controlling for student characteristics, such as gender, major, and class is conducted to
analyse the effects of Simpsons and non-Simpsons pop quizzes on exams.

We provide estimation results for three semesters: Fall 2011, Fall 2012 and Spring
2013. Except for Spring 2013, non-Simpsons questions do not affect exam scores at the
5% significance level. After taking students’ quality difference into consideration,
guestions from The Simpsons have a positive effect for grade C, D and F students at the
1% significance level for all three semesters.

Teaching with The Simpsons has also been extensively applied in other subjects, such
as psychology (Eaton and Uskul, 2004; Poonati and Amadio, 2010), humanities (Fink
and Foote, 2007), public choice (Considine, 2006), English (Hobbs, 1998), political
science (Armstrong, 2005), sociology (Scanlan and Feinberg, 2000; Delaney, 2008), and
criminal law (Hermida, 2006). Poonati and Amadio (2010) conduct an outside-of-class
experiment to evaluate students’ understanding of operant conditioning, reinforcement,
and punishment in psychology. Their results show that students who watch video clips
(including The Simpsons) do not have a statistically significant advantage on a test than
those students who do not watch video clips. However, students generally have great
enjoyment when the lecture is combined with popular television programmes.

This paper is organised as follows. Section 2 describes the data. Section 3 presents
methodology and results, and Section 4 concludes.

2 The data

The data was collected from Introduction to Macroeconomics classes taught by the same
instructor during the Spring 2013, Fall 2012, and Fall 2011. Table 1 summarises the
descriptive statistics of students’ characteristics. Most of students were sophomores. We
specify pre-pharmacy and pre-nursing students because they tend to be more motivated
and receive a better semester grade than others. The grade shown in the table represents
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the raw exam scores, excluding any extra credit. Around 60% of students received a
grade of C and above in every semester.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of student characteristics

Number of students Spring 2013 Fall 2012 Fall 2011

Gender Male 75 67 57
Female 77 75 47

Class Freshman 48 37 36
Sophomore 67 85 46

Junior 27 15 15

Senior 10 5 7

Major Business 25 28 19
Pre-pharmacy and pre-nursing 59 66 48

Others 68 48 47

Grade distribution A (90%) 9 12 9
B (80%) 32 33 33

C (70%) 45 38 29

D (60%) 36 32 15

F (below 60%) 30 27 18
Total 152 142 104

At the beginning of the semester, students were notified that pop quizzes would be given
occasionally and considered as extra credit. On a pop quiz day, the instructor spent two-
thirds of class time lecturing and then showed students a video clip (around ten minutes)
from The Simpsons or other sources. After the students watched the video, the instructor
proposed one question related to the scenes and the lecture material of that day. Pop
quizzes were addressed in short-answer format. Students were allowed to use their notes
when taking pop quizzes. Each correct answer was given 1 point. Each wrong answer
was given 0 points. In the following class the instructor did not return the quizzes but
discussed the correct answers.

Questions with the same content were revised in multiple-choice format on the
exams. During the Spring 2013 semester, in addition to a format revision, we rewrote the
exam questions to a large extent to test students’ comprehension of topics. Students who
took the exam either received 0 points for a wrong answer or 2 points for a correct
answer. For each class, the instructor prepared guided notes’ and posted them on the
course website. Students who missed a viewing of The Simpsons in class could still be
exposed to the lecture material, but couldn’t make up the pop quizzes.

This paper examines 13 Simpsons questions that cover the topics of supply and
demand, profits, gross domestic product (GDP), unemployment, GDP deflator, exchange
rates, and money. In Table 2, we present the Simpsons questions on pop quizzes and
exams for Spring 2013. We cite the first question from Hall (2005) and develop the rest
of the questions independently. There were four midterms in a semester. Each midterm
had 50 multiple-choice questions. Questions 1-3 were tested on the first exam.
Questions 4-8 were tested on the second exam. Questions 9-11 were tested on the third
exam. Questions 12-13 were tested on the fourth exam. The instructor did not return the
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exam copies to students but posted exam scores on the course website after all the
students took an exam. Below we will briefly discuss the Simpsons questions.

2.1 Profits, revenues and costs

Hall (2005) suggests that the episode “Bart Gets An Elephant” can clarify the relationship
between profits, revenues and costs. Bart and Homer run a business by charging $1 for
seeing the elephant and $2 for riding the elephant. At the end of the day, Homer receives
$58 from sales and claims all is profit. However, the food bill for the elephant is $300.
Homer actually takes a loss of $242.

We find the same concept in another episode® “Lard Of The Dance”. Apu tells Homer
that he sells grease to the recycling plant for money. Homer decides to start his own
grease business, collecting grease by frying bacon. Four pounds of grease are sold for 63
cents, but the cost of the bacon is $27. Both episodes provide applications of the equation
that profits equal revenues minus costs.

2.2 Normal goods

In the episode “Lisa’s Pony”, Homer fails to buy Lisa a new reed for her school talent
show. To lighten Lisa’s spirits, Homer buys her a pony he cannot afford, putting the
Simpson family in financial trouble. While prioritising expenses, Homer plans to reduce
the demand for vaccination and Marge wants to cut the demand for beer. This implies
vaccinations and beer are normal goods for Homer and Marge, respectively.

2.3 Externality

The topic of externality is implied in the episode “Lisa Gets An A”. Homer plans to
fatten an eight-dollar lobster into an 80-dollar lobster. After the lobster grows, Homer
considers it part of the family and wants to keep it alive. During dinner, the kids are upset
that the lobster has been replaced on the table by cabbage. Homer asks Lisa, “What’s
your problem, veggie? You do not even eat lobster”. Lisa replies, “No, but | enjoy the
smell”. Lisa does not eat seafood, but she gains an external benefit from smelling it.
Eating lobster in the Simpson family has a positive externality.

2.4 GDP and GNP

To clarify the difference between GDP and GNP, we utilise the episode “Homer and
Apu”. Apu loses his job at the Kwik-E-Mart by selling tainted meat. To save his job,
Homer and Apu fly to India to talk to the head of Kwik-E-Mart Corporation. Hence, we
know Kwik-E-Mart is an Indian convenience store that operates in the USA. When
measuring GDP with the income approach, Kwik-E-Mart’s profits will be counted in the
US GDP and the India GNP.

Another episode, “Realty Bites”, can explain the expenditure approach of calculating
US GDP. Marge works as a realtor for Lionel Hutz. Marge initially expresses her honest
opinions about the properties and cannot make any sales. When the Flanders family
becomes interested in a big house, she decides to conceal the truth that it was a murder
house. In the end of the show, the house is destroyed so the Flanders family fails to
purchase the house. However, if the Flanders bought the murder house, the transaction
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would not affect current US GDP because it would be considered as a purchase of used
goods.

In the episode “The Crepes of Wrath”, Bart is sent to France for an exchange student
programme. Upon his return, he brings his families gifts from France. These purchases
are considered as US imports. US net exports accordingly decrease and US GDP is
unaffected.

2.5 Consumption, investment, and savings

In the episode “Burns Verkaufen der Kraftwerk”, Mr. Burns decides to sell the
Springfield nuclear power plant to German investors for $100 million. This news increase
the firm’s stock price and brings the employees (stock holders) peculiar benefits. The
members of the Simpsons family have different plans for this additional income. We use
this scenario to discuss the concept of marginal propensity to consume.

In “The Twisted World of Marge Simpson”, Marge is ejected from the Springfield
Investorettes and gets back a deposit of $500. She decides to buy a franchise business
with the money. After paying the owner of pretzel wagon, she gets a promotional video
and ingredients. This example is used to illustrate the meaning of investment in GDP.
The purchases of new equipment and machinery, rather than stocks and bonds are
considered as an investment in GDP.

2.6 Unemployment

In the episode “Marge Gets A Job”, Marge works as a full-time employee at the
Springfield Nuclear Power Plant to help pay for the cost of house foundation repair.
Marge’s resume states that she has been a homemaker since 1980. According to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), the working-age population includes persons in the
labour force and not in the labour force. The latter includes homemakers, retirees, full-
time students, and persons with disability. After Marge gets a job, the labour force will
increase and the working-age population will stay the same.

Another episode, “The Springfield Connection”, gives an example of frictional
unemployment. After successfully helping Homer get back $20 from a robber, Marge
decides to become a police officer. In the end of the show, Marge is disappointed with the
police corruption and resigns from the force. After Marge quits her job, she becomes
frictionally unemployed. In the episode “Simpsons Roasting On An Open Fire”, Homer
works as a Santa Claus in the mall. Homer loses his Santa job after Christmas, which is
an example of seasonal unemployment.

2.7 CPIl and GDP deflator

The consumer price index (CPI) and the GDP deflator are both price indices, but
calculated differently. The CPI focuses on the items that a typical consumer buys; while
the GDP deflator focuses on all goods and services produced within a country. In the
episode “A Hunka Hunka Burns In Love”, the Simpsons visit Bob’s Big Buddha, a
Chinese restaurant operating in Springfield. Bart, a regular consumer, orders shark butt
with butt sauce. If the price of this meal increases, the price change will be reflected on
the CPI and the GDP deflator.
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2.8 Exchange rates

In the episode “Bart vs. Australia”, Bart plays a joke on an Australian boy, making a
collect phone call to him. The boy’s father is billed AUD$900. As the exchange rate
between the US dollar and Australian dollar is given, for example, AUD$1= US$1.05,
students learn to calculate the value of AUD$900 in terms of US dollars.

2.9 Commodity and fiat money

In the episode “Trilogy of Error”, Bart and Milhouse are found possessing illegal
fireworks and face being sent to children’s prison. Milhouse says “l can’t go to Juvie.
They use guys like me as currency”. If this were true, Milhouse would be considered as
commaodity money, which has intrinsic value.

For comparison, we gave a few pop quizzes pertaining to non-Simpsons video clips
or lecture content. The non-Simpsons video clips we chose to complement the lecture
material cover the topics of inflation, classical versus Keynesian economics, monetary
policy, and the Asian financial crisis. These ‘real-world’ problems can be answered
directly from viewing the videos or listening to lectures. We altered the format but kept
the content of pop quizzes and exams the same. Questions 1-3 were tested on the third
exam. Questions 4 and 5 were tested on the fourth exam. Table 3 summarises the non-
Simpsons questions.

Table 4 Statistics of variables

Spring 2013
variables Sample Mean Ste?/?;jt?(:ﬂ Maximum  Minimum iﬁgﬁgﬂ{h@tg
EXAM 152 0.707 0.129 0.935 0.284 0.416
SIMPSONS 152 0.042 0.012 0.065 0.005 0.782
NON-SIMPSONS 152 0.031 0.010 0.053 0.011 0.639
ATTENDANCE 152 0.777 0.161 1.000 0.182 1.000
Fall 2012
EXAM 142 0.714 0.134 0.940 0.355 0.403
SIMPSONS 142 0.045 0.010 0.065 0.017 0.681
NON-SIMPSONS 142 0.032 0.012 0.048 0.000 0.760
ATTENDANCE 142 0.828 0.150 1.000 0.286 1.000
Fall 2011
EXAM 104 0.739 0.133 0.950 0.415 0.575
SIMPSONS 104 0.044 0.011 0.060 0.008 0.810
NON-SIMPSONS 104 0.042 0.013 0.060 0.000 0.841

ATTENDANCE 104 0.856 0.174 1.000 0.227 1.000
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3 Methodology and results

We used least squares regression to illustrate the relationship between exam scores
(EXAM), gender (GENDER), major (MAJOR), class (CLASS), and pop quiz performances
of Simpsons questions (SIMPSONS) and non-Simpsons questions (NON-SIMPSONS).
EXAM is the dependent variable and defined as the sum of the midterm scores divided by
400. GENDER, MAJOR, and CLASS are dummy variables identifying students’
characteristics.

SIMPSONS and NON-SIMPSONS are defined as the points earned on Simpsons and
non-Simpsons pop quizzes divided by 400, respectively. Table 4 presents the statistics of
all variables for three semesters. The mean score and standard deviation of SIMPSONS
and NON-SIMPSONS are quite similar. In every semester, the standard deviation of
EXAM is around 0.13. The correlation between ATTENDANCE?® and NON-SIMPSONS is
above 64%.The correlation between ATTENDANCE and SIMPSONS exceeds 68%.
Moreover, including ATTENDANCE in the regression did not significantly change the
results. In order to avoid multicollinearity problems, we excluded ATTENDANCE in our
estimation.

The estimation results are provided in Table 5. For the whole sample, the
performance of Simpsons questions has a larger effect on exam scores than that of non-
Simpsons questions at the 1% significance level in the Fall 2011 and Fall 2012. In Spring
2013, we revised both the format and content of Simpsons questions on the exams. This
may explain why the impact of Simpsons quiz scores on exams decreases. In Spring
2013, compared with Simpsons questions, non-Simpsons exam questions are more
closely related to their pop quiz counterparts. Thus, non-Simpsons questions may have a
greater effect on exam performance than Simpsons ones. After controlling for student
quality, Simpsons questions have a positive effect for grade C, D and F students at the
1% significance level for all three semesters.

4  Conclusions

In a general education classroom, students come from a variety of disciplines and lack
sufficient background knowledge of economics. Students also feel less enthusiastic about
a general education course since it is not explicitly relevant to their majors. This paper
presents and assesses an alternate teaching method in an introductory economics class.
By regressing students’ exam scores on the performance of Simpsons and non-Simpsons
pop quizzes, we attempt to quantify the impact of teaching Economics with The
Simpsons. We present estimation results from three semesters. While keeping the content
of exam and quiz questions similar, Simpsons quiz performance of grade C, D and F
students are significantly associated with their exam scores.

This research has two limitations. First, we could not separate attendance’s effect on
exam scores from the effect of taking a pop quiz on exam scores. Second, we did not
conduct an outside-of-class experiment, gathering one-time data. Instead, as Moreno and
Valdez (2007) suggest, we assessed students’ immediate and delayed effects of learning
from the video exemplars in a real classroom. Without a control group including students
who do not watch The Simpsons, we might not be able to provide a strong conclusion
about the effectiveness of teaching economics with The Simpsons. However, our study
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adds insight to current research about introducing innovative pedagogies to the college
classroom.
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Notes

1  Guided notes are lecture notes with blank spaces. Students can fill in the blanks for key
concepts and definitions. Guided notes excluding answers are posted on the course website.

2 We chose the episode ‘Bart Gets and Elephant’ for the Simpsons exam question.
3  ATTENDANCE is defined as the percentage of attending classes during the whole semester.



