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ABSTRACT 
 
Using a sample of 405 students from the Faculty of Business, Government and 
Law at the University of Canberra, this study compared the effects of how 
microeconomics and macroeconomics are sequenced on student grades for three 
different groups.  The group using the macro/micro sequence improved their 
grade by around 1 to 27%, or an average of 7% in microeconomics, while both 
the micro/macro sequence group and those who studied micro and macro 
concurrently did not show any significant improvement in grades.  These 
findings support the less conventional view that optimal sequencing in 
introductory economics requires macroeconomics to be taught before 
microeconomics.  It was also found, consistent with other studies in Australia, 
that other major determinants of student performance in first year economics 
principles classes are UAI, age, major and mathematics background.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The issue of whether microeconomics should be taught before 
macroeconomics in first year economic principles courses has been a 
subject of much debate among economists for many years.  No 
consensus yet exists about the optimal sequencing of economic 
principles courses (Lopus & Maxwell 1995; Terry & Galchus 2003).  
Most universities in Australia and abroad require students to do 
microeconomic principles prior to macroeconomics principles in their 
first year economics courses. Some universities, however, have taught 
macroeconomics first, while others do not specify the micro-macro 
sequence and allow students to enrol either in microeconomics or 
macroeconomics principles first. Very little research exists to assess 
whether student learning is enhanced by the order in which micro and 
macro principles are taught. The results of the few available studies 
provide conflicting conclusions about optimal sequencing (Terry & 
Galchus 2003).  To my knowledge, no study of this kind has been 
undertaken in Australia. 

The purpose of this paper is to provide empirical evidence from one 
Australian university on the effects of sequencing on students’ grades, 
and thus to add further evidence to the existing pile of mixed evidence 
on whether microeconomics is better taught before macroeconomics 
in first year principles courses. The findings relate to a sample of 405 
students enrolled in first year economic principles courses between 
2001 and 2004 in the Faculty of Business, Government and Law at the 
University of Canberra.  As with several previous studies, the paper 
also investigates other determinants of student performance in first 
year economic principles courses.  

The paper is structured as follows.  The next section reviews the 
available studies and their findings.  In Section 3, the data and model 
used in this study are discussed.  The results are presented in Section 
4, while the final section summarises the conclusions of the study. 

 
2. PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
One early study on whether sequencing affects student performance 
was Fizel & Johnson (1986). They found that  “a micro/macro 
sequence of introductory economics will produce a better 
understanding of economics than would a macro/micro sequence” 
(p.94).  On average, they found that micro/macro students did 
anywhere from 10 to 50 per cent better  than  macro/micro  students 
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A later study by Lopus & Maxwell (1995) found that students learn 
more in principles of microeconomics after taking a course in 
macroeconomics.  However, students do not learn more in principles 
of macroeconomics after taking a course in microeconomics.  As the 
authors note, “This implies that, ceteris paribus, principles of 
macroeconomics should be taught before principles of 
microeconomics for optimal student learning” (p. 336). 

More recent research on this topic is by Terry & Galchus (2003).  
Using a sample of 870 students in the College of Business at the 
University of Arkansas at Little Rock, they looked at the question of 
whether, and to what extent, macro-micro course sequencing affects 
student performance in principles of economics. They found that 
optimal sequencing involves having students take the two principles 
of economics classes concurrently. They also found that grade point 
average (GPA), major, and to some extent, ethnicity and gender are 
also significantly related to performance in one or both of the 
principles of economics classes. 

As discussed above, these three studies resulted in three different 
conclusions regarding the best sequencing of micro and macro in first 
year economic principles courses.  It was the inconclusive nature of 
these studies which prompted the investigation of this important 
question by using data collected at one Australian university.  
Economic principles courses taught at most Australian universities in 
first year serve two main groups − students taking economics 
principles as a terminating course in economics, and students who are 
prospective majors in economics. Informal feedback obtained from 
students at the University of Canberra suggests that students generally 
prefer the study of macroeconomics to that of microeconomics 
because the former helps them better understand what is going on in 
the economy on a daily basis as portrayed in the news and other 
media.   One other compelling reason for teaching macroeconomics 
before microeconomics in Australian contexts concerns the 
composition of students enrolling in first year economics. The 
majority of such students are non-economics majors who often study 
no more than one or two compulsory economic principles courses 
offered in the first year of their undergraduate study.  Their 
macroeconomics courses, dealing with such topics as unemployment, 
inflation, fiscal policy, and monetary policy, have relevance to 
everyday living and as such are more likely to engage students in their 
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study of economic principles. Further, as argued below, there is no 
definitive case for the superiority of requiring students to learn micro 
principles before embarking on  macro principles. 

About 40% of the highly ranked U.S. universities surveyed by 
Lopus & Maxwell (1995) did not specify an ordering for micro/macro 
principles, while another 40% required micro first.  About 4% 
required macro to be done first and the remaining 16% did not split 
principles courses into micro and macro components.  An equally 
important observation concerns the textbook sequencing of 
microeconomics and macroeconomics.  In 1995, Lopus and Maxwell 
found the majority of introductory economics textbooks in the U.S. 
presented macroeconomics first followed by microeconomics. 
However, most of the current introductory economics textbooks in the 
US follow a micro-macro sequencing. In the case of Australia, 
information gathered from the respective websites of the 37 public 
universities as of September 2012, and from telephone clarification 
where the available information was unclear, indicates that currently 
about 43% of Australian universities follow the micro-macro 
sequence, 3% (1 only) requires macro to be done first, and another 
14% did not specify an ordering for micro and macro, so implying that 
the subjects can be done in any sequence.  In 35% (or 13) of the 
Australian universities, micro and macro principles are combined and 
taught as a one semester course under various names, such as 
Principles of Economics, Economics for Business, and Introduction to 
Economics.  Two universities did not offer any majors program in 
microeconomics and macroeconomics.  As to the textbooks, every 
major text on introductory economics in Australia, such as McTaggart 
et al. (2005) or Jackson et al. (2007), present microeconomics first 
followed by macroeconomics. 

Every year, several thousand students enrol in first year economic 
principles courses in universities across Australia. Only a small 
fraction of these students go on to degrees or majors in economics. 
There must be some good reason as to why many students shy away 
from studying economics after their first year. According to Alauddin 
& Valadkhani (2003), one reason for the continuous decline in 
enrolment in economics is the inappropriateness of the product to an 
increasingly diverse clientele. Millmow (2000) points out that falling 
enrolment in economics were not unique to Australia and that similar 
trends have been observed in the United Kingdom and the United 
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States.  Across the world, economists have noted students’ relative 
lack of interest in pursuing further study in economics. In particular, 
“the trend in the proportion of U.S. bachelor’s degrees awarded in 
economics has been negative since the 1950s, with a steep decline 
following a relative cyclical high in 1988” (Becker 2004, p.1).  
According to Becker (2001), one way to make economics more 
popular and reverse this declining trend is to make economics the 
“sexy” social science through more careful selection of content and 
utilising teaching methods which are more engaging. We have to 
convince our students that economics is not only a useful but also a 
fulfilling social science (Hoyt 2003). Sequencing of principles courses 
by teaching macroeconomics first followed by microeconomics may 
reduce some the declining enrolment in economics by teaching 
content which is more appropriate and relevant to the daily life of 
students, thereby keeping them motivated and building their interest in 
the subject.  

One reason cited by many economists for micro/macro sequencing 
is the body of literature which emphasises that macroeconomics 
principles rest entirely on microeconomic foundations. This is 
evidenced by the numerous books and scholarly papers on this subject 
(see, for example, Weintraub 1979). This and similar contributions 
imply that prior knowledge of microeconomics is essential for 
learning macroeconomics (Lopus & Maxwell 1995).  Alternatively, it 
has been argued that microeconomics has foundations in 
macroeconomics. Colander (1993, p.451) contends that “one must 
first determine the macro context within which that micro decision is 
made” (cf. Hahn 2003). DaSilva (2009, p.1) has argued also that “it is 
microeconomics that needs foundations, not macroeconomics”, and 
King (2012) has presented an extensive critique of the micro-
foundations approach.  These views suggest that there are good 
grounds for teaching macroeconomics principles first, especially in 
first year economics. 

The appropriate sequence of microeconomics and macroeconomics 
is thus a contested issue. The objective of this paper is to cast further 
empirical light on the issue and, in particular, on how alternative 
sequences affect student learning. The following section outlines the 
empirical approach I took to meet this objective and describes the data 
used as the basis for analysis.    
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3.  MODEL AND DATA 
Data for this study were obtained from a sample of 405 students who 
studied microeconomics principles and macroeconomics principles in 
their first year, between 2001 and 2004 at the University of Canberra.  
Unlike many other Australian universities, there was no requirement 
that students should enrol in microeconomics principles 
(Microeconomics 1) before doing macroeconomics principles 
(Macroeconomics 1).  The two units were offered in both semesters 
which made it possible in any semester for students to enrol in either 
Microeconomics 1 or Macroeconomics 1 or both concurrently.  
Semester 2, 2004 was the last time when first year economics was 
taught as the separate units of Microeconomics 1 and 
Macroeconomics 1.  Beginning in Semester 1 2005, the University of 
Canberra revised its degree structure and offered a one semester unit 
called Introduction to Economics which combined microeconomics 
and macroeconomics principles in a single foundation unit in 
economics principles.  

Prior to 2005, the first year principles courses were compulsory for 
all degree programs in economics, commerce, management, marketing 
and the social sciences, and were also offered as electives in other 
degree programs including science, information technology and 
engineering. Microeconomics 1 and Macroeconomics 1 were taught 
by the same academic staff members during the entire period (2001-
04) which ruled out one source of variation in the data used for 
comparison.  Records of both the letter grades and individual scores 
were obtained for the sample of students.  Table 1 gives some 
characteristics of the students in the sample.   

Of the 405 students, 183 students or 45.2% did micro first followed 
by macro, 163 students or 40.2% did macro first, and 59 or 14.6% did 
micro and macro concurrently in the same semester.  There were 
roughly equal numbers of male and female students.  Almost 80% of 
the students in the total sample were below 25 years of age, the 
minimum age being 18 years, the maximum 54 years and the average 
approximately 23 years. UAI scores were available for 342 students 
and the average UAI score for the group was 68.6.  The majority of 
the students were domestic (89.1%), with the remaining 10.9 % being 
full-fee paying international students.  From Table 1 it is evident that 
the outcomes of the grading system used by the two lecturers teaching 
Microeconomics 1 and Macroeconomics 1 were roughly  similar  as  
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Table 1:  Characteristics of Students in the Sample 

 
 Macro First Macro/Micro 

Concurrent 
Micro First Total  (%) 

Sample size  163 59 183 405 (100.0) 

Gender: 
   Male     
   Female  

 
71 
92 

 
33 
26 

 
93 
90 

 
197 (48.6) 
208 (52.4) 

Fee Type: 
Domestic 
International 

 
148 
15 

 
53 
6 

 
160 
23 

 
361 (89.1) 
  44 (10.9) 

Grade Distribution      
HD 4 2 9   15   ( 3.7) 
D 18 8 23   49  (12.1) 
CR 36 12 40   88  (21.7) 
P 62 21 77 160  (39.5) 
NX 41 16 34   91  (22.5) 
Other  2       2    (0.5) 

Age when Doing     
Macro     
Below 20 51   9    21    81 (20.2) 
20-25 87 36 118  241 (59.5) 
26-30 15   8    23    46 (11.4) 
31-35   5   3     9    17   (4.2) 
36-40   4   2     5    11   (2.7) 
Above 40    1   1     7      9   (2.2) 

Distribution     
(Macro)     
HD   4   2    21    15   (3.7) 
D 18 8 118  49 (12.1) 
CR 36   12    23    88 (21.7) 
P   62   21     9    160 (39.5) 
NX   41   16     5    91 (22.5) 
Other    0   0     7      2   (0.5) 

Distribution     
(Micro)     
HD   6   4    5    15   (4.2) 
D 19 8 24  51 (14.6) 
CR 26   9    33    68 (19.5) 
P   33   23     95    151 (43.5) 
NX   12   13     11    36 (10.3) 
Other    11   2     15      28   (8.0) 
     

Notes:  HD = High distinction (85-100%); DI = Distinction (75-84%); CR = Credit (65-74%);  P = Pass 
(64-50%); NX = Fail (Less than 49%);   “Other” refers to incomplete grades.  
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indicated by the percentage distribution of letter grades for these two 
units. About 15.8% of the enrolled students were doing economics 
majors, including those enrolled in the Bachelor of Applied 
Economics and the Bachelor of Commerce in Banking and Finance.  
The remaining 342 students or about 84.2% were from non-economics 
majors, the majority of whom were doing the Bachelor of Commerce 
majoring in Accounting, followed by students majoring in marketing, 
advertising and communication studies. 

The aim of the study was to measure the impact of micro/macro 
course sequencing on students’ ability to learn economic principles. 
Student marks or grades were used as a proxy for their underlying 
knowledge of economics. A paired value t-test was used to determine 
whether studying microeconomics principles first will improve 
students’ ability to understand macroeconomics principles (as 
indicated by their grades in macro principles).  It is hypothesised that 
micro/macro sequencing does not matter, so that doing 
microeconomics first will not improve the grade in macroeconomics, 
and vice versa.  The null hypothesis was that there was no significant 
difference in the mean marks of the three groups of students in the 
study.  In the first group, students followed the macro/micro sequence, 
while in the second group, students studied micro and macro 
principles concurrently in one semester.  The third group of students 
followed traditional micro/macro sequencing, doing macro principles 
in the following or later semesters. 

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression models were used to 
determine the main factors influencing the performance of students.  
Following  Mallik & Varua (2008), Nolan & Ahmadi‐Esfahani (2007) 
and others, it was hypothesised that UAI (University Admission 
Index), Gender, Age, Mathematics background (College or HSC), 
Economics Major/Non-Economics Major, and Attendance (part-time 
versus full time study) were significant variables in explaining overall 
performances in macro and micro principles courses. The dependent 
variable was the overall mark (score) obtained by students in 
Microeconomics 1 or Macroeconomics 1.  Several dummy variables 
were used to determine the effects of categorical predictors.  The 
following regression model was thus estimated for the three groups in 
the study: 

GRADEi = β0 + β1UAIi + β2GENDERi + β3AGEi + β4MATHSi   

                                                                                             +β5MAJORi + β6ATTENDi + εi   (1) 
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where GRADEi represents the overall mark (score) in percentiles of the 
ith students in Microeconomics 1 or Macroeconomics 1; UAIi 
represents the University Admission Index Score obtained from 
University admission records; GENDERi is a dummy variable for 
gender, 1 for male and 0 for female;  AGEi  is the age in years when 
the ith student enrolled in the principles  course; MATHSi is a dummy 
variable which takes a value of 1 for students who have done college 
level Mathematics and 0 for students who have not done any 
Mathematics in College or in the HSC examination;  MAJORi is a 
dummy variable which takes a value of 1 for students who were doing 
commerce related types of degree courses which require further 
studies in economics including economics major and 0 for non-
commerce degree programs; and ATTENDi is a dummy variable for 
enrolment type which takes a value of 1 for fulltime study and 0 for 
part-time study. 
 
4.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
From the original sample of 405 students, the number of paired 
samples obtained for the three groups are shown in column 4 of Table 
2. It is of interest to note that of the 183 students that did micro first 
(Table 1), only 112 subsequently enrolled in macroeconomics, so 
permitting paired samples for the t-test.   The use of a paired t-test is 
appropriate in this instance as the pair-differences in the mean marks 
are continuous dependent variables, and the characteristics of the 
population (the micro and macro groups) are likely to be similar as 
they constitute the first year cohort of students enrolled in first year 
economics.    Table 2 also shows the results of the t-test to determine 
whether student learning is affected by sequencing.  In particular, do 
students learn more in macroeconomics after doing a course in 
microeconomics, or do they learn more in microeconomics after 
undertaking a course in macroeconomics?   The test was significant at 
the 5% level only for the group which took macroeconomics first.  
The null hypothesis that there is no difference in the mean marks for 
this group is rejected, indicating that doing macroeconomics first did 
enhance the learning of microeconomic principles.  In fact, students 
generally did better in microeconomics by around 1 to 27%, or an 
average of 7% after completing macroeconomics first.  For the group 
which followed the traditional micro/macro sequence, the test was not 
significant, implying that studying microeconomics  first  did  not  
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Table 2:  Results of the t-test for Paired Samples 

Groups Mean Marks   
in Macro 

Mean Marks 
in Micro 

Sample   
(N) 

t value Sig (2-
tailed) 

Macro First       60.03 62.32     93 -2.038* 0.044 

Concurrent       58.65 58.93     41 -0.170 0.866 

Micro First       59.00 59.24    112 -0.270 0.878 

Note:  * indicates significance at the 5% level.   

improve the subsequent learning of macroeconomic principles (using 
grades as a proxy for students’ knowledge).  The test was also not 
significant for the group which did micro and macro concurrently.  
Somewhat surprisingly for the latter two groups, the mean scores in 
microeconomics and macroeconomics were almost identical.   

These results are consistent with the findings of Lopus and Maxwell 
(1995) who used U.S. data.  Table 3 shows regression results using the 
combined student mark in macroeconomics and macroeconomics as 
the dependent variable. The most important predictor of students’ 
scores in microeconomics and macroeconomics is the UAI.  The UAI 
coefficient was significant at the 1 percent level for Group 1, and at 
the 5% level for Group 2.  Other things being equal, students who 
previously studied economics in their final year (Year 12) at high 
school could be expected to perform better in first year economics, 
and to have done so irrespective of whether micro or macro was 
chosen first.  In this study, the number of students doing economics 
after having completed economics in Year 12 was negligible. With 
regard to macroeconomics, other factors which determine students’ 
grades are age and mathematics background, but not gender, mode of 
attendance or economics major which do not seem to influence 
performance. On the other hand, with regard to microeconomics, only 
UAI and MAJOR seem to predict student results.   

The significance of age and mathematics background in 
determining marks in Macroeconomics 1 was as expected.   The 
Macroeconomics 1 unit taught at the University of Canberra required 
a fair amount of mathematical analysis involving the calculation of 
equilibrium GDP, derivation of  the  various  multiplier  formulae  and  
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Table 3: OLS Estimates of Grade Determinants in Macro- and                                      
Microeconomics Principles Courses 

Variable  Group 1 
Macro First 

Group 2 
Micro First 

Constant -16.353 (-1.119) 21.499 (1.472) 

UAI 0.600 (4.096)* 0.465 (2.562)** 

GENDER 1.851 (0.734) 2.769 (1.096) 

AGE 0.922* (3.005) -0.196 (-1.001) 

MATHS 5.992 (2.001)** 0.809 (0.302) 

MAJOR -1.644 (-0.600) 4.667 (1.889)*** 

ATTEND 2.164 (0.734) 1.450 (0.529) 

R 0.432  0.430 

R2 0.186 0.185 

F value 4.579* 2.009*** 

Note: *, ** and *** imply significance at 1%, 5% and 10%  levels      
respectively. 

the application of multiplier analysis.  On the other hand, the 
Microeconomics 1 unit contained barely any mathematical 
applications apart from the estimation of simple elasticities.  Age as a 
factor in explaining variation in the marks for macroeconomics is also 
not unexpected, for understanding the topics covered (which ranged 
across inflation, fiscal and monetary policy, interest rates, exchange 
rates and so on) can be expected to improve with maturity of mind. 
The variable MAJOR was not significant in determining the grades in 
Macroeconomics 1, but was significant at the 10% level for 
Microeconomics 1.  This suggests that students who performed well in 
microeconomics came from commerce-related degree programs which 
required further studies in economics.  The negative sign for the AGE 
coefficient in Model 2 seems to indicate that younger students tend to 
perform better than older students in microeconomics, while AGE is a 
positive factor in the case of macroeconomics.  In particular, the mean 
age of students in the macro first sample was 23.2 years, while it was 
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22.1 years for those who did micro first. The difference in the mean 
age between the two groups was significant at the 5% level. 

These findings concerning the ‘non-sequencing’ variables are 
generally consistent with other studies undertaken in Australia and 
elsewhere.  Malik & Varua (2008) found gender was not an important 
factor in predicting student’s performance in Introduction to 
Economic Methods at the University of Western Sydney.  Nolan & 
Ahmadi-Esfahani (2007) showed  that UAI is a good predictor of 
students’ performance in undergraduate agricultural economics at the 
University of Sydney.  Elzinga & Melaugh (2009),  using more than 
35,000 students from the University of Virginia in the US, found that 
SAT scores in mathematics are the best predictor of success in the 
principles course. 

5.  CONCLUSIONS 
This study has examined the question of whether we should follow the 
traditional path taken in most Australian universities and elsewhere, 
and teach microeconomics before macroeconomics in first year 
principles courses.  On the basis of this study, which used data from 
one Australian university and grades as a proxy for students’ 
knowledge, it was found that students studying in a macro-micro 
sequence significantly improved their understanding of 
microeconomic principles.  On average, students who studied macro 
principles first, improved their score in micro principles by between 1 
to 27%, or an average of 7%. This finding is consistent with the study 
by Lopus & Maxwell (1995) who also found that students who studied 
macroeconomics first improved their performance in microeconomics 
rather than the other way round.  By contrast, students who followed 
the traditional micro/macro sequence and those who studied micro 
and macro concurrently did not show any improvement in their grade 
in macroeconomics.  The results of this study thus support the view 
that optimal sequencing involves having students take macro 
principles first followed by micro principles.  The policy implication 
for first year undergraduate courses is then to adopt the macro-micro 
sequence, which is contrary to the practice in most Australian 
universities. 

The suggestion that we should teach macro first may appear 
counter-intuitive; as most economists believe that teaching micro first 
is theoretically or “intellectually” better.  It may well be that at more 
advanced levels (intermediate and graduate) the transfer of economic 
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knowledge is best served by offering micro first (as noted by Lopus & 
Maxwell 1995, p.348).  However, at the first year level (and in 
Australia at least), a good case can be made for teaching macro 
principles first followed by micro principles which helps explain the 
empirical findings of this study.  Given that the majority of students 
enrolled in first year economics principles courses are from non-
economics majors, there is a need to keep these students motivated 
and engaged, and also to encourage them to take further courses of 
study in economics (or even to switch majors).  In Australia, the daily 
news about economic issues is most often dominated by a range of 
macroeconomic issues (such as inflation, GDP, interest rates, 
unemployment, the global financial crisis) rather than microeconomic 
ones (such as trade-offs or the marginal costs of firms).  What students 
are absorbing on a daily basis from the media is thus likely to seem to 
them to be more relevant to their economic studies, which gives what 
they are learning in their macroeconomics lectures and tutorials 
greater significance.  Becker (2004, p.2) makes a similar point in a 
slightly different way − “many of the things of interest to students and 
things that they see and hear in the popular media do not lend 
themselves to simple textbook supply and demand analysis”.    The 
empirical outcomes of this study support these good qualitative 
reasons for adopting macro-micro sequencing in first year economics 
(whether this is taught in the form of separate courses or a single 
macro-micro course). 
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	One reason cited by many economists for micro/macro sequencing is the body of literature which emphasises that macroeconomics principles rest entirely on microeconomic foundations. This is evidenced by the numerous books and scholarly papers on this s...

