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About our Final Project 
Notes from Authors 

For our Feminist Economics final project, we wanted to create a report that would leave 
a positive, lasting impact upon the experience of future Wellesley Economics majors 
and minors. Firstly, as senior Economics majors, we would like to express our utmost 
gratitude to the Economics Department and, specifically, the amazing professors we 
have had the privilege of learning from and being mentored by over the past four years. 
It goes without saying that studying Economics has been incredibly formative to our 
intellectual development and our determination to make a difference in the world post-
Wellesley. 

Our motivation to embark upon this final project is rooted in the radical/feminist 
economic inquiry we have been learning in Professor Matthaei’s Feminist Economics 
Seminar. For the first time in an Economics classroom, we have felt strongly 
encouraged to question the neoclassical models, to learn the history of how 
neoclassical economics became the chief way of teaching economics in U.S. institutions 
of higher education, and to innovative models that acknowledge the sexual division of 
labor, value unpaid home work, and reflect discrimination theory. Through our final 
project, we wanted to discover and assess Economics professors and students’ 
attitudes toward the current state of radical/feminist economic inquiry and questioning of 
the neoclassical models in Wellesley’s Economics classes.

Thanks to the enthusiasm of 106 Economics majors who participated in our survey and 
the generosity of 6 professors who were interviewed, we have been able to capture the 
current state of radical/feminist economic inquiry, questioning, and the overall student 
experience in Wellesley’s Economics classes. We conclude our report with several 
recommendations, which we hope will be helpful to the Department going forward. 

We look forward to seeing you at an open discussion of our findings, which will take 
place in PNE 351 on Wednesday, December 12 from 10 am – 11 am. Please feel free to 
reach out to us if you have any questions, thoughts, or would like additional insight.
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Interviews with Professors  
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Description of Interview Process  

We interviewed six professors who teach microeconomics in the 
Economics Department to understand how they value radical/feminist 
inquiry, both in their teaching as well as outside of the classroom. We 
asked them a set of ten questions, which highlighted their interest in 

teaching Economics at Wellesley College, their opinions on the 
neoclassical models, and their level of flexibility in addressing radical/

feminist economy inquiry through their teaching. Please refer to 
appendix 1 for the questions. Below, we have highlighted key 

takeaways from each of the six interviews. We chose to keep the 
quotes anonymous for the sake of preserving professors’ privacy. 
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Selected Takeaways from Interviews 

Professor 1: Keen Interest in Hearing Students’ 
Opinions from the Survey

“I'll be really interested to see the results of your survey and see what 
people say about the settings where they feel more comfortable 
expressing those views. I'm absolutely open to making changes 

based on what people are expressing about.”

Professor 2: Study of History of Economics is Needed

“If I have to say that if I could add one class to the curriculum, I think it 
would probably be history of economic thought.”

Professor 3: Radical/Feminist Complexity Might Be 
Covered in a 300-Level Course

“To what extent can I add on additional complexity to the baseline 
models? We have to teach you the baseline model first before we 

could get you to start thinking about modifications of that model that 
you might cover in a 300-level class.”
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Professor 4: Neoclassical Economics = Amoral ≠ 
Immoral

“Neoclassical Economics might not be as limiting as it initially 
appears. The neoclassical model says people maximize their utility.  It 
doesn’t say what goes into the utility function. I donate to charity and I 
can care about your well-being in my utility function … Economics is 

not immoral, but you might think of it as amoral.”

Professor 5: Radicals Don’t Exist at Wellesley

“Your presumption is that I have students that are radical. Is that true? 
Because I don’t see it at all. Wellesley doesn’t attract those people 

particularly. I really don’t think that the student body is that particularly. 
This is a pretty conservative kind of place.” 

Professor 6: Face of Economics is still White and 
(mostly) Male

“The field is definitely becoming more equal in gender, but I don’t see 
any evidence that we’re getting better on race. But there’s still this 

issue that a decent fraction of the people who are attracted to 
Economics are the type of kids you knew in elementary school who 
thought that math was just for boys … and a subset of those people 
have gone on to be ‘play with math’ people who think they are the 

smartest people in the world and in Economics Departments thinking 
that men are better at it then women, and that shines through.”
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Student Survey 
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Description of Student Survey Process 

We accessed students’ thoughts about Economics at Wellesley 
through an anonymous Google survey. Only Economics majors 
and minors were eligible to take this survey because we wanted 

students to holistically provide their insights about their 
experiences as Economics majors/minors. The survey included 
questions pertaining to topics such as students’ feelings in the 
typical Economics classroom environment, their knowledge of 
Economic history of thought, and what they’d like to see in the 

future from Wellesley’s Economics Department. The incentive for 
students to participate in this survey was to win one of three $10 El 

Table Gift Cards. In total, 106 students completed our survey 
(N=106). Please refer to appendix 2 for the questions. Below are 

some of the most compelling survey results. 
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Student Survey Results 

!
Figure 1

About 60% of the survey respondents claim that they either “never” or “rarely” 
challenge the neoclassical models in Economics classes. However, another way of 
looking at the results, is that a majority of student respondents claim to challenge the 
neoclassical models, at least to some extent (“rarely” is still considered as challenging 
the models sometimes). Here is a voluntary quote from a student expressing their 
trepidation to challenge the models: “I'm nervous to ask the professor about whether 
or not said conclusions are really valid. Part of this is because the conclusions are 
very standard with a neoliberal, capitalist way of thinking that I assume most of my 
professors buy into. I'm nervous that [professors] will judge me for not buying into the 
assumptions in the same way.” Many other students expressed a similar hesitation 
with challenging neoclassical models out of fear they would be judged by their 
professors, who are perceived as strictly following these theories. 
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Figure 3

Around 63% of the survey respondents reported that they “never” or “rarely” witness 
their fellow students challenging the neoclassical models. In comparison to Figure 2 
where around 4% of students reported that they, themselves, “always” challenge the 
neoclassical models, fewer students believe that their fellow students “always” 
challenge the neoclassical models (1.0%). Student perceptions of their classmates 
and, namely how their classmates perceive them, was a recurring theme in students’ 
voluntarily responses about why they feared challenging the neoclassical models. 
Many of these responses highlight students’ hesitation to challenge the neoclassical 
models due to fear that their fellow students will judge them. Here are some quotes 
which highlight this nervousness: “Any participation feels un-welcomed by classmates 
who seemingly already understand”, “I am afraid to ask questions because I feel like 
many other students already know the answer”, “If office hours are only offered in 
group sessions, it can be intimidating”, and “I’m hesitant to ask clarifying questions… 
out of fear of being judged by fellow students.”
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Figure 4

Survey results indicate that 49.5% of students are hesitant to ask questions in a 
classroom setting or office hours. Most students feel reluctant to express their 
confusion in the lecture because they fear that their peers and their professor will 
judge them and some indicate that “[they’re] mostly hesitant to ask questions that 
seem like they could be found within the notes or a textbook.” One student expressed: 
“I am sometimes hesitant to question how certain models relate to other concepts that 
I learned in other disciplines... in a classroom environment.” There are also students 
who are curious to learn more about the applications of Economics in the real world, 
but feel discouraged since “every office hour session is crowded spent worrying about 
the weekly psets rather than conversations with the professor about real world 
applications of economics and issues such as poverty and inequality.”
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Figure 5

Figure 5 captures students’ perceptions of the typical Economics’ classroom 
environment. In our survey, 70.5% of respondents describe Economics as intense and 
54.3% describe it as stressful. Less than half of the survey respondents believe that 
their Economics courses are “applicable to the real world” or feel “supported” in class. 
Around a third described their experience in their Economics courses as “cut-throat/
cold.” In fact, many majors voluntarily described Economics in ways that resonate with 
this student: “Economics is certainly one of the most stressful majors at Wellesley. I 
think the culture could be changed … to make it … less stressful. It can still be just as 
difficult, but I think a more exploratory or curious approach to the topic of Economics 
would greatly benefit the Economics Department and even attract more majors.”
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Figure 6

Figure 6 indicates the spread of students’ reasons for becoming Economics majors. In 
our survey, 36.2% of students majored in Economics because they “felt compelled by 
family, friends, socio-economic, and/or cultural expectations.” 52.4% of students said 
that they became majors because they “enjoyed the Economics classes [they were] 
taking at Wellesley.” This implies that for 47.6% of the sample, the Economics classes 
they were taking at Wellesley did not have a strong influence upon their decision to 
become Economics majors.
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Figure 7

The overwhelming majority of survey respondents, 87%, have no idea how 
neoclassical Economics became the chief type of Economics taught in institutions of 
higher education within the United States. Of the very small percentage of students 
who claim to know the history of Economics, most wrote in that they learned this 
history in high-school history courses. Our Econ 343 Feminist Economics Seminar 
has focused upon understanding the history of Economics through various insightful 
readings written by Historians and Economists, including Julie Nelson’s book, 
Economics for Humans. Through discussing these readings, our class has come to 
realize how the history of ‘how neoclassical economics came to be the chief way of 
understanding economics’ is crucial to understanding why the field is currently the way 
it is. This knowledge of our undergraduate field’s history has been very empowering to 
learn. During interviews, Professors generally expressed genuine interest in 
integrating the history of Economics into the core curriculum. 
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Figure 8

A considerable 42% of survey respondents would like to see more feminist/radical 
economic inquiry incorporated into their economics classes. However, nearly ⅓  of 
respondents felt they were not well-informed to affirmatively respond because they 
were unfamiliar with what feminist/radical economic inquiry entails, and did not have 
any prior knowledge of the terms we provided as examples (discrimination theory, the 
sexual division of labor, and the inclusion of unpaid work in models). The majority of 
students who selected “yes”, further explained what types of feminist/radical economic 
inquiry they would like to see. Here are some examples of radical/feminist inquiry 
students would like to have incorporated into their core economics classes: 

• “Models talking about labor in a gendered context.”
• “When we talk about policies, I'd like to look at more radical socialist policies.”
• “Discrimination theory.”
• “Sexual division of labor, inclusion of unpaid work in the home.”
• “Intersectionality as it relates to pay inequality and economic discrimination.
•   “The ways people are actually impacted [through] race/gender/environmental 

issues, not just a class about ‘externalities’”.   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Figure 9

58% of students feel “somewhat” hopeful that the field of Economics is becoming 
more racially and gender equitable, 31% of survey respondents feel affirmatively 
hopeful, and 7% simply do not. Here are two students’ responses, which capture the 
differences in Wellesley students’ thoughts about the diversity of the field: 

• “As far as the previous question, sometimes I'll look around my econ class and 
think to myself, wow, there's 30+ powerful women in this room all wanting to 
study economics and I think that's a wonderful thing.”

• “I think I am more hopeful that the field is becoming more racially and gender 
equitable, but at the same time, because we are in an environment like 
Wellesley, I never really notice the fact that the field of Economics is not diverse. 
I think we get glimpses of this when we read papers and it is predominately by 
white males, but I guess in lower level Econ (200 and below), you don't read a 
lot of academic paper, so I think I relied a lot on people explicitly telling me that 
Economics is a predominately white male field to know that it is not as diverse 
as I had thought.” 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Recommendations 
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1. Transforming Office hours 

Having 15-minute one-on-one time slots that students can sign up for 
to openly ask their professors questions ranging from pests questions 
to questions about economic research. This  solution mitigates fear of 

being judged by peers, which was a common concern raised in the 
survey.

2. SI Sessions

Providing SI Sessions for introductory courses will help students gain 
supplementary help if they don’t understand certain problems. This 

would foster a collaborate environment where students will feel more 
comfortable teaching each other and working on practice problems 

together. 

3. Math Preparation

Having a course on the Mathematics of Economics so that those who 
haven’t taken Multivariable Calculus can be more comfortable 

applying mathematical theory to Economics models. This solution 
would ensure that all students entering  ECON 201 and ECON 202 

would have the proper mathematical foundation to succeed.
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4. Incorporating History of Economics into Curriculum

According to our survey, 87% of the students said that they do not 
know the history of Economic thought. Incorporating this history into 

core courses would help students in understanding the thought 
process that went into building the models that they are currently 

studying. 

5. Frequent Lectures and Open Presentations

More lectures on the recent developments in the field of Economics 
would help foster creativity when students are thinking about the 

applications of their Economics major. Additionally, 
making  presentations in Economics classes (Econ 203 and other 

Econ 300-levels) open to everyone in the Economics department, will 
give students an opportunity to talk to each other about the different 
applications of the knowledge gained in their classrooms, and even 

encourage them to take more Economics classes.

6. Intentional Cultivation of Close-knit and Safe 
Classroom

Especially for foundational class, small but impactful things like 
sending out an “About Me” Google form to the students, asking about 

their preferred pronouns, their interest in pursuing Economics and 
other background information, goes a long way in incorporating a 
feeling of care in the classroom. Additionally, allowing students to 

present on Economics-related topics, beyond what is being taught in 
the class, will encourage students to also explore other areas of 

Economics. 
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Appendix 1 : Interview 
Questions 

1. Why did you choose to study and teach Economics? 

2. Why did you choose to teach at a liberal-arts college, instead of a larger university? Do you 
think that liberal-arts colleges like Wellesley, where students are required to also explore 
WGST, Religion, and Historical Studies, impacts the Economic Department’s teaching 
methods? 

3. What type of classroom environment do you strive to facilitate?  

4. How often do your students challenge the neoclassical models (assumptions, graphs, 
outcomes, etc.)? Have you noticed any trends in students challenging the neoclassical models 
as they progress through the major? Have you noticed any trends in students challenging the 
neoclassical models throughout your time teaching at Wellesley? 

5. Where do your students feel most comfortable challenging the neoclassical models and 
exploring their radical/feminist economic inquiry (office hours, classroom, or through email)?  

6. If you were less restricted by time, would you want to include more radical/feminist economic 
inquiry in your syllabus (i.e. discrimination theory, unpaid home work, the sexual division of 
labor, etc.)? If so, what kinds of radical/feminist economic theory would you like to include?  

7. Has the syllabus/content of foundational courses changed at all, since you started teaching at 
Wellesley?  

8. What do you think is the benefit of studying Economics at the undergraduate level for students 
who would like to make a difference by challenging the status quo after graduation (i.e. 
especially those not entering the traditional finance/IB field)?  

9. Do you feel that the Economics Department is supportive of all its students, or do you think 
that it fosters a competitive environment?  

10. Most students in our survey, describe their Economics courses as stressful and hard, what are 
your thoughts about that, and what would you do to fix this?

11. Economics remains a heavily white, male-dominated field. Since you are a Professor at 
Wellesley College, a women’s college, do you feel hopeful that the field is becoming more 
racially and gender equitable?  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Appendix 2 : Survey Questions 

1. Why did you choose to study Economics?

a) I’ve always enjoyed Economics.
b) I took Economics in high school.
c) I enjoyed the Economics classes I was taking at Wellesley.
d) I want to work in an industry that requires some Economics     
    background.
e) I majored in Economics because I felt compelled by parents, family, 
    friends, socio-economic, and/or cultural expectations.
f) Other 

2. Did your first Economics class at Wellesley motivate you to pursue the major?

a) Yes
b) Somewhat 
c) No
d) Other 

3. Do you know the history of Economics, namely how neoclassical Economics 
became the chief type of Economics taught in institutions of higher education in 
the U.S.? 

a) Yes 
b) Maybe  
c) No  

4. If you selected "yes" or "maybe" to the previous question, please briefly explain. 
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5. How would you best describe the typical Wellesley Economics classroom 
environment?  

a) Absurdly hard
b) Applicable to the real world
c) Chill
d) Cut-throat/Cold
e) Easy
f) Feminist/Radical
g) Fun
h) Intense
i) Passionate
j) Supportive
k) Stressful
l) Unrealistic
m) Other 

6. How often do you challenge the neoclassical Economic models being taught?  

1-Never 5-Always 

7. Has (the above) changed as you’ve progressed through the major?  

a) Yes 
b) Somewhat  
c) No  

8. How often do your fellow students challenge the neoclassical models being 
taught? 

1-Never 5-Always
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9. Has (the above) changed as you’ve progressed through the major?  

a) Yes
b) Maybe  
c) No  

 
10. Do you ever feel hesitant to ask questions in an Economics classroom or office 

hours environment?  

1-Never 5-Always 

11. If you selected a number other than "1" to the previous question, please 
describe what types of comments/questions you are most hesitant to share, and 
how that feels. 

12. When learning the neoclassical models in your core Economics classes, did you 
- even for a split second - ever have a doubt about whether the models being 
taught hold in the real-world (i.e. questioning the underlying assumptions, 
identifying differences between the models and your real-world experiences, 
expressing frustration with the model's exclusion of important social factors 
such as how race/gender impacts one's wage)?  

1-Never 5-Always 

13. Would you like to see more feminist/radical economic inquiry in your economics 
classes (i.e. discrimination theory, the sexual division of labor, the inclusion of 
unpaid home work in models, etc.)?  

a) Yes 
b) Maybe  
c) No  

14. I'm unsure of what these terms are, so I'm not well-informed to give an opinion. 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15. If you selected "yes" or "maybe" above, please briefly describe what types of 
feminist/radical economic inquiry you would like to see in your in economic 
courses' syllabi.

16. Economics remains a heavily white, male-dominated field. As a student of 
Economics at Wellesley College, do you feel hopeful that the field is becoming 
more racially and gender equitable?

a) Yes  
b) Somewhat  
c) No  
d) Other 

17. Please share any additional experiences/feelings/thoughts that you would like 
us to anonymously convey to the Economics Department via our report.  

18. Would you be interested in receiving a report of our findings?  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