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Providing students with a compass to navigate: teaching political 
economy to human geography students
Ilia Farahani and Mads Barbesgaard

Department of Human Geography, Lund University, Lund, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Despite the centrality of economic theories (including political economic theories) in 
human geographic research, there is a massive shortage of courses covering this topic in 
many human geography departments. In this paper, we use the example of a third- 
semester elective MSc course in political economic theory designed for students in 
human geography to contribute to this point. The course aims to introduce some 
essential elements of economic theory, map competing trends and paradigms in eco
nomic theory, and teach how economic theories are operationalized in geographic 
research. As such, it seeks to provide students with a compass to be able to navigate 
the sprawling field of economic geography. Lakatos’ theory of science and an interpreta
tion of Kolb’s cycle influenced the pedagogical approach used to design (and structure) 
this course. The course treats paradigms in a competitive and intellectually contextual 
environment, and students engage with them in a reflective process culminating in the 
operationalization of economic theories into geographic research. In this paper we 
reflect on the challenges we have come across in teaching this course and whether we 
have managed to live up to the aim of providing a compass.
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Introduction

There has been extensive literature on teaching political economy in economics, political science, and 
international relations (Amoore & Langley, 2001; Boyer et al., 2006; Katz-Rosene et al., 2021; Paul, 2006; 
Stilwell, 2012). However, scholarly works on teaching political economy to human geography students are 
relatively rare and infrequent (Barnes, 2006; Ettlinger, 2006; Warf, 1997). Not only that, as our experience 
below shows, despite the centrality of economic theories (including political economic theories) in human 
geographic research, there is a massive shortage of courses covering this topic in many human geography 
departments, particularly in the Scandinavian context. Consequently, in our teaching over the past decade, 
we have observed a general challenge for students being that they lack a “compass” to be able to system
atically navigate and orient themselves in the broad and sprawling field of human geography in general and 
economic geography in particular. This expresses itself in two ways: either students may know a single 
theory or tradition very well, but in their Master’s thesis are unable to articulate and justify why they choose 
that theory over others. Alternatively, students may be aware of several theories, but are unaware of debates 
and incompatibilities between them and consequently turn to a sometimes quite crude ecclectisim of 
uncritically combining them. Through the “case” of teaching political economy to human geography 
students, we discuss our attempt at trying to address this challenge – along with the challenges we as 
teachers have met along the way.

Economic geography is aimed at studying the differences in “economic outcomes . . . from place to 
place,” as different places are “endowed with different propensities to succeed” (Christophers, 2022, p. 344). 
And political economy in geography aims “to probe underlying logics and rationalities . . . [as] iterative 
explorations of local specificities, cross-local patterns, and mixed economy ‘wholes’” (Peck, 2023, p. 178). 
The explanation, therefore, is made via “tracking back and forth between (revisable) theory claims and 
a plurality of deeply contextualized cases” (Peck, 2023, p. 172). This contextual plurality requires treatment 
of theories in a “‘decentralized’ fashion” (Peck, 2023, p. 4) for a critical and historical understanding of 
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economic systems (Benzecry & Smith, 2024). Teaching political economy for geographers, thus involves 
engaging with different perspectives and “competing currents” within and between paradigms (Stilwell,  
2006, p. 546). Such an understanding of science has been central to political economy since the classical 
political economy era; as Shaikh noted, classical political economists stand out for their systematic 
intellectual curiosity: “They read everything! They weren’t doing it for entertainment but for 
a scientifically grounded understanding of the world” (Shaikh, 2020). To the extent that the aim of 
Master’s level courses is to create what Kugel (1993) calls independent thinkers, teaching economic 
geography with its contextual pluarlity therefore in particular requires that students are provided with 
a compass in order for themselves to be able to critically distinguish and evaluate competing approaches 
within it in order to, ultimately, mobilise one (or several) towards their own research.

In this paper, in line with this understanding of economic geography and the constructive alignment 
approach to teaching in higher education (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Elmgren & Henriksson, 2015), we discuss 
the designing and convening of an MSc course in political economy at a Swedish university. The course was 
designed in 2018 as an elective third-semester course, mainly for MSc students in the human geography 
program. We have co-convened the course every fall semester since 2019. The teaching team consists of 
three primary teachers plus guest lecturers invited each year to teach additional content planned for new 
rounds of the course. The course is titled Trends in Political Economy, and it aims to introduce essential 
elements of economic theory, map its central trends and paradigms, and teach how economic theories are 
operationalized in geographic research. It is a 7.5 credit course, with reading material of approximately 1000 
pages, and is quite theory-heavy. Nevertheless, on average, it has managed to attract ten students every fall, 
precisely the number envisioned in the original course design.

The paper is structured as follows: the next section lays out the course design and its theoretical 
underpinnings in Lakatos. From here we move on to discuss the teaching activities, making an argument 
for the continued relevance of the lecture form. The remainder of the paper thereafter is dedicated to 
reflecting on challenges and tensions that we have come across in teaching the course over the past 6 years.

Course design and its theoretical underpinnings

In accordance with an understanding of economic geography noted above, the course design follows 
a straightforward principle: simplicity and clarity. Keeping the design simple is crucial to contrast with 
the course content, which is, by definition, dense, highly abstract, and complex. The simplicity (and clarity) 
of the design, therefore, enables the students to navigate this complex theoretical journey without feeling 
lost or overwhelmed. In line with other scholarly works on teaching political economy (e.g. Ettlinger, 2006), 
the course was designed to reflect the pluralistic and interdisciplinary nature of the field by a systematic 
critical engagement with prominent literature in political economy theory (Mearman, 2013; Mearman & 
Snow, 2015; Peck, 2023; Stilwell et al. 2022).

Lakatos’ theory of science influences the pedagogical approach used to design (and structure) this 
course – particularly effective, we think, towards providing students with a compass. According to 
Lakatos, scientific growth is marked by “progressive and degenerating problemshifts in series of [compet
ing] scientific theories” (Lakatos, 1978, p. 47). Theories develop (and evolve) in response to a rival research 
program (or a background theory) at a given time and place (Bennett, 2003). As a result, they constantly vie 
to present better (that is, more consistent) explanations than their competing research programs (or 
paradigms) (Lakatos, 1978, p. 47).1 Each research program is developed around a set of core assumptions 
that are “stubbornly defended” (Lakatos, 1978, p. 4). The research programs also “articulate or even invent” 
a multitude of auxiliary hypotheses, which are constantly subject to modification to accommodate new 
empirical evidence, and to address the anomalies, tensions, and gaps identified by their rivals (Lakatos,  
1978, p. 48). Lakatos posits that research programs consist of two “methodlogical rules”: negative heuristics 
to tell “what paths of research to avoid” and positive heuristics to tell “what paths to pursue” (Lakatos, 1978, 
p. 47). Negative heuristics involve creating a “protective belt” of modified hypotheses around the hard core 
of the research program in response to anomalies raised by its rivals (Lakatos, 1978, p. 48). Positive 
heuristics, on the other hand, consist of newly formulated hypotheses that anticipate potential future 
anomalies (Lakatos, 1978, p. 50). The degenerating problem shifts begin when too many ad hoc hypotheses 
are created by the practitioners of a research program to passively respond to the anomalies. Whereas, the 
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progressive problemshift involves articulating new hypotheses that anticipate more and more potential 
tensions and gaps (Lakatos, 1978, p. 65). The scientific judgement between two research programs in this 
competitive and collective landscape, therefore, depends on the ability to explain all empirical evidence that 
a rival theory successfully explains, in addition to explaining “to some extent some known anomalies . . . 
which had been permitted by other well-corroborated scientific theories of the day,” plus the ability to 
anticipate and explain “at least some of the unexpected excess” or potential anomalies (Lakatos, 1978, p. 39).

Although not referring explicitly to Lakatos at any point in time, it is this approach towards the different 
covered theories that we convey to the students. This allows the students to locate theories in the overall 
intellectual map of economic theories and research programs, and understand why and how different 
research programs are developed (and evolved) in response to the others. The course structure is also 
inspired by an interpretation of Kolb’s cycle, which, with slight modifications, manifests such a dialectical 
process (Kolb, 1984). It explains the learning process from abstract material to concrete operationalization 
of those abstractions (Svinicki et al., 2013, p. 314). Such a reflective process begins with introducing the 
subject matter, engaging with the scientific complexities of the intellectual competition between various 
theories, and challenging operationalization, research design, and essay writing (Olsson et al., 2010, p. 127).

These theoretical underpinnings translate in the concrete design of the course. The course consists of 
lectures and seminars organized around three parts. Part I consists of one lecture on introducing economic 
theory (historically), mapping economic paradigms (relevant for geographers), and the issues over which 
theories compete against one another. Additionally, as the course is otherwise focused on “heterodox” 
theories, Part I includes an introduction to the mainstream via a lecture on New Institutional Economics in 
order to ensure that the students appreciate what the heterodox currents are in competition with. A reading 
seminar follows the lectures. In the seminar, the students pre-read two chapters of one of the textbooks, and 
in class, they discuss the chapters’ core arguments and try to locate them on the intellectual map. Part II 
consists of four lectures and two seminars. The lectures cover a wide range of crucial heterodox economic 
paradigms for geographers, including neo-Schumpeterian theory, (old) institutionalist, regulationist, 
Keynesian, post-Keynesian, and Marxist approaches. In the seminars, again, the students pre-read articles 
and discuss them in class, focusing on identifying their core assumptions and differences from one another. 
The course material (Parts I and II) is carefully selected in that it represents female and male (also Global 
South and Global North) authors as equally as possible. Finally, in Part III, teachers share their experiences 
with operationalizing economic theories into geographic research, reflecting upon the issues they have 
grappled with and how they develop their approach to the subject matter. After writing their essays and 
before the final submission, the students and teachers meet in the final seminar to receive feedback and 
make minor revisions. The feedback is based on students’ presentations of their essays’ themes, core 
arguments, and approaches.

Teaching activities: in defense of the lecture

Haggis (2006, p. 524) notes that the conventional way to develop “critical engagement with the world” is 
through challenging students through the combination of: “(a) the stimulation of a good lecture on the 
subject, (b) engagement with, and exchange of, ideas, expressed verbally in seminars, in response to reading, 
and (c) processes of reading and thought involved in the creation of an academic essay”. This course begins 
with this convention. But it is complemented with a contextual understanding of processes of theory 
development to help students develop commitment and critical engagement with the theoretical complex
ities of the subject matter (Perry, 1999/1970). This process, in part, requires a great deal of memorization at 
the beginning but culminates in a more complex analytical process of essay writing to guarantee deep 
learning (Elmgren & Henriksson, 2015, p. 47; 26).

Over the past few decades, the traditional lecture as a mode of presentation in teaching social sciences has 
been under scrutiny. Many pedagogical scholars have pointed to the limits of the traditional lecture as 
a nonreciprocal and even passive teaching and learning tool (Scheyvens et al., 2013). Instead, blending the 
teaching methods with various in-class activities and interactive learning practices, such as team learning, is 
suggested to promote active learning (Grant, 1997; Moore & Gilmartin, 2010; Revell & Wainwright, 2009). 
However, in light of our experience in teaching political economy to second-year human geography 
master’s students, we contend that no individual teaching method (lectures included) should be taken in 
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isolation for a substantial critique. Therefore, it is crucial to note that a well-articulated, well- 
communicated, and informed lecture should be defended and not undermined. We argue that it is primarily 
a matter of course content and course design, and a successful learning process requires a supportive 
institutional and collegial environment – on challenges we have experienced in that regard, see below 
(Carbone et al., 2019; Le Heron et al., 2013; Rich et al., 2000; Solem & Foote, 2006; Solem et al., 2009).

Lectures form an essential part of the course to introduce economic theories, and student-led seminars 
aim to demonstrate and discuss how economic theories can be operationalized into geographic research. 
None of them is to be overshadowed by the other. In other words, additional seminars necessitate a more 
focused and efficient approach to the lectures.

Specifically, the course involves three student-led reading seminars (Hilletofth, 2014; McMullen, 2014). 
In principle, student-led seminars “allow students to deepen their understanding of material with which 
they have already encountered” (McMullen, 2014, p. 63). Students participating in these seminars tend to 
show higher degrees of engagement with the course material as they “explore the implications of what they 
have read or experienced while looking for application in their own lives and learning to view the material 
through multiple perspectives” (McMullen, 2014, p. 63). The main learning outcome is for the students to 
actively discuss and evaluate the implications of theories with real-world problems and develop a deeper 
understanding of the material by critically reflecting on competing explanations within and between various 
paradigms in political economy.

A particular emphasis, furthermore, is put on the question of operationalization and the teacher-led 
operationalization sessions. Operationalization, in principle, involves developing carefully designed strate
gies to “bridge the gap” between “theoretical concepts and their instances” (Pichler & Reiter, 2022, pp. 1–2). 
In the operationalization process, “choices have long-lasting [theoretical and methodological] conse
quences,” meaning they could both “influence the results . . . [and] the possibilities to interpret these results 
in terms of the original research question” (Pichler & Reiter, 2022, p. 3). The course’s operationalization 
sessions involve teachers reporting on their strategies (and struggles) to framing their studies in political 
economic geography, formulating research questions, justifying their theoretical choices and responding to 
competing explanations, identifying key variables, and finally analyzing research problems. These sessions 
are still top-down, framed around teachers’ experiences as researchers, and include brief Q&A sections at 
the end of each session. But since the students will begin their thesis journeys (with their supervisors) in 
a few months after the course ends, even this top-down structure becomes effective as the changing 
narratives and personas (teachers as researchers) (Hattie & Marsh 1996; Verburgh et al., 2007) helps 
them realize they are not alone in their struggles with designing and conducting economic geographic 
research.

Some relections on challenges and tensions

The most important advantage of the course being an elective is that most students applying for the course 
are already (and to a great extent) intrinsically motivated (Elmgren & Henriksson, 2015, p. 59). Most of 
them already feel that the human geography program at the department needed a course specifically 
designed to engage with economic theories for human geographers and that, without it, they have difficulty 
grasping the “economic” part of economic geography and, as noted, navigating within it. In this light, we 
have fortunate conditions. Nevertheless, in teaching the course we have experienced various challenges and 
tensions in the process that we turn to in the remainder of the paper. We start out with the institutional 
pressures and then – given these pressures – discuss resulting challenges that have come up and how we 
have sought to deal with them.

Institutional pressures

Four points were raised when designing the course to motivate the proposal to introduce this at the time 
new MSc (elective) course to the program.

Firstly, economic theories and concepts are central to human geographic research. However, the 
Department of Human Geography has not provided courses specifically designed to introduce and 
historically/geographically contextualize paradigms and debates in political economy and critically examine 
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their application in human geographic research. This is particularly interesting as geography students use 
economic theories extensively in various forms, including in their theses. However, they rarely engage with 
economic theories explicitly or when they do, often end up with inconsistent and incoherent analyses, as we 
noted in the introduction.

Secondly, the course is designed for the third semester. In our experience, broader theoretical courses 
such as the one examined here could be vital for students to structure their thoughts before planning their 
theses. The course would then help students make clear paradigmatic choices and justify their choices 
scientifically (see below for reflection on this, based on student evaluations).

Thirdly, students’ evaluations in recent years have repeatedly emphasized the need for more collabora
tion and better communication between staff members whose research involves economic, social, and 
environmental geography. The course is designed to provide a platform for this new pedagogical 
collaboration.

Finally, the program has not offered any courses for the third semester in recent years. Not all students 
plan to do internships for their third semester. Some are more interested in deepening their knowledge by 
taking courses. This course was the first of its kind and was aimed towards filling this gap.

As explained, the course is an elective, 7.5 credits, at the master’s level to be taught in five weeks every 
September. It was the first third-semester elective course in years to be given at the department. Previously, 
our MSc students did internships in their third semester or took courses from other departments or 
universities. So, when the course was introduced, several students immediately showed interest in such 
a course, which they found necessary for their education. Nevertheless, since the course was the first of its 
kind at the department, in the first five years, the course received 20% fewer allocated teaching hours than 
similar courses. Some ad hoc changes in the course structure were made to accommodate this problem. 
First, there was only one instead of two introductory lectures on economic theory. Second, we had to drop 
a Q&A session before students started writing essays. These points came up in students’ evaluations as they 
felt they needed more guidance on these two fronts.

Therefore, the main challenge in the first few rounds was using the teaching hours as efficiently as 
possible without leaving out important course content. One solution for this was to be more creative with 
the teaching methods in at least a few areas and substitute one or two lectures with more student-led, 
collaborative teaching and learning activities (Elmgren & Henriksson, 2015, p. 204). Since the department 
allocates twice as many teaching hours for lectures as seminars, we could, for instance, cut one lecture, add 
an extra hour to another lecture to cover both topics, and add a new seminar instead. In this manner, we 
could re-design those two seminars so that the students get more time for active engagement with the 
material. This also allowed us to keep the Q&A session without it being unpaid.

Balancing teaching activities

Given these institutional pressures on the course around hour allocations and as our attempt to deal with 
them show, an ongoing challenge – also given our noted commitment to the lecture form – is ensuring 
a balance between different teaching activities to reach the pedagogical goals of the course. Our guide for 
continuously thinking about this over the years of running the course has been to actively use the intended 
learning outcomes.

The intended learning outcomes (ILOs) for the course are formulated as clearly and precisely as possible 
so that “efforts can be devoted to achieving them rather than to working out what they might be” (Elmgren 
& Henriksson, 2015, p. 63). This is crucial as the ILOs are supposed to help students figure out how the 
course will help them grow intellectually as young but independent scholars. As Fox argues, “the material 
‘out there’, the subject matter, is significant only in terms of what it does for the personal growth of the 
student” (Fox, 1983, p. 158). That point, however, need not be equated with the relativist approach toward 
teaching and the tendency to adjust the course content uncritically to students’ expectations, especially in 
teaching introductory economic theory. Rather, our aim has been to align teaching and learning activities 
and assessments to the ILOs.

This approach of having the ILOs as a benchmark through which to continuously monitor and 
think about the teaching and learning activities, however, comes with its own set of problems as 
the ILOs are formulated as realistically and generally as possible (Elmgren & Henriksson, 2015, 
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p. 189). That is partly following the department board’s suggestion that the ILOs should not bind 
the course to the competence of the current staff members and should be general enough for future 
minor changes in the course content without modifying the syllabus. While legitimate from 
institutional and managerial standpoints, this reasoning points to a crucial critique of the ILOs 
as a means for standardization and even bureaucratization of academia (Barman et al., 2014; Noda,  
2022). Therefore, the greatest challenge for the teaching collective in working with the ILOs has 
been not relinquishing the course’s intellectual and pedagogical core for efficiency or institutional 
practicality.

A significant part of the course (in the form of lectures) is dedicated to teaching (sometimes) intro
ductory concepts, mechanisms, indicators, and variables in economics and various economic theories. That 
part requires a lot of reading and memorizing on the student’s part. The passive nature of lectures (as 
a form) risks increasing boredom even among the course’s exceptionally motivated students. So far, the 
main risk is that the lectures lack systematic and active collaborative engagement with the students. The 
teaching team regularly uses small-group discussions during the lectures using a topic suggested by the 
teacher (Elmgren & Henriksson, 2015, p. 207). But this requires constant and systematic coordination 
among the teaching collective so that the red thread is not lost. It also requires frequent meetings for the 
teaching team. As scattered as they may be, these activities aim to guide the students beyond declarative and 
procedural knowledge to conditional and functioning ones (Biggs & Tang, 2011). The questions used for 
brief group discussions in lectures aim mainly to contextualize the theories presented during the lecture and 
mostly have a topical nature. Nevertheless, they have had an intuitive rather than carefully planned nature. 
And this is something that needs to be reconsidered.

Similarly along these more “micro”-tweaks, we have suggested peer tutoring for carefully chosen 
segments of the course literature (that we know by experience that most students are grappling with) in 
order to engage the ones less comfortable with the subject matter as an extracurricular activity – not 
requiring hours from the teaching collective (Elmgren & Henriksson, 2015, p. 67).

The structural limits (in terms of time, that the course is taught in only five weeks, and the allocated 
teaching hours being institutionally limited) meant that the teaching team consistently needed to be more 
creative in minimal spaces. As part of these ongoing efforts, we have three short (15-minute) teacher 
meetings at the beginning of each part of the course to discuss, coordinate, and harmonize the learning 
activities (Haggis, 2006, p. 530).

Beyond a “buffet”-approach to literature

In tune with the theoretical underpinnings of the course, an introductory course such as this need to 
prioritize teaching the main questions in the field and how these are approached through competing 
theoretical traditions. Students need to learn fundamental questions and debates before delving into 
niche topics. In many of the courses we have been involved in prior to this one, we noticed that many 
teachers a) begin with their own niche research and b) fill the literature list with many (and diverse) articles 
(see Verburgh et al., 2007 for a critique). We find this approach problematic for introductory-level courses. 
Students in such courses need books, even textbooks, and introductory lectures on the field’s main debates 
and (theoretical and empirical) questions before developing a good understanding of cutting-edge articles. 
Using articles in the way that we have seen others do might lead to further confusion and diminish students’ 
motivation as it ends up being somewhat of a “buffet” approach to literature: fragmented in content and 
overwhelming in quantity. This means that in our course the literature list generally prioritises books or 
book chapters – with a focus on what we consider classics in each of the traditions. This commitment and 
approach, however, brings with it another set of challenges.

This course deals with debates around the rise of economic theory (and their explanations of 
underlying structures, determinants, and historically and geographically specific forms of capitalist 
economy). We, therefore, exclude many racial, national, colonial, and gender-related aspects that 
naturally arise with the subject matter in the lectures. The aim is to study how early economic theorists 
understood this economic system and whether and how those theories can help us understand the 
present state of the system today (and its structural inequalities). For the seminars, however, we aim to 
bring those questions more concretely to the class with prominent contributions from feminist political 
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economy literature and let the students discuss the implications of the noted challenges with one caveat: 
we specifically ask the students to approach and engage with the theories on their own terms, and then, 
identify their internal gaps and tensions supported with evidence, i.e. that a strong critique targets the 
strongest point in the rival theory and not its weakest, following the Lakatos’ian approach we outlined 
above.

Additionally, although we benefit from highly motivated students, another issue is the sheer amount of 
literature – as per our commitment to the reading approach commended by Shaikh above. For some 
students, though certainly not all, there is a tendency only to read the material for the seminars, while 
leaving the rest of the literature (and the more difficult ones) to the very end. This issue has proven 
problematic in the context of the final essay assignment, especially for those unfamiliar with the subject 
matter, as it ends up being very hard to read, understand, and write in the space of a few days.

Assessing the students’ compasses

This brings us to challenges around assessment. The students are assessed in two forms (and four times) in 
the existing course structure. First, they write individual reflection papers (500 words) for each seminar 
(there are three seminars during the course) and present them to the class. Second, they write essays 
(minimum of 2500 words) on their chosen topic. Since they are mostly in their third semesters, they are 
encouraged to choose topics in line with (or at least close to) their MSc theses. The aim is to use this exercise 
to demonstrate what they learned in the course and as an opportunity to think closely about their theses.

The students’ essays are usually very good (there are 2–3 A’s out of 10 in each batch). Furthermore, 
despite the noted tendency of some to read only very tactically, the bulk of the students are already highly 
motivated and we have not experienced problems around “assessment fixation” (Elmgren & Henriksson,  
2015, p. 276). The students state in their evaluations of the course that they find the final seminar and the 
feedback before the final submission very helpful. This has been further ameliorated in the past years, where 
we have been able to accommodate students’ need for extra guidance before starting their writing process, 
through a Q&A session. In the absence of a Q&A session, during the first few years when there were more 
limited allocated teaching hours, they wrote several emails requesting individual (and time-consuming) 
support (Nicol et al., 2014, p. 103). Additionally, in order to counter a situation, where the students only 
turn to their essays at the very end of the course, we systematically try to encourage reflections on their 
essays through the lectures and other activities in the course.

Nonetheless, in the limited space of their final essays, our overarching commitment to encourage 
students to navigate across several competing theories has proven difficult to assess. At present, the students 
are only asked to write their essays from the standpoint of a single economic paradigm – with the option of 
using one to criticize the other. If fairly and carefully presented, it would from the pedagogical perspective of 
the course be advantageous to contrast one with another paradigm. However, again, in the word-count 
available for the final essay – in turn tailored around how many hours we are allocated for grading – 
students are rarely able to adequately do this.

Evaluations

Regardless of the method, feedback on teaching is a vital part of teaching. The evaluation system that is 
currently used at the department is a centralized and standardized one. However, the standardized 
evaluation system has been subject to criticism (Moore & Kuol, 2005, p. 59). For example, it is argued 
that it could be biased toward students’ points of view and satisfaction or lead to grade inflation (Moore & 
Kuol, 2005, p. 59). In addition, students’ evaluations are, by definition, subjective and, therefore, limited in 
scope and accuracy to be treated as the sole source of feedback on teaching (Moore & Kuol, 2005). But 
together with assignments and peer feedback from the teaching team, they could indicate whether the 
intended learning outcomes are achieved.

Teachers’ most common complaint about student evaluations at the department is a low (and sometimes 
very low) response rate. In the Trends in Political Economy course, however, we have a different experience. 
Perhaps partly due to its elective nature, the response rate has not been very low (at 30 and 50%, whereas the 
average for other courses is less than 20%). For example, in the fall of 2023, the response rate was as high as 
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87%. The course evaluations have generally been very positive in the past five rounds, especially regarding 
the structure and the content. Nevertheless, the students point to some crucial limitations, such as the need 
for more lectures, which the teaching team has taken seriously and tried to navigate amidst the various 
pressures as discussed above.

Despite these various challenges discussed, we consider the course to be a success in terms of its 
aims. Although of course just an individual opinion, we close with a quote from a student evaluation 
(from 2023),

This might feel like one of the most intense courses you have ever taken at university, but you’re going to be very 
greatful [sic] in the end. It’s okay if things don’t make sense in the first few weeks of the course, let it sit in your 
head a bit and try to relate it to (geographical) concepts that you do know. Many of the paradigms being thought 
[sic] are very dominant in both the academic and “real” world and once you start recognizing them, things will 
make a lot more sense.

Conclusion

Trends in Political Economy are a 7.5-credit, third-semester elective MSc course designed for students in 
human geography. The course aims to fill a gap in the department’s human geography program concerning 
economics and economic theory. An interdisciplinary application of economics is widely and frequently 
used in geographic research, but before introducing this course, there had only been sporadic lectures on the 
subject matter, which frustrated many students interested in it. The course kicked off in the fall semester of 
2019 and has run every year since then. The overall reception has been very positive, making teaching 
particularly rewarding, but as discussed in this paper teaching the course with our various commitments 
around the overall approach to doing justice to competing theories on their own terms, extensive reading 
requirements and the unavoidable lectures has also come with a number of challenges: institutional 
pressures, balancing teaching activities, ensuring student engagement with and appreciation of the literature 
and adequately assessing their developed skills. Nonetheless, based on evaluations such as the one we closed 
the previous section with, we think that the course generally has managed to provide students with the 
compass that they are often missing, as we discussed in the introduction of the paper.

In closing, and more speculatively, we venture that the challenge we have observed with students 
lacking a compass in economic geography is not limited to our students nor to economic geography, but 
perhaps a broader phenomenon within human geography. If that is the case, it is worth wondering 
whether the discussed Lakatosian approach that has underpinned the course design discussed here 
would be relevant for those teaching within human geography’s other fields as well (social geography, 
political geography, etc.).

Note

1. While this may sound similar to Kuhn (1962), we find that he has a more limited appreciation of the ways in 
which theories compete in parallel and evolve at the same time. Furthermore, Lakatos’ Hegelian approach (see 
Ropolyi (2002) for discussion of Lakatos’ Hegelian roots) prioritizes grappling with internal tensions within 
theoretical approaches. Consequently, because all of the heterodox theories taught in the course are currently 
existing and competing approaches and as we encourage students to grapple with each of the theories on their 
own terms, we find Lakatos’ approach more useful for our purpose.
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