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Course Description

The purpose of this course is to think about the rationale, implementation, and consequences of
public policies through an economic lens. We will explore the basic microeconomic foundations
of individual decision-making and market failures which rationalize the intervention of the
government to correct some of these failures. We will focus on the efficiency and equity
consequences of resource allocation, regulation, and other policy interventions.

My goal is that at the end of the course, you: (1) will have a good understanding of the theoretical
framework that justifies government involvement in the economy, (2) will be able to conduct
rigorous policy analysis and communicate it effectively to different audiences, and (3) will learn
to critically assess economic analyses conducted by others. Being a critical consumer and
producer of economic analysis is a key asset that will serve you in any future role as a policy
analyst, business analyst, researcher, policymaker, or citizen.



Policy analysis involves positive and normative aspects. Even when presented with the same
facts, people can have different opinions about the best policy responses to particular contexts.
Indeed, that is one factor that makes policy so interesting to study. The purpose of the class is to
help you how to think, not what to think. Therefore, you will be evaluated on your reasoning and
clarity of analysis, not on the position you take.

Prerequisites
I assume familiarity with the concepts taught in Microeconomic Analysis (ECON 5012),
Econometric Analysis (ECON 5122), and Causal Methods for Evaluating Policy (SE POL 400).

There is no required textbook for this class, but the following can serve as useful references:
e Angrist and Pischke: Mostly Harmless Econometrics: An Empiricist Companion. Princeton
¢ An intermediate Microeconomics textbook

Website
https://canvas.northwestern.edu/courses/214074

Evaluation Methods and Criteria

This is a graduate-level course. As such, I expect students to be interested in the material
presented, to complete readings and submit assignments on time, and to actively participate in
class. Each participant’s grade for the course will be based on the following: 20% short essays,
25% midterm, 40% final presentation, and 15% class attendance and participation.

a. Class Attendance and Participation (15%)
Students are expected to engage in class discussions, quizzes, and small-group assignments.
They will also provide peer feedback for the final project presentations.

b. Short Essays (20%)
There will be 4 short assignments based on material relative to current debates on different
public policy topics (higher education, retirement systems, etc.). These are 1-2-page
submissions and will be graded on a three-tier scale: check-plus, check, and check-minus.

¢. Midterm (25%)
The midterm will consist of a written assignment where you will critically assess an article
related to policy published in an Economics journal.

d. Final Project (40%)
The final assignment will consist of a small, independent research project where students will
form small groups (3 or 4 students) and explore a policy topic or intervention based on their
interests. More details will be given during the first week of classes. At the end of the course, each



group will submit an abstract of their work and give a 15-minute presentation of their results.
Presenters will be required to submit their abstract and a different group will be assigned to
discuss findings and provide feedback. Peers’ assessment will be considered to evaluate the

presentation.

Course Materials

Slides are the core material of the course are provided through the Canvas website. The slides
often contain gaps to be completed during the lectures. Moreover, some additional concepts,
discussions, or references may come up during the lectures. If you miss a class make sure to get
lecture notes from a fellow student. The detailed course schedule (further below) lists papers and
links that provide additional details to complement the material discussed in class.

Schedule

The following is a tentative schedule for the course activities. The instructor reserves the right to
make any adjustments to facilitate course learning objectives.

Week Topics Assignments Due
Week 1 —6/18 e Introduction: When should the
and 6/20 Government intervene in the economy?
Form groups and
Week 2 — 6/25 . submit an initial topic
ket failures: 1 .
and 6/27 e Market failures: externalities idea (due 6/25)
Short essay 1 (due 7/2)
Week 3 —7/2 ) ) Short essay 2 (due
failures: 1
(7/4 no class) e Market failures: public goods 7116)
Week 4 —7/9 e Market failures: imperfect and Topic idea approved by
and 7/11 asymmetric information instructor (due 7/18)
Week 5 - 7/16 e Evaluating policy alternatives: cost- Short essay 3 (due
and 7/18 benefit analysis 7/18)
Week 6 — 7/23
i cation: Policies in K- . e )
and 7/25 e Application: Policies in K-12 education Midterm (due 7/25)
Final project: Submit
Week 7 —7/30 -page s ary of
o e Application: Discrimination one .p d_g © summdry. ?
and 8/1 preliminary analysis
(due 8/1)
Week 8 — 8/6
ication: Cri hort essay 4
and 8/8 e Application: Crime Short essay 4 (due 8/8)
Week 9 — 8/13 Final presentations




and 8/15

Week 10 —
8/20 and 8/22

e Final presentations
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