
POL-UA.315 Controversies in Public Policy: Logic and Evidence 
SPRING 2015 
NOTE:  This is the final syllabus for the start of the class.Dates may change slightly for a variety of 
reasons (unforseeable in advance) and policies may be changed as they are put on the policy agenda. In 
addition, readings for the two longer sections (research design and statistics/regression) will be broken 
down by week. All this will be done via announcements on classes. All readings for the second part of 
the course are on classes. 

Prof. Nathaniel Beck 
19 W. 4th St., Rm. 407 
nathaniel.beck@nyu.edu 
T-Th 11-12:15 
Office Hours:  TTh 12:15-1 (or by appt.) - appointments should be made by email 

Course Assistant (Grader): Amy Potemski (alp421@nyu.edu) 

This  course is about using logic to think about issues of public policy and evidence to do the same 
thing. We are moving in many ways towards a data driven world, and the world of public policy is 
slowly catching up. This course is partly about using data to help inform policy debates. But clearly 
data is not enough. Logical analysis is also important, and we will bring to bear logical arguments on 
various policy debates. There are of course other important tools which we touch on more lightly 
simply for reasons of time and that they are well covered elsewhere. One such tool is the standard 
kitbag of political science; one cannot understand US policy without understanding the structures of 
government and the incentives of political actors. This we leave to myriad other political science 
courses, touching on these issues only when necessary. Issues of justice are also important, and again 
we must leave this mostly to other courses, again touching on such issues only when necessary. It 
should be stressed that this is just an issue of division of labor, not a belief that the tools we do focus on 
are the only, or even the most important, tools for informing public policy arguments.  Thus, for 
example, we will look at public opinion on policy issues, and changes in those opinions, since that is 
often less well covered in introductory course.  

PLEASE NOTE: I try to have class discussion on topics that are currently being discussed. 
Thus the specific topics and readings may be changed, and readings will typically be assigned 
only a week or so before the relevant class. The structure of the course is fixed in terms of 
assignments and such so you can rely on that (other than the usual slippage).  But you must 
check on NYU Classes frequently (though I will also email any announcements).  

Inequality is obviously a hot topic, and so we will clearly discuss issues related to inequality, 
looking at taxation and minimum wage rules (both nationally and lcoally). Inequality is 
obviously related to other topics, such as urban policy, housing, education and health care. In 
terms of health care, we will focus on the consequences of the Affordable Care Act 
(Obamacare). We do other topics such as global warming. Other topics may be added if they 
become issues under current discussion in Spring, 2015. 
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READINGS 

Most readings are available via NYU Classes. The only required books are Charles Wheelan, Naked 
Statistics (NS) and Joshua Angrist and J-S Pischke, Mastering Metrics (MM).  These are  inexpensive 
paperbacks or kindle books ($10-25 from Amazon). If you prefer the paperback copy, make sure you 
obtain it by the beginning of the semester. It is NOT in the bookstore, but I assume that you all know 
how to purchase on-line. 

You MUST buy a license for Learning Catalytics (go to learningcatalytics.com). Learning Catalytics 
allows for something not unlike class discussion in a lecture course (and also enables you to easily send 
me a message in real time that something is confusing. LC requires that you come to class at least with 
a smart phone (or any other internet enabled device). To get Learning Catalytics go to 
learningcatalytics.com, click on “create student account” and then click on “purchase six months of 
access ($12).” We have no license to you just need to pay them with a credit card. WE USE LC THE 
FIRST DAY OF CLASS SO DO THIS BEFOREHAND. 
  

Finally, I ask you to read a variety of opinion pieces (op-eds or blogs). A significant portion of your 
grade is attached to your analysis of these pieces, and what you learn from these pieces forms a 
significant portion of your final research exercise. If you are having trouble finding appropriate pieces, 
please ask in class; you will not be the only one with this issue. Everyone will submit their first few 
readings so we can be sure that everyone is on the right track.  

http://learningcatalytics.com


ASSIGNMENTS  

1. There are 2 homework exercises testing you on the two big skill areas (research design and 
interpreting statistics) that we cover. These exercises will be interpretative, not computational.  

2. There are 4 specific assignments related to specific policy areas. These will differ according to the 
relevant issue, but each will ask for about 3 pages of writing (more or less). These are all due well 
before the final journal submission and the final policy analysis, to leave you time to do these two 
tasks; the final policy analysis and the journal submission may be related to any policy discussed in the 
course, or any policy of interest to you (with constent of the instructor).  

3. You must keep a journal of policy arguments that you have read. We will cut this off before the end 
of the semester so you have time to work on your final projects; each of you will have about 10 
arguments in your journal. Each week, as per the schedule, you must read ONE (no more, but no 
fewer!) such argument. These will all be related to one general policy of interest to you. These can be 
chosen by you, so long as they are issues related to domestic US policy. Obviously acceptable issue 
areas are: health, environment, climate change,  pre-K education, K-12 education, post-high school 
education, immigration, inequality, race/ethnicity, gun control, redistribution/welfare.   The area should 
be broad enough to allow you to find multiple opinion pieces but narrow enough so these pieces are 
somehow connection. Since we do not study foreign or international policy, these areas are excluded. If 
you have questions on whether your interest is appropriate, please send me email. But health, 
education, immigration, inequality, gun control, the environment and the like are clearly acceptable. 

For each piece, you should write a ONE PARAGRAPH summary of the argument, a ONE 
PARAGRAPH summary of the single most important piece of evidence (logical or empirical) used and 
a ONE PARAGRAPH discussion of what more evidence you would like to see on this argument. 
You should also include an electronic copy of the piece, appropriately sourced and dated.  

OVER THE  COURSE OF THE SEMESTER YOU SHOULD WORK HARD TO GET A DIVERSE 
SET OF SOURCES AND POINTS OF VIEW. Don’t just take 10 pieces from Redstate or Bluestate! 
You can find diverse arguments on the op-ed pages of the NY Times, the Wall Street Journal or the 
Washington Post. There are also lots of good blogs out there with diverse veiws.  Ones I like are The 
Upshot (New York Times), Vox (current Ezra Klein blog), The Monkey Cage, Greg Mankiw, Marginal 
Revolution (Tyler Cowan) and The Washington Post’s Ezra Klein (who himself runs Vox but the Post 
still owns his name apparantly). But make sure you consult a wide range of blogs, including those you 
find odious. 

To make sure you are on track, you will submit the first two journal entries (via NYU Classes) at the 
end of your second week. This will be checked simply to make sure you are on the right track. There 
will another submission about halfway through the course for the same purpose. The final journal will 
be submitted near the end of the course and will be graded in the usual way. 

4. There is a final policy analysis assignment. This is related to your topic for the journal, but must deal 
with a more specific policy question (so if your topic is post-high school education, your policy might 
be that college debt repayments are capped at some value, if immigration, you might deal with one of 



the current reform proposals, etc.) As usual, I am happy to discuss topics by email or before or after 
class. The project is due the last day of class. The project length is about 10 double spaced pages (8-15 
pages), and uses the the appropriate skills to think about your policy of interest. The project will build 
from the opinion pieces read for your journal. Specifics on the assignment will be on NYU Classes at 
the appropriate time.  



DETAILS ON GRADING 

The grading breakdown is: 

1. Each homework exercise: 15 points (30 points total) 
2. Each policy argument: 5 points (20 points total) 
3. Journal: 15 points 
4. Final policy analysis: 25 points 
5. Participation: 10 points  

The participation grade is based on your answering queries on Learning Catalytics (which of course 
requires you to attend to class!). Note that you do not have to answer all questions or attend all classes 
to get full participation points, but you never know when you will want to miss a class later on! There 
is no reason why everyone cannot get full participation credit (but I know from experience this will not 
be the case).  

The other three types of assignments MUST be posted to courses under your login. Unless otherwise 
noted, you will upload your essays as a PDF attachment. YOU MUST SUBMIT IN PDF. Please name 
the PDF file as: YOURLASTNAME_EXERCISE(OR 
BLOGRESPONSE)_WHATEVERDATEISDUE. The graded will download the pdf so you must name 
them so they will not get lost. Those that are not in PDF will be returned. The first non-PDF will 
simply generate a yellow card (warning). Should it happen again, it is not quite a red card, but you will 
get a late penalty until you get it in in PDF. There is no reason this should happen. 

All exercises are due by midnight on the due date. All exercises are graded on a 0-100 scale. While 
your grade will be based on averaging these numbers (with participation then added into the 
averaging), you can think of your grade on any exercise by using the usual conversion of number to 
letter grades. 

Any exercise that is late will lose 5 percentage points (on a 100 point scale) for each 24 hours (or part 
of 24 hours) that it is late. Should you be ill or similarly subject to circumstances beyond your control, 
please send email to the grader. She has the right to be lenient, but do not push that leniency too far. 
PLEASE NOTE: A FAILURE TO SUBMIT SOME REQUIRED ASSIGNMENT HAS A VERY 
SERIOUS IMPACT ON YOUR GRADE!!!!!  So even if you are late, a 60 is a lot better than a zero.  

Plagiarism is a VERY serious issue in the internet era. You should know what plagiarism is and avoid 
it. If you feel you are close to the line, better to  be safe and give a source than be sorry. Since you will 
be making heavy use of web pages, please always give url’s. Citations may be informal (name, author, 
url or whatever, url so it is easy to see and find the source). Also feel free to add in parentheses 
something like “this argument paraphrase that of Smith, with informal cite). 

I hope that the assignments are both sufficiently unique and perhaps sufficiently interesting that there 
will be no plagiarism. But if my optimistic outlook is incorrect, the first instance of plagiarism will 



result in a zero on that assignment. A second instance will result in an F in the course and a notification 
of CAS.  

Please note that ALL relevant assignments will first be checked for originality via TURNITIN. Make 
sure that what you submit is consistent with TURNITIN (the required PDF’s should be, but check the 
receipt. Please note that once you submit a PDF and it goes to TURNITIN, there is no way to undo 
your submission.  

A NOTE ON READINGS 

Many of the readings are technical reports (that is, real analyses of real problems). In class I will 
indicate what parts of those reports I want you to read. An important skill that often is not learned until 
later in life is how to read quite technical things to get the important points (and, as you learn more 
technique, to see the implicit assumptions that underlay the work).  Thus for example, we will read 
several of Roland Fryer’s analyses of various educational experiments. The important thing, as I will 
point out, is to see how experiments are used in assessing educational reforms. By reading the actual 
experimental papers you get the details of the experiment, which show both how they are useful and 
how they are limited. You can also see the conclusions that are drawn from the analysis, and you will 
learn how to assess the relationship between the actual study and the wider conclusions that are drawn.  
These documents are hard to understand, but failing to understand them leaves the debate to those who 
can speak the language of this type of analysis. The devil is truly in the (technical) details. One cannot 
discuss issues of climate change without understanding  what discounting means, and it is hard to 
understand much of the discussion around the Stern Report on Climate Change without attempting to 
wade through (and understand) some long and technical writing. In short, most undergraduates are 
trained to read everything and expect to report on that reading on tests; here my goal is to get you to 
know how to pick out the important parts of very long and very technical papers.This is not an easy 
skill to pick up.  

The only references to readings in this syllabus are to the Wheelan and a few other texts; these 
references are in the two “technical” sections of the course. All other readings are on NYU Classes and 
so you need not worry about purchasing other texts.  



Weekly Schedule - THIS SCHEDULE IS SUBJECT TO CHANGE (USUALLY BY SLOWING 
DOWN) - at any moment the CORRECT schedule for the next few weeks is on Courses - what is 
below is only to give you an idea of the scope of the course and its general timing . ALL READINGS 
AND ASSIGNMENTS ARE POSTED ON COURSES IN ADVANCE (overheads posted after class).  

Week 1 - Introduction to the course, preliminary discussion of the use of logic and evidence in public 
policy with examples related to policing 

1/29 
Reading: NS  ch. 2-3 and 7 (read for ideas, examples not all that important) 

Introductory policing homework assigned 1/29,  due 2/5 

METHODS: The next two sections are oriented towards discussing methods with application to various 
policies 

Weeks 2-4 -  Research Design for Assessing Causality - Counterfactuals, Experiments and Quasi-
Experiments. This is introductory, we will return to applications when we get to specific policies. 

2/3, 5, 10 12, 17 and 19    

Reading: NS, ch. 13, MM, ch 1 (up to Appendix on p. 32), 2 (up to p. 55),  ch 3. (through p. 131), ch.4 
(through p. 154) and ch. 5 (through p. 186). We will retun to the omitted parts in the next section of the 
course. Please note that you might find some pages difficult if you are not used to notation (and you 
will get used to notation!). Again, don’t worry, the course is about the basic ideas, not the technical 
details. Please also look at the Masters of Metrics sections at the end of each chapter to get some idea 
on history and people.  

First two journal weeks submitted 2/10 (checked only for existence and making sure you are on right 
track, otherwise not graded) 

Research design homework assigned 2/19,  due 2/26 

Weeks  5-7 - Understanding statistics in the context of public policy; what is probabilty and how does it 
work in decision-msking?  inferences and what does it meastn (and not mean) for a finding to be 
“significant?” understanding regression. 

NOTE: This part and the previous part are broken up somewhat arbitrarily, so the research design part 
my lop into the statistics weeks, but in any event we will finish statisitcs by Spring break. Please note 
the homework which is assigned the Thursday before break and due the Thursday after; plan your life 
accordingly. 

2/24 and  26, 3/3, 5, 10 and 12  

Reading is in two parts:  



Understanind Probability and Statisical Inference:  NS, ch. 5 and 6 (probability and decision-making) 
and 8 and 9 (inference); feel free to skip 5.5.  MM, pps. 32-55 (Infererence)  

Understanding Regression NS: ch. 11 and 12; MM, pp. 55-80 (and whatever of 81-97 that you like and 
that makes sense to you, but feel free to stop at p. 80 and same for 131-38), 155-65 and 186-201  (as 
makes sense to you),  

Students who want more details on statistics at an elementary level similar to what we do in this course 
may consult the FREE OpenIntro Statistics (Second Ed.) available at https://drive.google.com/file/d/
0B-DHaDEbiOGkOHB6cmxyYThJRm8/edit 

Interim journal submission 2/26 (to make sure you are on right track) 

Understanding statistics homework assigned 3/12 due 3/26 

POLICY APPLICATIONS AND CONTROVERSIES: From here on we switch to discussing policy 
controversies using the methods we have discuss 

NOTE: These topics may change as other topics hit the political agenda (or as student interest becomes 
clearer). The more or less topic a week format, and the schedule of assignments will remain the same. 
Readings for all these sections will be announced ahead of time in classes and will be in the resources 
section of classes under the appropriate date. 

Week 8 -  Inequality  

3/24 and 26  

Week 9 - Higher Education (including student debt) 

3/31 and 4/2 

Policy assignment on education assigned 4//2 due 4/9 

Week 10 -  Health Care Policy (Obamacare) 

4/7  and 9  

Policy assignment on health assinged 4/9, due 4/16  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-DHaDEbiOGkOHB6cmxyYThJRm8/edit


Week 11 -   The environment 
4/14 and 16  

Policy assignment on the environment assigned  4/16 due 4/23 

Week 12 - Urban issues (such as housing and policing) 

4/21 and 23 

Week 13 - Urban issues and big data: the metered city 
4/28 and 30 

Final journal submission (graded) due 4/30 

Week 14 - Discussion of the final project and whatevcr we need to do to finish up 

5/5 and 7 

Final project details assigned 4/23, discussion 5/5 and 7, due 5/14 


