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ECONOMICS 731: Public Finance 

Winter/Spring/Summer 2021 

Instructor (Module 1): Katherine Cuff  Email: cuffk@mcmaster.ca  

Office: Kenneth Taylor Hall (KTH) 411  Office Hours: By appointment 

 

Instructor (Modules 2/3): Adam M. Lavecchia Email: laveccha@mcmaster.ca  

Office: Kenneth Taylor Hall (KTH) 412  Office Hours: By appointment 

 

Course Delivery: This is an online graduate course. The course content will be delivered using 

a mix of asynchronous and synchronous methods. This includes watching pre-recorded lecture 

videos, doing required weekly readings, working through analytical problems and contributing to 

discussions in weekly virtual classroom sessions. The course will begin in January 11, 2021 

with a mid-term recess between February 15, 2021 and February 21, 2021.  

The Department of Economics has scheduled virtual class times for ECON 731 on Tuesdays 

and Thursdays from 9:00 am to 10:20 am EST. This will ensure that when we do want to meet 

synchronously we can do so without any other graduate course conflicts. 

 

Course Description: This course is one of a two course sequence in graduate public 

economics at McMaster University. This course discusses the use of taxes and public 

expenditures for balancing societal equity and efficiency (resource allocation) objectives. 

Economics 731 is divided into three modules. The first six-week module will be led by Professor 

Cuff and will cover topics in optimal taxation. The second three-week module will be led by 

Professor Lavecchia and will cover: the economics of pensions and retirement savings, public 

goods and fiscal federalism. The third module also led by Professor Lavecchia will begin in 

week 10 and continue until early August 2021. In this module, students will build towards an 

original research proposal/paper that they will submit in the summer 2021 semester. 
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

• Have a good understanding of the theoretical models and empirical techniques used 

in modern public economics 

• Be familiar with the articles and reports (required readings) covered in the course 

• Be able to critique existing research with the aim of identifying promising areas for 

future research (including your own research) 

COURSE MATERIALS AND TEXTS  

There is no required textbook for this course. Readings will be listed on the ECON 731 Avenue 

to Learn site and can be either accessed freely online or online through the McMaster University 

Library: http://library.mcmaster.ca/offcampusaccess. 

Given that this is a graduate-level course, students are expected to know (or independently 

learn) materials typically covered in undergraduate level public economics. If a refresher on 

undergraduate public economics is needed, here are some recommended textbooks to refer to: 

• Jean Hindriks and Gareth Myles, Intermediate Public Economics 2nd Edition, Cambridge, 
Mass: MIT Press, 2013. 

• John Leach, A Course in Public Economics, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004. 

• Harvey S. Rosen, Jean-Francois Wen and Tracey Snoddon, Public Finance in Canada. 
5th Edition, Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 2016.  

Ph.D. students planning further study in public economics might also find the following 

textbooks useful:  

• Atkinson, Anthony B. and Joseph E. Stiglitz. 2015. Lectures on Public Economics: 

Second Edition. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

• Salanie, Bernard. 2012. The Economics of Taxation, 2nd Edition. Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, MIT Press 

• Tresch, Richard. 2015. Public Finance: A Normative Theory: Third Edition. Amsterdam, 

Academic Press. 

The following is also a good supplementary text on applied econometric methods. If you are a 

Ph.D. student and plan on doing empirical research this book is strongly recommended.  

http://library.mcmaster.ca/offcampusaccess
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• Joshua D. Angrist and Jörn-Steffen Pischke, Mostly Harmless Econometrics: An 
Empiricist’s Companion, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009.  

COURSE WEBSITE: AVENUE TO LEARN 

The course will be administered on Avenue to Learn (A2L or Avenue, terms will be used 

interchangeably): http://avenue.mcmaster.ca. All email communication for this course should be 

done within Avenue.  

Course materials, including the syllabus, announcements, lecture slides and grades, will be 

posted on the course Avenue to Learn page. Students are expected to check the ECON 731 

Avenue to Learn course page regularly. 

Students should be aware that, when they access the electronic components of this course, 

private information such as first and last names, user names for the McMaster e-mail accounts, 

and program affiliation may become apparent to all other students in the same course. The 

available information is dependent on the technology used. Continuation in this course will be 

deemed consent to this disclosure. If you have any questions or concerns about such disclosure 

please discuss this with the course instructors. 

COURSE EVALUATION – OVERVIEW 

1. Module 1:  Assignment #1 – 15%, due February 5, 2021 

2. Module 1:  Take-home Test – 20%, due February 26, 2021 

3. Module 1:  Student Presentations/Discussion – 15%, held throughout Module 1  

4. Module 2:  Assignment #1 – 15%, due March 26, 2021 

5. Module 2:  Topic Choice/Literature Review – 5% due dates April 6, 2021 (topic choice) 

and April 30, 2021 (literature review) 

6. Module 3:  Research Proposal/Term Paper – 30%, due August 6, 2020 (Ph.D. students 

must receive a passing grade on the research proposal to pass the course) 

COURSE POLICIES 

Grades 

Grades will be based on the McMaster University grading scale: 

MARK GRADE 

90-100 A+ 
85-90 A 
80-84 A- 
77-79 B+ 
73-76 B 
70-72 B- 
Below 70 F 

Grade Adjustment Techniques 

A combination of particular distributional and absolute measures will be used to determine the 

course grades. The university grading system will be relied on as a benchmark. 

http://avenue.mcmaster.ca/
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UNIVERSITY POLICIES 

Academic Accommodation for Religious, Indigenous and Spiritual Observances 

Students who require academic accommodation due to an Observance must submit a RISO 

form to their Faculty office, electronically or in person, normally within ten working days from the 

beginning of each term in which they are anticipating a need for Accommodation. For further 

information, consult McMaster University’s Policy on Academic Accommodation for Religious, 

Indigenous and Spiritual Observances.  

Academic Accommodation of Students with Disabilities 

Students who require academic accommodation must contact Student Accessibility Services 

(SAS) to make arrangements. Academic accommodations must be arranged before classes or 

academic work begins, and for each term of study. Student Accessibility Services can be 

contacted by phone 905-525-9140 ext. 28652 or e-mail sas@mcmaster.ca. For further 

information, consult McMaster University’s Policy for Academic Accommodation of Students 

with Disabilities.  

Academic Integrity Statement 

You are expected to exhibit honesty and use ethical behavior in all aspects of the learning 

process. Academic credentials you earn are rooted in principles of honesty and academic 

integrity.  

Academic dishonesty is to knowingly act or fail to act in a way that results or could result in 

unearned academic credit or advantage. This behavior can result in serious consequences, e.g. 

the grade of zero on an assignment, loss of credit with a notation on the transcript (notation 

reads: “Grade of F assigned for academic dishonesty”), and/or suspension or expulsion from the 

university. 

It is your responsibility to understand what constitutes academic dishonesty. For information on 

the various types of academic dishonesty please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy.  

The following illustrates only three forms of academic dishonesty: 

1. Plagiarism, e.g. the submission of work that is not one’s own or for which credit has 

been obtained.  

2. Improper collaboration in group work. 

3. Copying or using unauthorized aids in tests and examinations. 

Conduct Expectations 

As a McMaster student, you have the right to experience, and the responsibility to 
demonstrate, respectful and dignified interactions within all of our living, learning and working 
communities. These expectations are described in the Code of Student Rights & 
Responsibilities (the “Code”). All students share the responsibility of maintaining a positive 
environment for the academic and personal growth of all McMaster community members, 
whether in person or online. 

It is essential that students be mindful of their interactions online, as the Code remains in effect 
in virtual learning environments. The Code applies to any interactions that adversely affect, 
disrupt, or interfere with reasonable participation in University activities. Student disruptions or 
behaviours that interfere with university functions on online platforms (e.g. use of Avenue 2 

https://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicAccommodation-Observances.pdf
https://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicAccommodation-Observances.pdf
mailto:sas@mcmaster.ca
http://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicAccommodation-StudentsWithDisabilities.pdf
http://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicAccommodation-StudentsWithDisabilities.pdf
http://www.mcmaster.ca/academicintegrity
https://secretariat.mcmaster.ca/app/uploads/Code-of-Student-Rights-and-Responsibilities.pdf
https://secretariat.mcmaster.ca/app/uploads/Code-of-Student-Rights-and-Responsibilities.pdf
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Learn, WebEx or Zoom for delivery), will be taken very seriously and will be investigated. 
Outcomes may include restriction or removal of the involved students’ access to these 
platforms. 

Copyright and Recording 

Students are advised that lectures, demonstrations, performances, and any other course 
material provided by an instructor include copyright protected works. The Copyright Act 
and copyright law protect every original literary, dramatic, musical and artistic work, 
including lectures by University instructors 

The recording of lectures, tutorials, or other methods of instruction may occur during a 

course. Recording may be done by either the instructor for the purpose of authorized 
distribution, or by a student for the purpose of personal study. Students should be aware that 

their voice and/or image may be recorded by others during the class. Please speak with the 
instructor if this is a concern for you. 

Course Modification/Extreme Circumstances 

The instructors and university reserve the right to modify elements of the course during the 
term. The university may change the dates and deadlines for any or all courses in extreme 
circumstances. If either type of modification becomes necessary, reasonable notice and 
communication with the students will be given with explanation and the opportunity to comment 
on changes. It is the responsibility of the student to check his/her McMaster email and course 
websites weekly during the term and to note any changes. 

Faculty of Social Sciences E-mail Communication Policy 

Effective September 1, 2010, it is the policy of the Faculty of Social Sciences that all e-mail 

communication sent from students to instructors (including TAs), and from students to staff, 

must originate from the student’s own McMaster University e-mail account. This policy protects 

confidentiality and confirms the identity of the student. It is the student’s responsibility to ensure 

that communication is sent to the university from a McMaster account. If an instructor becomes 

aware that a communication has come from an alternate address, the instructor may not reply at  

COURSE SCHEDULE  

 

Module/Instructor Dates Topics 

Module 1 

K. Cuff 

January 11th – February 

26th 

 

Inequality, Topics in Optimal 

Taxation (Commodity, Income and 

Wealth) 

Module 2 

A. Lavecchia 

March 1st – March 19th  Pensions, Retirement Income 

Security, Public Goods, and Fiscal 

Federalism 

Module 3 

A. Lavecchia 

March 22nd – August 6th 

 

Research Proposal/Term Paper 

(Ph.D. students are required to 

complete a research proposal) 
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