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ECONOMICS 733: TOPICS IN PUBLIC ECONOMICS 
Fall 2021 

 

Instructor (Module 1): Katherine Cuff  Email: cuffk@mcmaster.ca  
Office: Kenneth Taylor Hall (KTH) 411  Virtual Office Hours: By appointment  
Instructor (Module 2): Adam M. Lavecchia  Email: laveccha@mcmaster.ca 
Office: Kenneth Taylor Hall (KTH) 412  Virtual Office Hours: By appointment 

Course Structure: This is an online graduate course that will have both synchronous and 
asynchronous components.  The course content will be delivered by watching online videos, 
attending virtual live lectures, doing required weekly readings, working through posted analytical 
problems, participating in virtual classroom discussions as well as listening, watching and/or 
reading other posted material.  The course will begin on Tuesday, September 7th and end on 
Wednesday, December 8th with a mid-term recess the week of October 11th.  The final 
examination period is December 9th to December 22nd. The Department of Economics has 
scheduled virtual class times for Econ 733 on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 3:00pm – 4:30pm.   
 
Course Description: This course is one of a two course sequence in graduate public 
economics at McMaster University.  This first course discusses the use of taxes and public 
expenditures for promoting efficient resource allocations and is divided into two six-week 
modules.  The first six-week module led by Professor Cuff will focus on the analysis of tax 
policy, with particular attention on determining and evaluating the impact of different taxes on 
individuals and their decisions. Topics covered in this module include: efficiency costs of 
taxation, behavioural effects of taxation, tax incidence, tax salience and tax compliance. The 
second six-week module led by Professor Lavecchia will study the efficiency rationales for 
government intervention in market economies, including the presence of asymmetric information 
in markets and externalities. The second module will focus on both the trade-offs associated 
with specific policy interventions and the empirical evidence on the effects these policy 
interventions have on consumers, firms and the finances of the government. Topics covered in 
the second module include: social insurance programs (health care and unemployment) and 
government policies addressing positive and negative externalities. 

Course Learning Objectives:  

• Understand the theoretical models and empirical techniques used in modern public 
economics and how they are applied to answer policy relevant research questions 

• Develop an ability to read current academic literature in public economics and to assess 
how it applies to policy issues 

• Explain key concepts and methods used in public economics and communicate policy 
relevant research results  

Course Website: The course will be administered on Avenue to Learn (A2L or Avenue, terms 
will be used interchangeable), http://avenue.mcmaster.ca/.  All email communication for this 
course should be done within Avenue.  Any updates to the course outline will be posted on A2L. 
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Course Material: As part of the first six week module, students will be required to purchase the 
book “Rebellion, Rascals, and Revenue:  Tax Follies and Wisdom through the Ages” by Michael 
Keen and Joel Slemrod, Princeton University Press 2021.  The book is available from the 
Campus bookstore at https://campusstore.mcmaster.ca/cgi-
mcm/ws/txsub.pl?wsTERMG1=214&wsTERMDESC1=Fall+2021&wsDEPTG1=ECON&wsDEP
TDESC1=ECONOMICS&wsCOURSEG1=733&wsSECTIONG1=DAY+01&crit_cnt=1. Note 
printed and ebook options are available from the link to Amazon on this website.  Students will 
need a copy of this book for the start of classes on September 7th.  

There are no other required materials for this course. All other readings will be listed on the 
Econ 733 Avenue to Learn site and can be either accessed freely online or online through 
McMaster 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.  

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.  

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

Course Evaluation:   

Book Chapter Student-led Discussions 10% 
Book Review 10% 
Presentation of a Paper from the Course Reading List 10% 
Assignment 10% 
Policy Briefing Reports:  Two reports each worth 20%  40% 
Final Exam (To be scheduled during examination period) 20% 

 
Book Chapter Student-led Discussions:  During the first six-week module, students working 
in small groups will be responsible for leading a virtual classroom discussion of a set of chapters 
from Keen and Slemrod (2021).  Each group will prepare classroom discussion questions in 
advance.   
 
Book Review:  Each student will be responsible for writing a book review of Keen and Slemrod 
(2021).  The book review will follow the Journal of Economic Literature guidelines: “Most 
reviews are short (around 900 words). A review should be written so as to inform a wide 
readership of professional economists, explaining what the book is about and enabling a 
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prospective reader to decide whether to read the book.” 
(https://www.aeaweb.org/journals/jel/about-jel/editorial-policy#reviews) 
 
Presentation of a Paper from the Course Reading List:  Students working in small groups (of 
2 or 3) will be responsible for presenting one paper from the Module 2 reading list. This 
presentation is worth 10% of the final course grade. In the first week of Module 2, students will 
be given a list of papers to select from, as well as a presentation date. The presentations should 
include both a summary of the paper and a critical evaluation of the theoretical and/or empirical 
results. The summary should touch on the motivation of the paper and main research question, 
the contribution to the literature, the theoretical model used (if applicable), the dataset used (if 
applicable), the empirical strategy used (if applicable), the main results and the implications of 
the results for the literature and for policy. The critical evaluation of the paper should focus on 
the credibility of the theoretical and/or empirical analysis, including a discussion of any key 
assumptions. Assessment of the presentations will be based on the clarity of the presentation, 
the extent to which the presenters demonstrate a thorough understanding of the paper and the 
extent of critical analysis. 
 
Assignment:  The assignment will be short-answer and (mathematical) problem-based and will 
be based on the material from the social insurance topics in Module 2. The assignment is due at 
11:59 pm EST on November 26, 2021. Students must submit their assignment electronically by 
uploading it on the course Avenue page. While students can discuss the assignment with their 
classmates, each student must submit their own original work.  
 
Policy Briefing Reports:  Students must submit two policy briefing reports on Avenue.   Policy 
briefing reports are due at the end of each six-week module. Each policy briefing report is worth 
20% of the final grade. For each policy report, students will select a policy issue from a set of 
policy topics.  The policy briefing report should be 3-4 pages in length and should clearly explain 
the analytical framework used to analyze the policy and synthesize and evaluate the evidence 
on the impact or effectiveness of the policy from the academic literature. Assessment of the 
report will be based both on the quality of writing, and its content, including the accuracy of the 
description of the adopted analytical framework, evidence from relevant academic literature, the 
coherency of the report’s argument regarding the effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) of the policy, 
and both consistency and correctness of referencing style. 

Final Exam:  The final exam will be scheduled during the examination period and will be worth 
20% of the final grade.  The final exam will be open-book and students will have a limited time 
period to complete the exam. The purpose of this open-book exam is to assess students ability 
to correctly apply analytical frameworks used in the course and to accurately explain key 
concepts.  Material from both modules will be covered on the final exam. Students are expected 
to submit their responses to Avenue, either by scanning handwritten answers, submitting 
photographs of handwritten answers or by typing up and submitting their answers. 

Grades: Numerical grades will be converted to letter grades using the McMaster grading scale. 

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

 
Course Schedule:   

Module.Week Calendar Dates Topic Coursework Due 

Module 1.1  Sept 7 – Sept 10 Introduction and Review 
of Welfare Economics 

 

Module 1.2  Sept 13 – Sept 17 Efficiency Costs of 
Taxation 

Student-led book 
discussion 

Module 1.3  Sept 20 – Sept 24 Distributional Impact of 
Taxes: Tax Incidence  

Student-led book 
discussion 

Module 1.4  Sept 27 – Oct 1 Evaluating the Impact of 
Income Taxes on Work 
Decisions  

Student-led book 
discussion 

Module 1.5  Oct 4 – Oct 8 Evaluating the Impact of 
Income Taxes on Reported 
Income 

Student-led book 
discussion 

Module 1.6  Oct 18 – Oct 22 Other Behavioural 
Responses:  Tax 
Compliance 

Student-led book 
discussion  

Book review due 

Policy Briefing 
Report 1 due 

Module 2.1  Oct 25 – Oct 29 Asymmetric Information, 
Moral Hazard and Social 
Insurance: Health 
Insurance 

 

Module 2.2 Nov 1 – Nov 5  Asymmetric Information, 
Moral Hazard and Social 
Insurance: Health 
Insurance 

Student-led paper 
presentations 

Module 2.3 Nov 8 – Nov 12 Asymmetric Information, 
Moral Hazard and Social 
Insurance: 
Unemployment Insurance 

Student-led paper 
presentations 

Module 2.4 Nov 15 – Nov 19 Asymmetric Information, 
Moral Hazard and Social 
Insurance: 
Unemployment Insurance 

Student-led paper 
presentations 
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Module 2.5 Nov 22 – Nov 26 Externalities: Theory Student-led paper 
presentations 

Assignment due 

Module 2.6 Nov 29 – Dec 3 Externalities: Empirical 
Evidence 

Student-led paper 
presentations 

 Dec 6 – Dec 8 Review for Final Exam Policy Briefing 
Report 2  due 

 

UNIVERSITY APPROVED ADVISORY STATEMENTS 

Academic Accommodation for Religious, Indigenous and Spiritual Observances (RISO) 

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 with disabilities who require academic accommodation must contact Student 
Accessibility Services (SAS) at 905-525-9140 ext. 28652 or sas@mcmaster.ca to make 
arrangements with a Program Coordinator. For further information, consult McMaster 
University’s Academic Accommodation of Students with Disabilities policy. 

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. 
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Avenue to Learn 

This course will be delivered through Avenue to Learn. 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 
instructor. 

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. 

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 to 
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. 

Extreme Circumstances 

The University reserves the right to change the dates and deadlines for any or all courses in 
extreme circumstances (e.g., severe weather, labour disruptions, etc.). Changes will be 
communicated through regular McMaster communication channels, such as McMaster Daily 
News, Avenue to Learn (A2L) and/or McMaster email. 

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 



McMaster University, Department of Economics, ECON 733 

Page 7 of 7 

Updated September 2, 2021 

aware that a communication has come from an alternate address, the instructor may not reply at 
his or her discretion. 

Advisory Statement on Course Outline Updates 

Some of the details in this course outline may change. Please check Avenue to Learn with the 
most up-to-date information for this course. The course outline on Avenue to Learn will 
supersede previously published outlines until public course outlines are updated. 
 


