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ECONOMICS 3F03, Fall 2017: 
Methods of Inquiry in Economics 

 
Mondays 7:00PM - 10:00PM, UH 112 

Professor: Oksana Leukhina 
Office: 437 Kenneth Taylor Hall 
Phone: (905) 525-9140 ext. 24527 
E-mail: leukhino@mcmaster.ca    
Office Hours:  Mondays, 5 – 6 p.m  
Course Web Page: avenue to learn (http://avenue.mcmaster.ca/) 
  
Course Learning Objectives  
 
Research is the systematic investigation of a specific question or problem. This course will help the student to develop research 
skills, to analyze critically the research of others, and to improve their writing and presentation skills.  In this course, we will 
consider a variety of approaches to empirical economic research. Observational studies use data routinely collected by 
organizations such as Statistics Canada. Laboratory experiments evaluate economic problems in an artificial setting (usually 
a series of linked computer stations) created by the analyst. Social and field experiments attempt to mimic laboratory 
conditions in a real world setting, while in a natural experiment the analyst exploits changes in the real world, often in 
government policy, to uncover causal relationships using observational data. A series of lectures and discussions will develop 
the student's knowledge of experimental and observational methodologies. The ability to describe and assess such 
methodologies will be examined in a critical review paper. 
 
At the end of this course students will: 

 Know how to search for research papers and journal articles. 
 Know how to search for and evaluate pages from the internet. 
 Be able to obtain and interpret descriptive statistics and regression models using STATA. 
 Understand the following approaches to empirical economic research: 

o Observational studies 
o Laboratory experiments  
o Social experiments 
o Field experiments 
o Natural experiments 

 Gain experience at presenting and evaluating the research work of others, both orally and in writing. 
 Gain experience working in teams. 

 
Evaluation 
 
There are no tests and no final examination. Evaluation will be based on a series of assignments and classroom participation.  
The written assignments develop the students’ research skills and build towards the critical review. Presentations will be 
graded based on team performance. The following weights will be used to determine the final grade for the course. 
 

 Library assignment #1: Econlit, bibliographic indices, citation indices    5% 
 Library assignment #2: Internet Searches       5% 
 STATA Assignment #1         5% 
 STATA Assignment #2        5% 
 Proposal for critical review (1-2 pages)       7% 
 Team A - presentation of assigned research paper    12% 
 Team B - discussion of assigned research paper      8% 
 Individual class participation (other than Team A and B)   13% 
 Detailed outline and summary of critical review paper (4 pages) 10% 
 Final draft, critical review paper (10 pages)     30% 

 
The deadline for submission of each assignment is given in the schedule below. Failure to meet these deadlines will be 
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penalized by 10 percent per business day (Friday to Monday is one business day).  
 
Required Book  
 
Students are expected to purchase the following book: 
 
Normand Baillargeon, A short course in intellectual self-defense: Find your inner Chomsky. Seven Stories Press, 2007. 
 
Grading Standards 
 
Proposal, summary, and final paper.  See separate handout. 
 
Team Presentations. See the team presentation schedule at the end of the handout. 
 
General class participation. Grading categories are the following 
 

 No unexcused absences with good comments/questions: 70-100% of marks 
 No unexcused absences with no or weak comments/ questions: 50-70% of marks   
 Each unexcused absence reduces your participation grade (the one you would have received with no unexcused 

absences) by 1/12. For example, if you would have received 84% with no unexcused absences and have 1 such 
absence, then your participation grade will be 84-84*(1/12) = 77% 

 
A “good” comment or question reflects knowledge of, and prior thought about, the paper and subject under discussion. A 
“weak” question does not, for example, a simple request for more information. 

 
I take attendance at the start of class. If you arrive late, it is your responsibility to make your presence known when you 
arrive (not at the end of class). Otherwise you will be counted as absent. 

 
The only valid excuses for missed classes, presentations and late submission are those approved by your Faculty office. 
Please submit documentation to that office. Excused absences for presentations will normally lead to rescheduling to an 
alternative time and excused late submissions will generally be accepted in preference to reallocation of weight to other 
evaluation components. 

 
Avenue to Learn 
 
Avenue to Learn is McMaster’s Learning Management System. I will be using Avenue to Learn (A2L) to post course 
announcements, files that you can download, and your grades. NOTE THAT ALL REQUIRED READINGS FOR THE 
COURSE EXCEPT THE BOOK BY BAILLARGEON WILL BE AVAILABLE TO DOWNLOAD FROM A2L; YOU ARE 
EXPECTED TO PURCHASE THE BAILLARGEON BOOK. 
 
Students should be aware that when accessing 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 me. 
 
Writing Help 
 
McMaster students now have free access to an on-line program to help with writing.  This program is called Grammarly. The 
user copies and pastes text into the program and receives notification of errors and suggestions for corrections. To register as 
a user, go to http://www.grammarly.com/edu/ and “Sign Up”.  Academic support services are also available from the Student 
Success Centre. Please see https://studentsuccess.mcmaster.ca/academic-support/academicsupport/. 
 
 

E-Mail Policy 
 
All e-mail communication sent from students to instructors must originate from the student’s own McMaster University e-
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mail account. This policy 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 his or her discretion. 
 
Academic Ethics 
 
The Senate Policy Statements contain the Senate Statement on Academic Ethics, to which your attention is drawn. The 
statement explains the expectations that McMaster University has of its scholars. It is the responsibility of each student to 
adhere to the statement. Breaches of academic ethics fall into two categories: 
 

 disregard for the norms of scholarly integrity, without necessarily intending to deceive; 
 academic dishonesty, which is an intentional disregard for the norms of scholarly integrity. 

 
It is your responsibility to understand what constitutes academic dishonesty. For information on the various kinds of academic 
dishonesty please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy, specifically Appendix 3, located at: 
 

http://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicIntegrity.pdf. 
 
The forms of academic dishonesty especially relevant to this course: 
 

 failure to reference in quotation marks a direct quote from another source; 
 plagiarism - the submission of work that is not one’s own or for which other credit has been obtained. 

 
In this course, we will be using a web based service Turnitin.com (http://turnitin.com/) to reveal academic dishonesty in your 
summary and final paper. Students should submit both the summary and the final paper in electronic form and in hard copy. 
We will also be comparing papers submitted in the three sections. To see the McMaster Turnitin.com Policy, please go to 
http://www.mcmaster.ca/academicintegrity/turnitin/guidelines.html.  
 
Academic Accommodation of Students with Disabilities 

Students who require academic accommodation must contact Student Accessibility Services (SAS) to make   arrangements 
with a Program Coordinator. Academic accommodations must be arranged 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, http://www.mcmaster.ca/pol-
icy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicAccommodation-StudentsWithDisabilities.pdf. 

Course Modification Warning 
 
The instructor 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 their McMaster email and course 
websites weekly during the term and to note any changes. 
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Dates Assignment due 
Thursdays 4:20 

Topics 

11 Sept.  Introduction and Reasoning 
18 Sept.  Reasoning and Correlation vs Causation 
25 Sept. Library Ass #1 Correlation vs Causation and Fundamentals of Econometrics 
2 Oct. Library Ass #2 Fundamentals of Econometrics and Laboratory Experiments 
16 Oct. STATA Ass #1 Laboratory Experiments and Social Experiments 
23 Oct. STATA Ass #2 Social and Field Experiments  
30 Oct. Paper Proposal  Natural Experiments, and Internal and External Validity 
6 Nov.  Critical Reading  
13 Nov.  Team Presentations 
20 Nov. Paper Summary Team Presentations 
27 Nov.  Team Presentations 
5 Dec.  Final Paper Team Presentations 
 
 
Topic Required Readings 

Reasoning “Statistics and Logic,” Chapter 1 from Lucy Horowitz and Lou Ferleger, Statistics for 
Social Change. Black Rose Books, 1988.  
 
“Language,” Chapter 1 (especially section 1.2) from Baillargeon. 
 

Correlation vs. 
Causation 

“Controlled Experiments,” Chapter 1 and “Observational Studies,” Chapter 2 from David 
Freedman, Robert Pisani, Roger Purves, Statistics. Norton, 4th Edition, 2007.  
 
Pages 5–13 from James Stock and Mark Watson, An Introduction to Econometrics. 3rd 
Edition, 2011. 
 
“Mathematics,” Chapter 2 (especially section 2.2) and “Empirical and Experimental 
Science,” Section 4.1 from Baillargeon. Chapter 3 is also recommended, especially sec. 3.3. 
 

Fundamentals of 
Econometrics 
 
 

“An introduction to regression analysis,”Alan O.Sykes (Coase-Sandor Institute for Law & 
Economics Working Paper No. 20, 1993).  
 
“Linear Regression with Multiple Regressors,” Chapter 6, pages 179–204 from James 
Stock and Mark Watson, An Introduction to Econometrics. 3rd Edition, 2011. 
 

Laboratory 
Experiments 
 
 

“Laboratory Economics: Of Rats and Men,” Chapter 9 from T. Sandler, Economic Concepts 
for the Social Sciences.  Cambridge University Press, 2002. 
 
"Why labor market experiments?" Falk, A. and Fehr, E. Labour Economics 10, 2003, 399–
406. 
 

Social and  
Field Experiments 
 
 

 “The Case for Randomized Field Trials in Economic and Policy Research,” Gary Burtless, 
Journal of Economic Perspectives, 1995, 9, 2.  
 
 “Field experiments in economics: The past, the present, and the future” Steven Levitt and 
John List. European Economic Review 53, 2009, 1–18. 

Natural Experiments “Natural and Quasi-Experiments in Economics,” Bruce Meyer, Journal of Business and 
Economics Statistics 13(2), 1995, 151–161. 
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“Using natural experiments to evaluate population health interventions: new Medical 
Research Council guidance” C. Cooper C et al., Journal of Epidemiology and Community 
Health (2012).  
 

Internal and External 
validity 

“Assessing studies based on Multiple Regression,” Chapter 9, pages 315–340 from James 
Stock and Mark Watson, An Introduction to Econometrics. 3rd Edition, 2011.  
  
“Internal and external validity in economics research: tradeoffs between experiments, 
field experiments, natural experiments, and field data,” Brian Roe and David Just, 
American Journal of Agricultural Economics 91(5), 2009, 1266–1271. 
 

Critical Reading  “Critical Reading or How to Make Sense of Published Research,” Chapter 6 from 
Steven Greenlaw, Doing Economics: A guide to understanding and carrying out economic 
research. Houghton-Mifflin Company, 2006. 
 
“A few questions for the critical reading of research results,” Section 4.3, “The SEARCH 
Model,” Section 4.4, and “Thirty-One strategies for fostering a critical approach to the 
media,” Section 5.3 and “Conclusion” from Normand Baillargeon. 
 

 
 
 
TEAM 
PRESENTATIONS 

 
 
 
 
 
WEEK 1: Health Insurance 
 

 
13 Nov 

 
“The Effect of De-listing Publicly Funded Health Care Services,” M. Stabile and C. Ward, 
in Health Services Restructuring in Canada: New Evidence and New Directions, John 
Deutsch Institute for the Study of Economic Policy, Beach. C., Chaykowski, R., Shortt, S., 
St-Hilaire, F. and Sweetman, A. (eds.), McGill/Queen’s University Press, Kingston, 2006, 
83–110.  

 
13 Nov   
 
 
13 Nov   

  
“The RAND Health Insurance Experiment, Three Decades Later.” A. Aron-Dine et. al. 
Journal of Economic Perspectives 27(1), 2013, 197–222.  
 
 “Willingness-to-Pay for Parallel Private Insurance: Canadian Evidence from a Lab- oratory 
Experiment,” N. Buckley, K. Cuff, J. Hurley, L. McLeod, R. Nuscheler and D. Cameron, 
Canadian Journal of Economics 45(1), 2012, 137–166. 
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 WEEK 2: Labour Markets 
 

20 Nov “In and out of the labour market: long-term income consequences of child-related 
interruptions to women's paid work,” S. Phipps, P. Burton, and L. Lethbridge, Canadian 
Journal of Economics 34(2), 2001, 411–429. 
 

20 Nov  “The Impact of the Mariel Boatlift on the Miami Labor Market,” D. Card, Industrial  
and Labor Relations Review 43, 1990, 245–257. 
 

20 Nov “The Intergenerational Effects of Worker Displacement,” P. Oreopolous, M. Page and A. 
Stevens, Journal of Labor Economics 26(3), 2008, 455–483. 
 
 
WEEK 3: Determinants of Health 
 

27 Nov “How does electronic cigarette access affect adolescent smoking?” A. Friedman, Journal 
of Health Economics 44, 2015, 300–308. 
 

27 Nov “The Town with No Poverty: The Health Effects of a Canadian Guaranteed Annual 
Income Field Experiment,” E. Forget, Canadian Public Policy 37, 2011, 283–305. 
 

27 Nov “Income Inequality and Population Health: Correlation and Causality” S. Babones, 
Social Science & Medicine 66, 2008, 1614–1626.  
 

 
 WEEK 4:  
 Determinants of Employment and Unemployment 

 
5 Dec “Minimum Wages and Employment: A Case Study of the Fast-food Industry in New 

Jersey and Pennsylvania,” D. Card and A. Krueger, American Economic Review 84(2), 
1994, 772–793.  

 
5 Dec  “Do Workers Work More if Wages Are High? Evidence from a Randomized Field 

Experiment,” E. Fehr and L. Goette, American Economic Review 97(1), 2007, 298–317. 
  

 Determinants of Educational Achievement 

 
5 Dec  “Leaving Boys Behind: Gender Disparities in High Academic Achievement,” N. Fortin,       

P. Oreopoulos and S. Phipps, Journal of Human Resources 50(3), 2015, 549–579.  
 
 
 
 
Expectations for Team Presentations 
 
All class members are expected to have read each paper and to participate in the discussion.  Each article is allotted 50 
minutes. Team A will have 20–25 minutes, Team B will have 10–15 minutes, leaving 10–15 minutes for class discussion. 
 
Team A: Provides answers to the following questions: 
 

 With what economic question(s) is the paper concerned? 
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 With what economic policy issues is the paper concerned? 
 What are two or three key findings from the literature that the paper cites? 
 What economic theory is drawn upon? 
 What type of data does the paper use to tests its hypotheses (observational, social experiment, laboratory 

experiment, field experiment)? 
 What estimation methods do the authors use? 
 What key results do the authors report? 
 What are the policy implications of these findings? 

 
Team B: Provides answers to the following questions: 
 

 What additions or corrections would you make to the presentation of Team A concerning key results and policy 
implications?  (Note: This requires you to have prepared your own analysis of results and policy implications and 
then to compare to what Team A presents.) 

 What are the strengths and weaknesses of these analyses? (Clearly distinguish between internal and external 
strengths and weaknesses.) 

 What should be on the agenda for future research in this area? 
 
Guidelines for Team Presentations 
 

 Use PowerPoint type presentations with: 3-4 bullets per slide of a few lines each. 
 Show figures and tables as appropriate to facilitate your presentation.  
 Practice timing. It goes faster than one anticipates. 
 Use speaking notes if you prefer (but avoid a word for word reading of the overheads). 

 
Team Presentation Assessment 
 
Your team grade will be based on accuracy and quality of economic content as well as the effectiveness of both your slides 
and verbal presentation.   
 
Team Formation: 
 
There will be 12 teams (and 12 papers to be presented and discussed). I will assign teams by alphabetical order of surnames 
on my class list. Each team must have the same membership when it serves as Team A (presenting a paper) and as Team B 
(discussing a paper). 
 
Teams will be randomly assigned two initial papers and dates (one as Team A and one as Team B). These initial assignments 
will be posted on Avenue to Learn by September 25. Teams will have until the start of class on October 23 to inform me of 
any mutually agreeable trades with other teams concerning dates and topics. The only restrictions are that your team may not 
be both Team A and Team B for the same week/topic AND you cannot change the date on which a paper is presented. The 
final list will be posted on Avenue to Learn shortly after. 


