
Economics 4221 

Political and Public Choice Economics 

Fall 2023 

 

Instructor: Dr. Billy Mertens  

Office:  Econ 12 and Zoom: https://cuboulder.zoom.us/j/5838330659 

E-mail: mertens@colorado.edu Email is by far the best way to contact me.  I check my 

email and respond (if time) two times every weekday.  Once in the morning 

(typically between 10 and 11am, but sometimes earlier).  If there is not enough 

time to respond to all emails during that time, then I will respond in the 

afternoon. I typically do not check emails at other times or over the weekend, but 

there are some exceptions such as exam times.  We can set up times to Zoom 

over the weekend if you give me plenty (2 weeks) of advance notice.  

Web:  canvas.colorado.edu  

Office Hours:  M 1:15 – 3:15pm, W 1:15 – 2:15pm, and by appointment (please give 2 weeks 

advance notice for appointments) 

 

 

Course Description:  

Political and public choice economics can be defined as the analysis of decision-making in non-

traditional market settings, specifically political market settings, using economic models.  

Essentially, the individual utility-maximizing agent that acts in economic markets also acts in the 

political arena.  Therefore, any policy outcomes are the product of interactions among individuals 

in political markets.  In this framework, it is apparent that governmental decisions are the result of 

rational optimizing behavior, even if they do not lead to policies that maximize national welfare.  

The public choice field can be roughly divided into two subfields, institutional political economy, 

https://cuboulder.zoom.us/j/5838330659
mailto:mertens@colorado.edu




Learning systems:  

1. Lecturing: explaining difficult material not easily learned on your own with text, gro



More Information on Assessment: 

Exams 

There will be three cumulative exams and a cumulative final.  These will be given in class on the 

days listed.  No exams will be dropped.  To be fair to everybody, I will not answer ANY 

questions during exams (even about typos) – this puts everyone on equal footing during the 

exams.  Tests will consist of short-answer questions and some longer problems.  The exams will 

all be cumulative, and the material does build on itself, so it is important to understand all the 

concepts as we go. Exams will be given in class on the days listed.  If you miss an exam with 

a valid excuse (e.g., illness), then the weight of your final will be increased.  Please do Not 

feel the need to try and reschedule an exam no matter the reason you miss one.  We simply 

reweight the final in all circumstances.  If you know in advance that you will miss an exam, 

sometimes we can arrange for you to take it a day or two early. Note that the exam dates 

below are not tentative – exams will be given in class on the days listed.   NO EXAMS 

WILL BE DROPPED!!    

 

Exam Schedule: all exams will be taken in class!    

Exam 1: Friday, September 29th      

Exam 2: Wednesday, November 1st        

Exam 3: Friday, December 8th      

Final Exam: Sunday, December 17th at 1:30pm in our usual classroom    

 

Final Exam Conflicts 

Official University Policy states that: If you have three or more final exams scheduled on the 

same day, you are entitled to arrange an alternative exam time for the last exam or exams 

scheduled on that day. To qualify for rescheduling final exam times, you must provide evidence 

that you have three or more exams on the same day, and arrangements must be made with your 

instructor no later than the standard last day to drop a course. 

 

 

Group Assignments: 

These cooperative learning exercises (detailed above) are extremely important.  The group 

assignment dates are listed in the course outline.  It is important not to miss these days without an 

excused absence.  The object of these assignments is to work together and engage your brains in 

the learning process.  The goal is NOT to try and finish the assignments quickly, or in most cases, 

to even finish them at all.  You will receive a passing score of 90% just for being present and 

working on the in-class problems with your group.  Additionally, I will sometimes have a random 



Fortunately, the fields of public choice and political economy have some journals that are very 

‘readable’ at the undergraduate level.  Your goal with the group-led discussions is to make one 

article of your choosing very understandable to the class.  The class will have read the article 

(there will be a short quiz on the readings that will count toward the final grade), so it is your job 

to make the paper even more clear, and p



 

 

I adhere strictly to the University guidelines on Incompletes (“An I is given only when students, 

beyond their control, have been unable to complete course requirements.  A substantial amount of 

work must have been satisfactorily completed before approval for such a grade is completed.”).  

Bad grades, unsatisfactory performance, too many credit hours, work conflicts, etc. are not 

reasons for an incomplete. 

 

 

Grading Scale: 

Your Score Grade 

92% to 100% A 

90% to 91% A- 

88% to 89% B+ 

82% to 87% B 

80% to 81% B- 

78% to 79% C+ 

72% to 77% C 

70% to 71% C- 

68% to 69% D+ 

62% to 67% D 

60% to 61% D- 

Below 59.5% F 

 

 

 

Ad
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Accommodation for Disabilities, Temporary Medical Conditions, and Medical Isolation 

Disability Services determines accommodations based on documented disabilities in the academic 

environment. If you qualify for accommodations because of a disability, submit your accommodation letter 
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