
ECONOMICS 4221 
  Political and Public Choice Economics 

Spring 2020 
 

Important!!!!  Please note that ALL information contained in this syllabus, except the part 
under “additional notes” is crucial for the course, and therefore, subject to examination.  In 
other words, anything from this syllabus could (and will) turn up on a quiz or exam!   
 
Instructor: Billy Mertens 
Office:  ECON 12  
E-mail:  mertens@colorado.edu Email is by far the best way to contact me.  I check my email 
and respond (if time) every T,R and most M,W,F between 8:30 and 9am.  If there is not enough time 
to respond to all emails during that time, then I will respond in the evening.    
Web:  canvas.colorado.edu  
Office Hours:  T, TH 12:15-1:45 & 3:15-3:45pm, and by appointment (give 2 weeks’ notice). 
 
    
Course Overview: 
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 





 
 
Learning systems:  

1. Lecturing: explaining difficult material not easily learned on your own with text, groups, etc. 
2. Exams: exams should be learning tools as well as assessment tools!  We will go over each 

exam in depth in class.  Reviewing exams is one 



add to that discussion.  This is a “be here” class – if you put in the effort, you will do well.  If 
you prefer a class where you can just get the notes, skip a lot of classes and take some tests, 
then another course would be more appropriate. 

4. Group assignments will account for part of your grade (see below). 
 
 
More Information on Assessment: 
Exams:  There will be two (cumulative) exams and a cumulative final



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 primarily to motivate a successful discussion about the article. You should try 
and answer questions as the author would.  It is not your job to critique the article – all of the articles 
have already been critiqued by PhD referees before being published.  However, if you find follow-up 
articles that critique the paper it is fine (and even encouraged) to cite those articles. The groups 
leading the discussion will have studied their paper in great detail, but I expect the rest of the class to 
have read all of the papers and be ready to discuss them – rude and counter-productive behavior such 
as texting and having your laptop open during class discussion will severely damage your own 
presentation grade. 
 
I have a list of articles from which you can choose, or you may choose one of your own.  If you 
choose your own, then I suggest you find a paper published in the journal Public Choice.  Be sure not 
to choose an editorial or something that is mostly an econometric study.  I must approve all paper 
choices.   
 
The class will take a roughly 10-minute quiz at the beginning of the hour to be sure everyone is ready 
to discuss, and during that time, you will set-up and prepare your discussion (you get 125% for that 
day’s quiz!).  Participation/discussion on GLD days will add to your quiz grade. 
You should be able to keep the class engaged in discussion for 30 to 40 minutes (30 minute minimum; 
if you think you might need more than 40 minutes, just let me know in advance).  You will be graded 
down if you cannot keep the class engaged in an interesting and informative discussion about 



withdraw, you should withdraw!!  A sign-in sheet will be circulated daily when necessary.  It is your 
responsibility to make sure that you have signed in for each class (having someone else sign your 
name is a violation of the honor code).    Due to new policy, I have added on to the days you can 
miss because Wardenburg would rather not have you just stop by to pick up an excuse form.  
The added days are meant to include absence due to a “one-off” illness, family emergencies, etc.  
If you must miss an extended period of time (e.g. due to extended illness), please let me know 
ASAP, and we will make arrangements.   
 
In addition, you will be administratively dropped if you do not attend each (all) of the first 3 
days of class. 
 
Examples of attendance policy violation: 

1. If you miss more than one day in the first 5 weeks, you would be in violation. 
2. If you miss more than two days in the first 7 weeks, you would be in violation. 
3. If you miss more than three days in the first 10 weeks, you would be in violation. 
4. If you miss more than five days in the semester, you would be in violation. 

 
 
Grading:  
Group Assignments    7% 
Article Quizzes (& Participation) 24% 
Group-Led Discussion   10% 
Exam 1     17% 
Exam 2     20% 
Final exam    22% 
 
I adhere strictly to the University guidelines on Incompletes (“An I is given only when students, 
beyond their control



Additional Notes: 
Accommodation for Disabilities 
All	faculty	assume	responsibility	for	ensuring	that	their	individual	courses	and	content	are	
accessible	to	all	students.	Please	utilize	principles	of	Universal	Design	when	creating	new	
courses;	otherwise,	make	appropriate	alterations	to	existing	material	to	accommodate	students	
who	require	assistance.	You	may	contact	our	Universal	Instructional	Design	Consultant	on	the	
Academic	Technology	Design	Team	



so that I may make appropriate changes to my records.  For more information, see the policies on 
classroom behavior and the Student Code of Conduct. 
Sexual Misconduct, Discrimination, Harassment and/or Related Retaliation 
The University of Colorado Boulder (CU Boulder) is committed to maintaining a positive learning, 
working, and living environment. CU Boulder will not tolerate acts of sexual misconduct, 
discrimination, harassment or related retaliation against or by any employee or student.  CU’s Sexual 
Misconduct Policy prohibits sexual assault, sexual exploitation, sexual harassment, intimate partner 
abuse (dating or domestic violence), stalking or related retaliation. CU Boulder’s Discrimination and 
Harassment Policy prohibits discrimination, harassment or related retaliation based on race, color, 



 


