Senior Seminar in Economics (Econ 495)

Fall Semester 2009
Meeting Times:
F 1:00-3:10



Meeting Place:

PS 102


Instructor


Office



Office Hours
John Abell


Main 7



MW 10:30-11:30 AM, or by appointment


Elizabeth Perry-Sizemore
Main 10


T 9:00-11:00, or by appointment

Note: Dr. PS reserves Fridays for other College responsibilities 

David Zirkle


Main 8



MW 6:15-7:30 in the dining hall, by appointment

Required Reading:  

       JA:  
Pollan, M.(2007).  The omnivore’s dilemma.  New York: Penguin.

  
Heilbroner, R. (1999). The worldly philosophers. (7th ed). New York: Touchstone.  

National Geographic. (September 2008). 2 articles. (Details below).

Reading(s) on permaculture, TBA.

                   DZ:  
Heilbroner, R. (1999). The worldly philosophers. (7th ed). New York: Touchstone.  


    EPS:  
Greenlaw, S. (2006).  Doing economics. Boston:  Houghton Mifflin.
URL for Greenlaw’s chapter links:




                        http://college.hmco.com/economics/greenlaw/research/1e/students/links/ch03.html  

Papers for the research methods portion of the course will be made announced later and made available at the library.

Purpose and design of the course:   As the department’s capstone course, the senior seminar in economics has several important themes and goals, all linked to preparing you to conduct, write, and present independent research in the spring semester.  In the course, you will put your previous coursework and experience into perspective by critically examining economic theory and policy (with a special emphasis, this semester, on food and experimental economics) and by enriching your understanding of history of thought in economics. With an appreciation of the discipline’s relevance and development, you will study how knowledge is created in economics.  You will critically analyze research papers while learning how to initiate sound research of your own. As the semester progresses, you will be challenged to identify a research question that you wish to begin investigating, to provide oral, informal updates on the development of your work, and to give each other thoughtful and supportive feedback on your works in progress.  Your final assignment this semester will be to produce a 4-6 page research proposal that will serve as the starting point for the independent, quantitative research you will conduct, write up, and present in the spring semester.  

Grading scheme: Abell and Zirkle will split the theory, policy, and history of thought sections, and Perry-Sizemore will cover the research portion.  Your performance in each faculty member’s section will count 25% of your grade and will be equally divided between class participation and written work. Your research proposal will count 25% of your grade.  

Policies pertaining to collected work:

All written material for this course must be completed to receive a passing grade for the semester. 
All assignments are to be turned in as hard copies, not sent electronically. Please staple your papers.
Writing Quality:  All written work this semester, in all three sections and in the formal proposal, will be graded not only on the basis of economic content and sophistication, but also with regard to the quality of writing.  You are expected to take responsibility for your own learning by independently consulting references like the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association, Hodges’ Harbrace Handbook, The Elements of Style, Surface Matters (distributed by the RC Writing Lab), and the department’s Economic Writing Tips (located in the P: drive under Economics).  Likewise, please use the Writing Lab as needed.
Style Guide/Citations: If you are writing a formal paper in economics or using outside sources while preparing your assignments, please follow APA (American Psychological Association) style and citation guidelines. This is not a writing style limited to psychologists, but rather applies to many of the social sciences. APA manuals are available in the library and the Writing Lab. 
Note the following: In the P: drive (under Economics) is a book chapter that uses APA style. Feel free to use it as a guide for writing your own papers. File name: APA example #1 Fuel Efficient Stoves (2008). 
Abell, J. D. (2008). Fuel efficient stoves and community development in San Lucas Tolimán, Guatemala. Chapter 4 in T. Huber-Warring (Ed.), Growing a soul for social change: Building the knowledge base for social justice (pp. 45-78). Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing. 
Plagiarism:  When writing, if you use someone else’s words, unique thoughts, or general sentence structure without crediting the source, you are committing plagiarism, which can best be described as a form of academic theft. Plagiarism is an honor violation and can be avoided by properly acknowledging the sources you consult.  Internet sources are not exempt. We expect you to be familiar with the College’s policies on plagiarism.  An excerpt of the Student Handbook, at http://www.randolphcollege.edu/x13864.xml, defines plagiarism and provides examples of ways to avoid it.  
Optional Proposal Draft Review Policy:  During her section, EPS is willing to look at one thoughtfully prepared draft of your thesis proposal. If you would like her to look at a draft, you must supply her with it one week before you’d like it returned to you. When you hand the draft in, make an appointment to meet with her to discuss it. For review of your work to be most useful to you, it should be discussed in person.  She will only read one draft per paper per person, and she will not read drafts that do not represent your best effort. You may want to visit the Writing Lab (or even a friend!) before sharing a draft with her.  This policy is in place to help you become better writers, not to guarantee you an A. Because drafts are allowed, there will be no re-writes after your actual proposal has been graded. The deadline for submitting a draft is Friday, December 4.  
Proposal Grading:  Greenlaw’s Appendix 2A (p. 26) details the components of a research proposal. The methods portion of this course will help you understand each of these components in detail.  We will each assign a grade to your proposal, and the average of our grades will be recorded as your proposal grade.  We will use Greenlaw’s Appendix 2B (p. 28) as a guide for evaluating the content of your proposals.  
Policy on late work:  If you budget your time wisely and distribute your workload evenly, you will discover that you have ample time to complete the work in this class.  For this reason, for fairness, and also because responsibility usually pays off in “the real world” and thus should be practiced within the Red Brick Wall, we expect you to adhere to deadlines for all assignments. Your grade on late work (work not received by class time on the day it is due) will be 50% of what it would otherwise have been. No late homework will be accepted after answers have been discussed or distributed in class. 
Please remember that quantitative research requires the use of statistical software.  Learning these programs takes time. For quantitative assignments, please budget your time to allow for infilling your data and programming.  If you pace yourself on your assignments, we won’t think you’re abusing us if you come to us for help.  If you turn assignments in late because you start them the night before they’re due and get stumped on the programming, we will question the extent to which you should blame the software for your predicament. If you find yourself in a last minute crisis because of your own irresponsibility, please understand that it is unreasonable for you to expect us to drop everything we’re doing to help you.    
Policies pertaining to class participation:  
Attendance: Attendance is expected.  Tardiness will be noted.  We will show up for class unless we are extremely sick or have an emergency, and we expect you to be equally disciplined.  If you have an athletic, religious, or group event that conflicts with this course on any date, it is your responsibility to bring this to our attention well enough in advance that, if warranted, arrangements can be made for you to receive assignments and take tests early so you do not fall behind.  We are aware that the NCAA rule for athletes is that athletes may miss classes for games but not for practices.  If you know in advance of an excused absence, complete and submit any work for that day prior to that day (rather than afterwards).  
Class participation:  The nature of your class participation cannot be of a high quality if you are unprepared for class.  To help yourself participate thoughtfully, stay on top of your reading and assignments.  Class participation needs to be focused and to be motivated toward deepening our understanding of a significant issue and/or moving forward through the material. We will not slow class to answer any question or entertain any discussion that is indicative of an individual’s failure to take personal responsibility for his or her learning.  We teach to the students who make an effort to keep up with this course.  
Class manners:  Calculators are the only outside electronic devices allowed in class without our permission. You are not to spend class time using the lab computers for anything other than whatever classroom task is at hand.  If you fail to follow these rules, your class participation grade will be adversely affected! 

Class communications:  You will receive frequent e-mails from us, forwarding news stories or classroom information. We will use the Dokeos announcement feature. Therefore, you need to maintain a college address, keep your in-box open, and actually read your e-mails. 

If you have questions about your assignments, before sending us an email, think about whether it is a better use of both your time and ours to visit us during office hours rather than write to us. Also, please understand that our email addresses are not 24-hour homework hotline addresses.  We may or may not read or respond to email outside the normal M-F work hours.
Disabilities Statement:  If you have a disability that warrants special consideration, please obtain the appropriate documentation from the LRC and I will offer whatever accommodations are required.
Course Outline:
Week 1 (Sept. 4) JA, EPS, DZ:  Introduction and preliminary discussion about research, writing, and APA guidelines

Week 2 (Sept. 11) EPS:  See handout distributed in class (also posted to Dokeos)

Week 3 (Sept. 18) DZ: R. Heilbroner, Intro – III. Assignments: Research Proposal (on Dokeos)

Week 4 (Sept. 25) DZ: R. Heilbroner, IV – V. Assignments: Research Proposal (on Dokeos)

Week 5 (Oct. 2) JA:  R. Heilbroner, VI – VII. Assignments (in P: drive, under Economics): Econ 495 Questions for Heilbroner Chs vi-vii
Week 6 (Oct. 9) JA: R. Heilbroner, VIII – IX. Assignments: (in P: drive, under Economics): Econ 495 Questions for Heilbroner Chs viii-ix
Week 7 (Oct 16) JA: 

                            M. Pollan, pp. 1-273 and pp. 287-333.

                            National Geographic (September 2008). Two articles: 

                             1) Mann, C.C. Our good Earth: Can we save it? http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2008/09/soil/mann-text
                             2) Bourne, J.K.Jr. Haiti soil: Dirt poor. http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2008/09/soil/bourne-text
 Assignments: (in P: drive, under Economics): Econ 495 Abell Food Assignment
Week 8 (Oct. 23) JA: Field trip: Tentative location: Randolph College organic/permaculture garden. Assignment: (in P: drive, under Economics): Econ 495 Abell Food Assignment.
Week 9 (Oct. 30) DZ: Experimental Economics.  Kagel and Roth, Handbook of Experimental Economics, Ch. 1(On Dokeos, book on reserve in Library)

Week 10 (Nov. 6) DZ: Experimental Economics:

1) Goeree and Holt, “Ten Little Treasures of Game Theory and Ten Intuitive Contradictions” AER, Vol. 91, No. 5 (Dec., 2001), pp. 1402-1422, On Dokeos

2) Experimental Research Proposal

Week 11 (Nov. 13) EPS: Topics due in-class. Greenlaw. Articles and assignments will be announced and placed on reserve by Nov. 6. 

Week 12 (Nov. 20) EPS:  Assignment due.  Greenlaw.  Articles and assignments will be announced and placed on reserve by Nov. 6. 

Thanksgiving: Nov. 25-29 
Week 13 (Dec. 4) EPS:  Optional draft of proposal due.  Articles and assignments will be announced and placed on reserve by Nov. 6. 

Week 14 (Dec. 11) Completed senior thesis proposals are due by 5:00 pm!

A Look Ahead to Econ 496

We will not meet regularly as a class in the spring.  Instead, one of us will serve as your paper advisor and you will submit chapters of your work to us in stages. In grading your final paper (50% of your final grade), we will consider both writing quality and economic research quality, using Greenlaw’s Rubric for Grading Research Papers (p. 262) for assessing the latter. Your paper advisor will be the sole grader of your paper. The content and delivery of your final presentation will be assessed by all 3 faculty and will count for 10% total of your final grade.  The remaining 40% will come from your intermediate assignments (portions of your work in progress) and will determined by the quality of your writing and your research, using the sections of Greenlaw’s rubric relevant to the individual assignments.  These intermediate assignments will be graded solely by your paper advisor.

We cannot stress enough that the more attention you give to your Econ 495 research proposal, the better positioned you will be to meet our expectations for Econ 496.  Even if your research takes dramatic turns from what you propose, your preliminary work and the study and planning efforts you make in the fall will keep you on a productive trajectory in the spring.  Here are some tips for maximizing the benefits of your fall semester for the spring:

Tip 1: Be deliberate and sincere in choosing a research question and developing a proposal, and know that the research process will require you to be flexible and to be comfortable handling ambiguity.  You are going to do original research, therefore you will deal with uncertainty. However, when we suggest that your final paper may be very different from what you propose, we are not suggesting that your research topic, or even your research question, will be what changes.  Rather, we simply acknowledge that the research process demands flexibility at times.  For instance, the dream data set you think you’ve identified in the fall may have shortcomings you don’t realize until you’re really using it.  Note that we are NOT suggesting that you can dash off a sloppy proposal in December assuming that we’ll allow you to choose a whole new topic and question in January.  The fall semester is for narrowing your research interests so that you produce a proposal that will provide direction for you in the spring.  


Tip 2: Choose a research question related to a topic with which you already have some experience. The writing of a senior paper is generally not the best time to embark on a brand new field of study. Econ 495 and 496 are not to be confused with independent study courses. Experience has shown us that those students who pursue a topic that they have at least had some exposure to in prior courses end up with the best outcomes. So, if you never wrote a paper on Federal Reserve operating strategy, yet you took the Money and Banking course, then you will end up writing a much stronger paper than if you had never taken that course at all. 
Tip 3:  Plan ahead if you are interested in disseminating your research beyond the College.  Our senior year experience differentiates us from many other economics departments.  The opportunity to conduct and present original research with the careful mentoring of a faculty member is a thoughtful and individual-focused capstone experience that has the added benefits of giving you practical research, speaking, and writing experiences that are valued in graduate schools and in the workforce.  Those of you who wish to maximize the impact of this year may wish to contact us for how to best plan for and consider the following:

1. Participating in next spring’s NCUR conference (http://www.ncur.org/).  NCUR stands for National Conferences on Undergraduate Research.  Around 2000 undergraduates from across the country and from all academic disciplines attend every year.  It’s invigorating to be around others who are as interested in their research as you are yours, and it’s fascinating to see how definitions of “research” and “research methods” vary across disciplines. This year’s meeting is at the University of Montana.
2. Participating in next spring’s Virginia Association of Economists annual meeting. This state-conference has a student research session.  The VAE meetings are an excellent place to network with professors of economics, private sector economists, and Federal Reserve economists. This year’s meeting is likely to be at Lynchburg College.  Details are forthcoming.

3. Submitting an article to the Illinois Wesleyan Undergraduate Economic Review (http://titan.iwu.edu/~econ/uer/) or Issues in Political Economy (http://www.elon.edu/e-web/students/ipe/default.xhtml). The former is an online journal and the latter is available both electronically and in print.  What is particularly interesting about these journals is that the referees are undergraduates who receive guidance on their duties from faculty at their institutions. 
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