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Course Syllabus for Fall 2021 
 

Faculty: Michael Walton  

Office: Littauer 108 

Phone: (202) 251-8702 

E-mail: michael_walton@hks.harvard.edu 

     Office hours:  By zoom, check here 

Assistant: Yahya Chaudhry 

Office: Belfer 222 

Phone: 617-495-5994 

E-mail: yahya_chaudhry@hks.harvard.edu 

 

 

 

Class Meeting Times (Fall) 

 

Classes: Thursday 

Group A: 0845 – 1015 

Group B: 1630 -- 1800 

 

Speaker: Tuesday 

 Plenary: 1630 – 1745 (sometimes will shift to morning 0900 – 1015 or to other days or times  

owing to speaker availability; students will be advised accordingly) 

 

Course Assistants 

Soulange Gramegna. Email: sgramegna@hks.harvard.edu 

Nico Maffey . Email: nico_maffey@hks.harvard.edu 

 

Enrollment for this course is for all, and only, first year MPA/ID students. Students will be assigned 

to two groups at the beginning of the semester; the purpose of this is to facilitate participation with a 

smaller class size. For each class day the same material will be taught to each group.  

 

Course Objectives 

 

The course has the following goals: 

 

1. To build an understanding of how to design practical policies to improve the lives of individuals 

in developing countries, mapping and analyzing the causal pathways influencing individual 

well-being, from economy-wide, sectoral, societal and household factors.  This involves 

integrating diagnosis and policy design from the perspectives of economic and social behavior, 

political supportability and implementation capacities.  

2. To deepen understanding of concepts and techniques from other core MPA/ID courses (in 

DEV101 on development, micro, macro and statistics) through illustrating their application in 

the diagnosis of development change and policy design.   

3. To practice presentation of persuasive and evidence-backed policy recommendations, both in 

written and verbal presentations. 

 

Economic concepts and tools are powerful instruments for analyzing and interpreting the world. But 

for change to occur we also need to understand drivers of political decision-making and whether 

implementing organizations—government or non-government—have the capability to implement 

change, where “capability” encompasses personal motivation, organizational functioning and 
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technical capacities. Development change occurs only when there is alignment between economic 

behavior, political processes and organizational capacity. 

 

Throughout the course, the ultimate concern will be on the influence of development processes and 

policy choices on households—and on individuals within households.  This will sometimes involve an 

explicit focus on immediate influences on material or non-material dimensions of individual 

deprivation and well-being.  At others it will involve assessment of sectoral developments and 

policies—such as in education and social protection—or economy-wide developments—as in 

aggregate growth and macroeconomic adjustment.  Issues of identity—of gender, race, and other 

socio-cultural dimensions of difference—and their relationship to institutional inequalities, will be 

explored as cross-cutting factors.    

 

The course work will begin to build the basis for students to undertake their capstone Second Year 

Policy Analysis, in which they will be selecting a topic, undertaking the analysis, and developing 

coherent policy proposals. 

 

Course Structure  

 

There will be 12 weekly sessions over the course of the semester.  In each session we will work on a 

particular issue or domain of development change, and ground this in country-based case material.  All 

preparation material will be made available through the course web page on Canvas. 

 

Asynchronous material and work, to be completed during the week before the live teaching session on 

Thursday, will comprise: 

● An introduction to the week’s story in terms of issues, concepts and focus. 

● Specific concept or skill-based materials, including the focus of any links to other core courses 

● Country-based case material, including guidance questions on issues to prepare for.  

 

Core preparation work is required, and will include quizzes and submissions to discussion boards or 

other substantive inputs.  Optional additional readings will be provided for students who choose to go 

into greater depth.  We will also encourage, and help organize, voluntary sessions when some students 

have in-depth knowledge of a case or country context—this form of learning within the student group 

can be particularly valuable. 

 

The live teaching session will be interactive, around issues, debates and policy choices, and will build 

from the asynchronous work. 

 

The course is also linked to the Speaker Series, which is intended to expose students to academics and 

development practitioners with experience on the core issues of development change. Most of these 

are aligned with the teaching of the week, with a few chosen because of the intrinsic interest of their 

experience and focus.  As speakers will be off canvas (by HKS practice during COVID), all speaker 

sessions will be by zoom. 

 

Students will be assigned to groups of about five for periodic group work, either in or out of class. 

 

Course Requirements and Grading  

 

The course will be graded on the basis of written assignments and participation throughout the course 

work, on both asynchronous and synchronous components.  
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Written assignments 

The written assignments will be largely in the form of “policy memos”—carefully substantiated policy 

analyses and proposals around a specific case, that make use of the relevant concepts and skills 

(including concepts developed in the rest of the core).   While the course will provide guidance on 

principles of policy memo writing, these may take various forms.  A slide deck can be substituted for 

one memo, in a style and format appropriate to a policy client. 

 

Every student will complete the following: 

● Two policy memos (or equivalent), around two topics covered in the course, including one 

each from the sequence of “micro and sectoral” topics, and one from the sequence of “macro 

and growth” topics (see the topic list below). You may write a third memo, in which case the 

grade of your weakest memo will be dropped (this is especially for students not used to writing 

memos). 

● A policy memo/proposal on a topic that the student chooses, subject to approval by the teaching 

team—this is to ensure that the choice is tractable as a policy analysis in terms of the criteria 

of the course.  This will be expected to make use of the tools and approach within the policy 

design arc.  Students have to propose a topic by the end of the 4th week of the semester and the 

teaching team will continue to interact on intermediate steps. 

● A final group project on a topic to be agreed on a domain to be selected in the context of the 

final country case of South Africa.  Students will form groups to begin preparation for this after 

mid-terms.  They will receive a group grade for this work.  

 

The written assignments are intended to develop the practice of writing for a policymaker or policy-

oriented audience.  More details about how to write a policy memo/op-ed and grading will be explained 

in more depth in the first weeks of class. The deadline for submission for the individual policy 

memos is 830 am on the Monday ten days (two weekends) after the case discussion, except when 

Monday is a holiday, in which case it shifts to Tuesday.  There will be a penalty of the equivalent of 

two points (e.g. from A- to B) for late submission, as meeting deadlines are an important part of 

professional practice. Criteria for evaluating policy memos or associated products are as follows: 

 

Domain Inadequate 3-4 Satisfactory to  

Good 5-7 

Excellent 8-10 

Use of concepts  
Absence or incorrect use 

of concepts 

Good use of concepts, 

well-integrated into story 

Creative use of concepts 

that changes thinking of 

reader 

Policy proposal 
Lack of policy analysis or 

weak argument 

Well-developed policy 

proposal supported by a 

solid causal story from 

within-country or cross-

country sources 

Compelling policy with 

new insights; typically 

engaging at least two of 

economic, political and 

administrative issues. 

Empirical support Weak use of data 

Good use of empirical 

material for both problem 

diagnosis and case for 

policy 

Empirical material creates 

new insights and a 

compelling case for action 

Presentation 
Writing unclear, with lack 

of coherent narrative 

Clearly written, easy to 

read, with effective 

presentation of concepts 

and empirics, accessible 

to both technical and non-

technical readers 

Sharp storyline, clear 

messages, compelling 

read, fully aligned to the 

interests, technical 

capacity and narrative of 

the client 
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Participation  

Assessment of participation will be based on completion of asynchronous work, including quizzes, 

required submissions to discussions boards, and on the quality of engagement in both asynchronous 

and synchronous work.  For the latter, participation—in class or on discussion boards or other out-of-

class work—is assessed on the basis of whether contributions deepen and extend class discussions.  

Just expressing of opinions is not the goal and is not rewarded. 

 

While we place great emphasis on observing class norms—that will be reviewed together—we also 

fully recognize that students are heterogeneous, and we make allowances for this and provide support 

for the participation of all, in this important area of professional practice. 

 

Grades will be based on the following distribution. 

Two individual policy memos on class topics 30% 

One policy memo on student-defined topic  25% 

Group project      20% 

Participation (asynchronous and synchronous) 25% 

 

Academic Honesty  

 

Students must observe Kennedy School and Harvard University rules regarding the citation of 

sources. Any sentences or paragraphs taken verbatim from the writing of (or interviews with) any 

other person or persons, or from your own writing that has been published elsewhere, must be placed 

in quotation marks and their source must be clearly identified. Changing the wording of a sentence or 

passage slightly does not evade the requirement for citation. Indeed, whenever you are drawing an 

important argument or insight from someone else, even if you reword it into your own words, a 

reference to the source is required.  

 

Including material from others in the assignments without appropriate quotation marks and citations 

is regarded, as a matter of School and University policy, as a serious violation of academic and 

professional standards and can lead to a failing grade in the course, failure to graduate, and even 

expulsion from the University.   
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Topics and Key Dates 

 

 
Date Topic Country focus 

Key links to core 

courses 

Policy 

Memo due 

date 

 

Introductory sessions 

1 2-Sep Course intro on policy 

diagnosis and design; an 

example of education  

Kenya DEV101 (understanding 

development change) 

 

n/a 

2 9-Sep Identity and race United States and 

South Africa 

DEV101 (colonial 

histories) API 209 

(differences in means) 

20-Sep 

 

On poverty, “micro” and sectoral policy 

3 16-Sep Poverty concepts, behavior 

and policy; focus on CCTs 

Mexico API109 (welfare 

comparisons, expenditure 

function) 

API209 (targeting) 

 

27-Sep 

 

4 23-Sep Community-based 

development 

Indonesia and 

Kenya 

DEV101 (capital and 

growth) 

4-Oct 

5 30-Sep Education and the 

challenge of service 

delivery 

India DEV101 (education and 

development) API209 

(discussion on RCTs later 

in semester) 

12-Oct 

(Tuesday) 

 7-Oct No class (mid-terms)     

6 14-Oct Coordination and case 

management in health and 

social systems  

United States DEV101 (health and 

development) API109 

(risk and behavior) 

 

22-Oct* 

7 21-Oct Land titling, credit and 

household behavior 

Peru Dev 101 (property rights; 

labor) 
25-Oct 

 

Economy-wide development, “macro” and political economy 

 

8 

28-Oct Hyperinflation and political 

economy 

Zimbabwe 

API119 (hyperinflation) 1-Nov 

9 4-Nov Macroeconomic crises (1) Greece  API119 (Salter-Swan, 

crises) 
8-Nov 

10 10-Nov 

** 

Macroeconomic crises (2) Argentina API119 (Salter-Swan, 

crises) 
15-Nov 

11 18-Nov Growth diagnostics, 

political economy and 

inequality (1) 

South Africa  DEV101 (growth 

diagnostics, political 

economy of growth) 

Group 

memo due 

1-Dec 

- 27-Nov No class (Thanksgiving)  

12 2-Dec Growth diagnostics, 

political economy and 

inequality (2) and semester 

wrap 

South Africa DEV101 (growth 

diagnostics, political 

economy of growth and 

course syntheses) 

Individual 

policy 

memo due 

6-Dec 

*   Policy memo  pushed to  Friday 22 October because of mid-terms 

** 11 November is a holiday, so session will be on Wednesday 10 November (tbc) 
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Class Descriptions 

 

Each week will constitute a “module” of work, that will be self-contained in terms of 

preparation material and teaching.  It will focus on one topic, and typically one or two country 

cases.  This will be designed to engage with both key elements of the integrative “policy design 

arc” and the application of specific concepts or tools from other core courses.  We don’t seek 

to be comprehensive, but rather to explore the problem diagnosis and policy design process in 

particular cases and contexts.  There are many important areas of development we are not 

covering!  If students want to cover a domain outside the coverage in the semester, they may 

do that in their “personal” policy analysis project and associated policy memo; we will work 

with you on this.  As noted above this needs to be scoped and agreed with the teaching team to 

ensure it is a feasible topic. 

  

The topic sequence is organized into four groups: first, two introductory sessions; second, a 

sequence of five on more “micro” and sectoral issues; third, a sequence of five cases on  

“macro” and economy-wide issues. The following notes sketch the overall story with the key 

readings; all activities, readings and other materials will be on the week’s Canvas module.   

 

The following specifies the core reading for the case.   Each week will also have introductory 

videos and/or slide decks and often skills briefs in the asynchronous preparation for class.  

These, along with associated quizzes and discussion posts are a required, integral part of the 

pedagogy.  Optional readings will be provided on Canvas.  

 

Introductory sessions 

 

The first two sessions introduce the overall approach to policy analysis through the prism of 

COVID-19 and the cross-cutting issue of identity, focusing on race. 

 

Introduction to policy diagnosis and design.  This introductory session will present the course’s 

overall policy approach and give a flavor of its application in a concrete case on education in 

Kenya.  Disaggregating complex development issues into its individual  factors is a vital skill 

for policy diagnosis. On a fundamental level, this course aims to equip students with the tools 

to arrive at actionable diagnosis that can guide policy design. This first class will introduce 

some of the most useful tools in public policy. First, it will introduce the policy design arc in 

order to illustrate the dimensions underpinning effective policy. Second, by exploring the case 

of public schools in Kenya, it will illustrate the importance of diagnostic strategies to identify 

root cases of policy failure. Finally, it will lay the foundation for the vision of development that 

cuts across the MPA-ID core. After this session students will understand key tools and concepts 

that constitute the MPA/ID’s approach to policy making, within the “policy design arc”; the role 

of values; problem diagnosis; policy analysis across the triangle of technical, political and 
implementability; and decision making. These will be further exemplified in the remaining 

sessions, and applied by students in policy memos and the final group project.  

 

Core reading: 

Bold, Tessa, Mwangi Kimenyi, Germano Mwabu, and Justin Sandefur. 2018 "Experimental 

evidence on scaling up education reforms in Kenya." Journal of Public Economics 168: Read 

Sections 1,2,5.1, 6 and 7 (other sections optional) 

 

Race, inequality and development. Issues of identity—for example in terms of race, gender, 

caste, ethnicity—are a pervasive feature of inequality, social interactions and institutional 
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features of societies.  The issue of race came to the forefront of public debate through the Black 

Lives Matter movement, that acquired global reach in 2020.  In this session race will be 

explored as an example of identity, in terms of conceptual understanding, the relationship to 

patterns of inequality, the historical dynamics of institutional inequalities and implications for 

public action.  This will be done through a comparative exploration of race in the United States 

and South Africa. 

 

Core readings: 

Chetty, Raj, Nathaniel Hendren, Maggie R. Jones, and Sonya R. Porter. 2020. "Race and 

economic opportunity in the United States: An intergenerational perspective." The Quarterly 

Journal of Economics 135 (2).  Read pps 712-718, 731-734 figures on pps 741-745 

Acemoglu, Daron and James Robinson 2019.  The Narrow Corridor. States Societies and the 

Fate of Liberty.  pps. 304-332 and 427-434 

 

On poverty, “micro”, and sectoral policy 

 

This sequence will illustrate descriptive and normative concepts of poverty and well-being and 

explore selected domains of policy diagnosis and design in micro and sectoral areas. 

 

Poverty concepts and policy. What do we mean by poverty and why should we care? What is 

the most effective way of reducing poverty? Applied poverty concepts will be linked to 

microeconomic concepts of utility and the expenditure function, exploring how these inform 

interpretation of welfare changes and household decision-making.  It will then explore the 

evolution and design of one, specific policy design—the conditional cash transfer, as originally 

designed in Mexico and subsequently extended and modified—in relation to household 

behavior, the challenge of targeting and Mexico’s political economy. 

 

Core readings: 

Teaching Note. Poverty measurement and policy: concepts and applications. October 2014.  

Levy, Santiago. Chapter 1 and 2 in Progress Against Poverty Sustaining Mexico's Progresa.  

pps 4-32. 

 

Community development and government services: Indonesia and Kenya.  Local infrastructure 

is an important influence on growth dynamics and the quality of life.  This involves solving 

problems of public action at the local level (that is in parallel to the challenge at national level.)  

In this domain, public action is fundamentally about an interaction between the state (and 

sometimes other actors) and individuals or communities.  A popular “solution” to the problems 

of government service delivery in the past 25 years has been various forms of community-

based development.  This will be explored analytically and empirically through the prism of an 

iconic “success”, the Kecamatan Development Programme of Indonesia, and a superficially 

similar design in Kenya, that had a dramatically different outcomes.  This will also be used as 

an example of the role of donor mindsets and behaviors. 

 

Core readings: 

Ensminger, Jean. 2017. "Corruption in community-driven development. A Kenyan case study 

with insights from Indonesia." U4 Issue. 

 

Education quality, politics and implementation.  Expansion of human capabilities is intrinsic 

to improved well-being, and one of the most important mechanisms for effecting this has been 

the acquisition of skills through education.  This also constitutes an important and interesting 
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example of service delivery.  This will be explored in the context of the following questions: 

What determines the quality of basic education in rural India? How can it be improved? The 

issue of service provision will be examined in relation to politics, bureaucratic functioning and 

interactions with NGOs. The case will also illustrate the role of information—including of 

observational data and RCTs—as inputs to interpretation and policy design.  

 

Core readings: 

HKS Case on Pratham and Teaching at the Right Level in India 

Banerjee, Abhijit, et al. 2017. “From Proof of Concept to Scalable Policies: Challenges and 

Solutions, with an Application.”  Journal of Economic Perspectives 31.4: 73-102. 

[focus on sections 1 and 3]. 

 

Health and social care in a complex system. How can the government ensure effective delivery 

of care for patients with complex and interacting biological, psychological, and social 

circumstances in a coordinated, consistent, and humane way? Is this the government’s 

responsibility or should the private sector also play a role? These questions will be explored in 

the context of the US, and particularly the city of Houston (the Harris Health County), ranked 

44th in the United States for overall health outcomes and last in access to and affordability of 

healthcare in 2018.  This will engage with issues of challenges of coordination and of scaling 

of an approach developed by a non-profit, that seeks to combine a platform-based technological 

approach with a values-based frontline case management approach with high need clients. 

 

Core readings: 

Michelle Fakler and Michael Walton 2019.  “Integrating Systems at Scale: Poverty and 

Health Care in Houston.” HKS case. 

 

Land rights and intra-household behavior: Peru. Property rights are an important institutional 

element of an economy. We will study a nation-wide urban land titling program in Peru and 

discuss empirical evidence on the effects of property rights on incentives for individuals’ 

productive investments, the development of markets, and distribution of resources within and 

across households, with potential further effects on labor market behavior and schooling. We 

will explore how property rights systems appear and evolve with cultural, political, and legal 

contexts over time, with a focus on gainers and losers from reform. 

 

Core readings: 

Field, Erica. 2007. “Entitled to Work: Urban Property Rights and Labor Supply in Peru” The 

Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 122, No. 4, pp. 1561-1602 

Carrie B. Kerekes and Claudia R. Williamson. 2010. “Propertyless in Peru, Even with a 

Government Land Title” The American Journal of Economics and Sociology, Vol. 69, No. 3, 

pp.1011-1033 

 

Economy-wide development, “macro” and political economy 

 

Hyperinflation and political economy in an unequal society. High and hyperinflation is an 

example of a quintessential macro phenomenon, but is also fundamentally a reflection of 

underlying political economy factors, typically mediated via the budget.  This case will look at 

hyperinflation in the case of Zimbabwe, but then take this to an examination of the history of 

a country that emerged from a racist colonial past to a tragically distorted post-independence 

trajectory.   
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Core readings: 

Makava, Sharon. 2019.  “Zimbabwe’s Pathway towards Growth: Transforming the economic 

and political landscape.”  HKS Second Year Policy Analysis. 

Robinson, James and Ragnar Torvik. 2017. “Beyond the Chimurenga: Prospects for Economic 

Growth in Zimbabwe.”  Working Paper. 

 

Macroeconomic crises are, unfortunately, a common feature of development.  They have a mix 

of narrowly economic roots, but also political and distributional roots, and need to be 

understood through the prism of macroeconomic theory, politics and distributional 

consequences.  In this sequence we focus in depth on two cases—Greece and Argentina. 

 

The Greek crisis. This case explores the Greek crisis in relation to its origins both in economic 

management and policy choices subsequent to the entry to the Euro, and Greece’s political 

economy.  It will use the crisis to illustrate the design of and thinking within IMF programs 

and the debates over the conditionality within these programs.  This will also explore the role 

of interactions between Greece and the international community (especially the Troika of the 

European Central Bank, the European Commission and the IMF). 

 

Core reading: 

IMF, 2013. “Greece: Ex Post Evaluation of Exceptional Access under the 2010 Stand-By 

Arrangement.” IMF Country Report No.13/156, June. 

Olivier Blanchard and Ashok Mody comments and opeds.  

 

The Argentine (2001) crisis  What were the origins of the Argentine currency crisis, and what 

were the policy alternatives? This session will explore the issues and choices in the 2001 

currency crisis through a simulation of the interests and perspectives of the major actors—the 

government, business community, households and the IMF. This will be interpreted in relation 

to alternative interpretations, and the subsequent workout and trajectory of the Argentine 

economy.  

 

Core readings: 

HKS Case/Simulation: “In the Cold Light of Day: A Case Study of Argentina’s 2001-2002 

Economic Crisis” 

 

Growth diagnostics, political economy, inequality and development at the country level.  This 

case, that will be spread over two teaching weeks, will undertake three inter-related activities.  

First, it will take the growth diagnostics approach to the case of South Africa, including 

exploration of the complexity of interactions within the South African economic system in 

interpreting its growth challenges.  Second, it will embed this within a broader exploration of 

political economy and the role of ideas in development, exploring the relationship with 

institutions, history and inequality.  And third, it will be used to pull together themes from the 

whole course.  This will be undertaken in close collaboration with DEV101. 

 

Following a session reviewing the overall South African growth, political economy and 

inequality, students will undertake group projects on a set of specific domains, at the economy-

wide and sectoral levels, for example including macro management, industrial strategy, electric 

power, education, health and the labor market.  These groups will be formed, and students can 

select domains of focus, after mid-terms, to facilitate preparation. 
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Core reading: 

Levy, Brian Alan Hirsch, Vinothan Naidoo, and Musa Nxele 2021 “South Africa: When 

Strong Institutions and Massive Inequalities Collide”  Carnegie Endowment For International 

Peace 

 

Domain-specific readings for the group projects will be provided once groups have been 

formed. 

 


