
 
 

PA871: Public Program Evaluation 
Fall 2023 

  
Professor: Mariel Barnes    

Email: mariel.barnes@wisc.edu   

Office Hours: Thursdays 1:30-2:30pm. You can schedule a meeting here: https://calendly.com/mjbarnes/office-hours.  

Office: 216 Observatory Hill Office Building 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

 

Public program evaluation is the systematic, data‐based assessment of  the performance of  programs or policies that have 

been implemented in public sectors. The main purpose of  program evaluation is to determine whether a particular 

program or policy is achieving its goals, and whether it should be continued, improved, expanded, or curtailed. Well-

designed and informative program evaluations are crucial for policy makers concerned with accountability and efficient 

use of  public resources. This course will expose you to a variety of  “state of  the art” research designs and related 

methodological tools useful for evaluating the impact of  public policies and programs, also known as impact assessment. 

The course is designed to provide you with an understanding of  when and how these tools can be applied to produce 

evidence of  program effectiveness and to guide program and policy decision making. The goal is to facilitate a greater 

conceptual understanding of  these methods so you can become critical consumers and effective users of  impact 

evaluations. 

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

 

By the end of the semester, students will be able to:  

• Describe the key elements of the field of program evaluation. 

• Understand the purpose, logic, and process of program evaluation. 

• Explain contemporary program evaluation methods, including their strengths and weaknesses. 

• Assess existing program evaluations. 

• Design and implement their own program evaluation, as well as contextualize, interpret, and present their 

findings. 

 

COURSE CREDIT 

 

The credit standard for this course is met by an expectation of  a total of  180 hours of  student engagement with the course 

learning activities (at least 45 hours per credit), which include regularly scheduled instructor - student meeting times (120 

minutes per week), reading, writing, problem sets, and other student work as described in the syllabus. 

 

mailto:mariel.barnes@wisc.edu
https://calendly.com/mjbarnes/office-hours


COURSE MATERIALS 

 

There are two official textbooks for the class. Both are free and available digitally. 

• Paul J. Gertler et al., Impact Evaluation in Practice, 2nd ed. (Inter-American Development Bank; World Bank, 
2016), https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/25030.  

• Nick Huntington-Klein, The Effect: An Introduction to Research Design and Causality (CRC Press, 2021), 
https://theeffectbook.net/. 

The articles throughout the syllabus are available through the University of  Wisconsin Library. When off  campus, the 
easiest way to access these readings is to search for them on Google Scholar and then use the UW Libraries EZProxy. If  
an article is not easily accessible, it will be uploaded to Canvas. 

ASSESSMENTS 

 

Your progress towards the course learning objectives will be assessed in multiple ways. Parentheses indicate the weights 

given to these components in your final grades. 

 

Participation (30%): This course will be a mixture of lectures and seminars. I expect you to complete all readings before 

class and come ready to participate. 

 

Class attendance is mandatory. If you are unable to attend a class for a legitimate reason (e.g. illness, family emergency, 

etc.), let me know ASAP. DO NOT COME TO CLASS IF YOU HAVE COVID-19 SYMPTOMS. Repeated or 

unexcused absences will reduce your participation grade. It should also be noted that attending class is a necessary but 

not sufficient condition for receiving a good participation grade. If you are uncomfortable speaking up in class, please 

come to office hours so we can discuss possible solutions. 

 

In addition to class participation, you will post TWO discussion questions on our Canvas discussion board prior to class. 

These questions should be posted by 5pm on Monday prior to class. 

 

Problem sets (40%): To practice using R (or Stata), running inferential models, and thinking about causation, you will 

complete a series of problem sets. These problem sets will be graded using a check+, check, check- grading scale. 

Students are encouraged to work in groups on problem sets, but each student must turn their own work. 

 

Final Paper (30%): For the final assignment, you will have a choice between two assignments: 

 

1) Replication Paper: in this assignment, you choose an existing piece of research in the field of international 

program evaluation, determine its central claims, replicate the results, and write a replication report. You can 

replicate any paper you choose but the data will need to be publicly available. In addition to the report, you will 

also submit the raw data, the R Markdown or do.file.  

2) Review Paper: for this option, you will choose a theme or a topic (e.g. poverty in Africa, housing in India, 

violence against women) that interests you and find three academic articles on this topic (no trade books, policy 

memos, etc.). Each paper should be related to program evaluation and the methods we have discussed this 

semester. Importantly, each paper should utilize a different causal inference method to investigate your chosen 

topic. Using these papers, you will write a review paper where you compare and contrast each. 

 

You must discuss your chosen final assignment with me by March 24. 

COURSE SCHEDULE & READINGS1 

 

Introduction to Program Evaluation 

 
1 This course schedule is subject to change. 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/25030
https://theeffectbook.net/


 

Sept 12 

• Syllabus 

• Impact Evaluation in Practice: Chapter 1 

• The Effect: Chapters 1 & 2 

 

Ethics of  Program Evaluation 

 

Sept 19 

• Coville, Aiden, Sebastian Galiani, Paul Gertler, and Susumu Yoshida. “Enforcing Payment for Water and 
Sanitation Services in Nairobi’s Slums.” NBER Working Paper No. 27569, July 2020. (Canvas) 

• Bursztyn, Leonardo, Davide Cantoni, David Y. Yang, Noam Yuchtman, and Y. Jane Zhang. “Persistent Political 

Engagement: Social Interactions and the Dynamics of  Protest Movements,” June 2019. 

https://home.uchicago.edu/bursztyn/Persistent_Political_Engagement_July2019.pdf. 

• Bryan, Gharad, James J Choi, and Dean Karlan. “Randomizing Religion: The Impact of  Protestant Evangelism 
on Economic Outcomes*.” The Quarterly Journal of  Economics 136, no. 1 (February 1, 2021): 293–380. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjaa023. 

 

Regression and Inference 

 

Sept 26 

• The Effect: Chapters 3 & 4 

 

Theories of  Change and Logic Models 

 

Oct 3 

• Impact Evaluation in Practice: Chapter 2 

• Rossi, Peter H., Mark W. Lipsey, and Gary T. Henry. Evaluation: A Systematic Approach. SAGE Publications, 
2018. Chapters 2 & 3 (Canvas). 

 

Randomized Controlled Trials 

 

Oct 10 

• Duflo, Esther, Rachel Glennerster, and Michael Kremer. “Using Randomization in Development Economics 

Research: A Toolkit.” In Handbook of  Development Economics, edited by T. Paul Schultz and John A. Strauss, 

4:3895–3962. Elsevier, 2007. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1573-4471(07)04061-2. 

• Impact Evaluation in Practice: Chapters 3 & 4 

 

Oct 17 

• Olken, Benjamin A. “Monitoring Corruption: Evidence from a Field Experiment in Indonesia.” Journal of  

Political Economy 115, no. 2 (April 1, 2007): 200–249. https://doi.org/10.1086/517935. 

• Green, Donald P., Anna M. Wilke, and Jasper Cooper. “Countering Violence Against Women by Encouraging 

Disclosure: A Mass Media Experiment in Rural Uganda.” Comparative Political Studies 53, no. 14 (December 1, 

2020): 2283–2320. https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414020912275. 

• Chen, Victor L., Magali A. Delmas, Stephen L. Locke, and Amarjeet Singh. “Information Strategies for Energy 

Conservation: A Field Experiment in India.” Energy Economics 68 (October 1, 2017): 215–27. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eneco.2017.09.004. 

Matching 

Oct 24 

• Impact Evaluation in Practice: Chapter 8 

https://home.uchicago.edu/bursztyn/Persistent_Political_Engagement_July2019.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjaa023
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1573-4471(07)04061-2
https://doi.org/10.1086/517935
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414020912275
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eneco.2017.09.004


• The Effect: Chapter 14 

 

Oct 31 

• Gilligan, Michael J., and Ernest J. Sergenti. “Do UN Interventions Cause Peace? Using Matching to Improve 

Causal Inference.” Quarterly Journal of  Political Science 3, no. 2 (July 28, 2008): 89–122. 

https://doi.org/10.1561/100.00007051. 

• Boas, Taylor C., and F. Daniel Hidalgo. “Controlling the Airwaves: Incumbency Advantage and Community 

Radio in Brazil.” American Journal of  Political Science 55, no. 4 (2011): 869–85. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-

5907.2011.00532.x. 

• Nakamura, Shohei. “Does Slum Formalisation without Title Provision Stimulate Housing Improvement? A 

Case of  Slum Declaration in Pune, India.” Urban Studies 54, no. 7 (May 1, 2017): 1715–35. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098016632433. 

 

Difference in Differences 

 

Nov 7 

• Impact Evaluation in Practice: Chapter 7 

• The Effect: Chapter 18 

 

Nov 14 

• Duflo, Esther. “Schooling and Labor Market Consequences of  School Construction in Indonesia: Evidence 

from an Unusual Policy Experiment.” American Economic Review 91, no. 4 (September 2001): 795–813. 

https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.91.4.795. 

• Christensen, Darin, Oeindrila Dube, Johannes Haushofer, Bilal Siddiqi, and Maarten Voors. “Community-
Based Crisis Response: Evidence from Sierra Leone’s Ebola Outbreak.” AEA Papers and Proceedings 110 (May 
2020): 260–64. https://doi.org/10.1257/pandp.20201015. 

• Postali, Fernando Antonio Slaibe. “Petroleum Royalties and Regional Development in Brazil: The Economic 
Growth of  Recipient Towns.” Resources Policy 34, no. 4 (December 1, 2009): 205–13. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2009.03.002. 

Regression Discontinuity 

 

Nov 21 

• Impact Evaluation in Practice: Chapter 6 

• The Effect: Chapter 20 

 

Nov 28 

• Prillaman, Soledad. “Strength in Numbers: How Women’s Groups Close India’s Political Gender Gap,” 2017. 
(Canvas) 

• Bruce, Raphael, Alexsandros Cavgias, Luis Meloni, and Mário Remígio. “Under Pressure: Women’s Leadership 

During the COVID-19 Crisis.” SSRN Scholarly Paper. Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, July 9, 

2021. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3883010. 

• Dell, Melissa, and Pablo Querubin. “Nation Building Through Foreign Intervention: Evidence from 

Discontinuities in Military Strategies*.” The Quarterly Journal of  Economics 133, no. 2 (May 1, 2018): 701–64. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjx037. 

 

Instrumental Variables 

 

Dec 5 

• Impact Evaluation in Practice: Chapter 5 

• The Effect: Chapter 19 

https://doi.org/10.1561/100.00007051
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2011.00532.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2011.00532.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098016632433
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.91.4.795
https://doi.org/10.1257/pandp.20201015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2009.03.002
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3883010
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjx037


 

Dec 12 

• Acemoglu, Daron, Simon Johnson, and James A. Robinson. “The Colonial Origins of  Comparative 

Development: An Empirical Investigation.” American Economic Review 91, no. 5 (December 2001): 1369–1401. 

https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.91.5.1369. 

• Miguel, Edward, Shanker Satyanath, and Ernest Sergenti. “Economic Shocks and Civil Conflict: An 

Instrumental Variables Approach.” Journal of  Political Economy 112, no. 4 (August 1, 2004): 725–53. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/421174. 

• TBD 

 

POLICIES 

 

Email Policy: Please feel free to email me with quick questions. Longer discussions and all discussions about grades must 
take place "in-person" (aka over Zoom). I will guarantee a response to email within 48 hours during the week and will  
check my email more regularly in the day or two before assignments are due. Please do not wait until the last minute. 
 
Grading Policy: Assignment expectations will be discussed in class before each due date. If you have concerns about 
your ability to complete an assignment, please schedule an office hours appointment to discuss before the assignment is 
due. Once grades are returned, there is a 72 hour "cooling off" period before appeals will be heard. Grade appeals will 
involve a written component. Keep in mind that appeals may result in a lower grade. 
 
Late assignments will lose one full letter grade per day. 
 

COVID-19: Learning together in the midst of a global pandemic is an unprecedented experience for everyone, and the 
plans for this course may change as the situation evolves. I recognize that COVID-19 may impact your ability to engage 
with this course in ways that are not always easy to predict. I hope that we can all navigate this semester with flexibility 
and compassion. We are partners in this learning process, and I welcome suggestions for new ways to engage with course 
content. If you require COVID-19 accommodations, please let me know and feel free to update me as your needs change 
during the semester. 

 
For more information, see: UW-Madison's COVID Response website. 
 
Academic Integrity: By virtue of enrollment, each student agrees to uphold the high academic standards of the University 
of Wisconsin Madison. Examples of misconduct include cheating, fabrication, plagiarism, unauthorized collaboration, and 
helping others commit these acts. Misconduct may result in disciplinary action including but not limited to failure on the 
assignment or course, probation, suspension, or expulsion. For more information please see: 
https://conduct.students.wisc.edu/syllabus-statement. You can also contact me directly if you have any doubts or 
concerns. 

 
You are responsible for understanding and applying the rules for acknowledging, paraphrasing, and quoting sources. You 
can refer to the Writing Center Handbook: https://writing.wisc.edu/handbook. 
 
Justice, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion: Justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion are central to our work in the classroom 
and beyond. I echo the university’s statements on diversity and inclusion: 
 
Diversity is a source of  strength, creativity, and innovation for UW-Madison. We value the contributions of  each person and respect the 
profound ways their identity, culture, background, experience, status, abilities, and opinion enrich the university community. We commit ourselves 
to the pursuit of  excellence in teaching, research, outreach, and diversity as inextricably linked goals. 
 
The University of  Wisconsin Madison fulfills its public mission by creating a welcoming and inclusive community for people from every 
background – people who as students, faculty, and staff  serve Wisconsin and the world. Source: UW-Madison Diversity, Equity, & 
Inclusion 
 
I recognize the importance of  eradicating systemic oppression of  all kinds and am actively committed to this work. 
Research and policy analysis methods have played roles in both uncovering and obscuring – and therefore perpetuating 

https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.91.5.1369
https://doi.org/10.1086/421174
https://writing.wisc.edu/handbook
https://diversity.wisc.edu/
https://diversity.wisc.edu/


– sources of  injustice. I aim to center justice in this course. I welcome your feedback and suggestions on how to further 
these efforts. 
 
In this classroom, Black Lives Matter. For resources on dismantling anti-Black racism in science, please see: Particles for 
Justice and Shutdown STEM. 

 

Land Acknowledgement: I join the university in acknowledging the occupied Ho-Chunk land on which the University 
of Wisconsin Madison campus sits: 
 
The University of Wisconsin Madison occupies ancestral Ho-Chunk land, a place their nation has called Teejop since time immemorial. In an 
1832 treaty, the Ho-Chunk were forced to cede this territory. Decades of ethnic cleansing followed when both the federal and state government 
repeatedly, but unsuccessfully, sought to forcibly remove the Ho-Chunk from Wisconsin. This history of colonization informs our shared future 
of collaboration and innovation. Today, UW-Madison respects the inherent sovereignty of the Ho-Chunk Nation, along with the eleven other 
First Nations of Wisconsin. Source: Office of the Chancellor 
 
For more information on the Ho-Chunk Nation, please refer to: Ho-Chunk Nation. 
 

To learn about other places of  significance to you or land acknowledgements in general, please see: Native Land Digital. 
 
Accessibility and Accommodations for Students with Disabilities: I am committed to making this class accessible 
for all students, including upholding all university disability policies: 
 
The University of  Wisconsin Madison supports the right of  all enrolled students to a full and equal educational opportunity. The Americans 
with Disabilities Act (ADA), Wisconsin State Statute (36.12), and UW-Madison policy (Faculty Document 1071) require that students 
with disabilities be reasonably accommodated in instruction and campus life. Reasonable accommodations for students with disabilities is a 
shared faculty and student responsibility. Students are expected to inform me of  their need for instructional accommodations by the end of  the 
third week of  the semester, or as soon as possible after a disability has been incurred or recognized. I will work either directly with you or in 
coordination with the McBurney Center to identify and provide reasonable instructional accommodations. Disability information, including 
instructional accommodations as part of  a student's educational record, is confidential and protected under FERPA. Source: McBurney 
Disability Resource Center 
 

Additionally, I recognize that accessibility needs may arise that are not explicitly covered by these policies. You are invited 
to contact me directly to discuss any situation that impacts your ability to engage with this course and how I can best 
support you and your learning. 

https://www.particlesforjustice.org/
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