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UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO MISSISSAUGA 

DEPARTMENT OF ECONOMICS 

ECONOMICS 383H5F – FALL 2019 

  

Introduction to Empirical Methods 

(in Microeconomics) 
  

Course Description  

  

This is a one-semester course that introduces powerful empirical methods for analyzing data, used 

widely in business, finance, and public policy as well as in the academic sphere – in science and 

the social sciences.  While the methods have broad applicability, to make things concrete, our 

focus will be on quantitative techniques used to address interesting empirical questions in 

economics (especially microeconomics).   

 

The course should be suitable for third and fourth year students interested in (quantitative) public 

policy analysis and quantitative analysis more generally.  The intuitive approach we will follow 

means the course will be a very useful complement to ECO375/475 if you are taking or have 

taken these two key courses (or a precursor, if you have yet to take them).  The course 

presupposes only an understanding of English and basic logic.   

 

It has three main goals: first, to provide students with a grounding in the basic elements of 

econometrics, without presupposing any prior exposure to this fascinating subject; second, to 

develop analytical skills used widely in applied microeconomics; and third, to provide you with a 

clear understanding of a set of policy-relevant topics in applied microeconomics, helping to 

familiarize you with various interesting policy debates. 

 

With the first goal in mind, following some brief policy motivation, the class provides a self-

contained treatment of econometric analysis, starting from curve fitting.  Having covered the 

rudiments of econometrics in the first part of the course, we will then go on to study some 

interesting empirical research papers, in the process seeing how various modern methods of data 

analysis are used in practice.   

 

Course Organization 

  
Lectures:  Thursday 10:00am – 12:00 noon in Room IB 340. 

Instructor:  Prof. Robert McMillan  

Office:   Room KN 3220 

Phone:    905 828-3911 

Office Hours:  Thursday 3:15pm – 4:15pm (or by appointment) 

Email:   mcmillan@chass.utoronto.ca 

Web Site: http://homes.chass.utoronto.ca/~mcmillan/ug_eco383.html 

   

Please note: the course website will be used extensively during the semester, to provide you with 

important course-related information. 

  

Course Requirements 
  

The course will include (in order) one brief quiz, two in-class tests, one midterm examination, 

and two short writing assignments.  There will also be a class participation component. 

 

The quiz will take place early on in the course and will be worth 3 percent of the overall grade.  

The in-class test will take place in the first half of class on October 24, 2019, and will focus on 

mailto:mcmillan@chass.utoronto.ca
http://homes.chass.utoronto.ca/~mcmillan/ug_eco383.html
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the basic ‘measurement’ material (primarily curve fitting and probability) that we will have 

covered in the course prior to that.  It will be worth 15 percent of the overall grade.   

 

The midterm will take place in class on November 14, 2019.  It is worth 45 percent of the overall 

grade, and will cover all the material discussed in class prior to that date.   

 

The second in-class test will take place on November 28, the last day of class.  It is worth 20 

percent of the overall grade, and will cover material drawn from the entire course.     

 

Please note that the in-class tests and the midterms are not optional.  Students should therefore 

plan to attend all of these tests on their scheduled dates.  They should also understand that make-

up tests will only be offered at the instructor’s discretion: the default score for missing any test is 

zero. 

   

The two writing assignments will involve answering a set of questions on academic papers that 

we cover in the latter part of the course.  The first of these is worth 2 percent of the overall grade 

and the second, 3 percent, to be handed in on the relevant due date.  (Please note that there will be 

no exceptions to this rule.)  

  

Relevant to the written assignments, it is important to emphasize that the writing for this course 

must be your own work.  Plagiarism is an academic offence, and as a safeguard, this course will 

be using “Turnitin” for each assignment.  (See “Academic Misconduct” below.)  Each 

assignment should thus be submitted to Turnitin.  (Students who find it difficult to write 

grammatical English are strongly advised to seek help from the Academic Skills Centre on 

campus.) 

 

To encourage student involvement in class discussions throughout the course, 12 percent of the 

overall grade will be based on class participation.  (As part of this, we may have group 

presentations, depending how things go.)    

 

Turnitin  

Students agree that by taking this course all required papers may be subject to submission for 

textual similarity review to Turnitin.com for the detection of plagiarism.  All submitted papers 

will be included as source documents in the Turnitin.com reference database solely for the 

purpose of detecting plagiarism of such papers.  The terms that apply to the University's use of 

the Turnitin.com service are described on the Turnitin.com web site.  If you refuse to use turnitin, 

you must make alternative arrangements with your professor in advance. 

 

Prerequisites 

See the Academic Calendar for prerequisites and exclusions. Prerequisites are checked and 

strictly enforced and must be completed before taking a course.  By taking this course, you 

acknowledge that you will be removed from the course at any time if you do not meet all 

requirements set by the Department of Economics. 

 

Readings 

 

A list of readings is given in the Course Outline below.   

 

Assigned readings are given a star: I will provide you with them (or a link to them).  You should 

read these before coming to class, as they will form the basis of our class discussion.  (The 

unstarred readings are for those of you who wish to read some more advanced work on the 

relevant topic.  Several of the posted papers may be quite challenging to read, but they contain 

interesting ideas none-the-less.)  For the tests, you will be responsible for all the material covered 

in lectures – the readings are intended to provide relevant background to these.   
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For econometric background, Jeffrey M. Wooldridge’s book, Introductory Econometrics: A 

Modern Approach (any edition – we are currently on the fifth) is superb.  I would strongly 

recommend that you to buy and learn from this outstanding textbook! 

 

All the articles or book chapters will be made available in Quercus (and also on the course 

website). 
 

 

 

Equity Statement and Academic Rights: 

 

The University of Toronto is committed to equity and respect for diversity. All members of the learning environment in this course 

should strive to create an atmosphere of mutual respect. As a course instructor, I will neither condone nor tolerate behaviour that 
undermines the dignity or self-esteem of any individual in this course and wish to be alerted to any attempt to create an intimidating 

or hostile environment. It is our collective responsibility to create a space that is inclusive and welcomes discussion. Disc rimination, 

harassment and hate speech will not be tolerated. If you have any questions, comments, or concerns you may contact the UTM Equity 

& Diversity Office at edo.utm@utoronto.ca. 

 

Academic Rights 

 

You, as a student at UTM, have the right to: 

• obtain a course syllabus either through accessing a copy on Quercus, through the UTM   

Timetable (accessible through the Office of the Registrar website), or one can be provided by the instructor. The course 
syllabus must be available/provided at the beginning of a course; 

• rely upon the information detailed within a course syllabus. An instructor may only change methods of evaluation, or their 

relative weight, by following the University Assessment and    Grading Practices Policy provision Part B: 1.3. 

• refuse to use turnitin.com (you must be offered an alternative form of submission); 

• have access to your instructor for consultation during a course, or follow up with the unit Chair or Director if 

the instructor is unavailable; 

• ask the person who marked their term work for a re-evaluation if they feel it was not fairly graded. Students must make any 

inquiries about the mark on a graded piece of work within   one month of the return date of the work. If the student is not 

satisfied with a re-evaluation, they may appeal to the instructor in charge of the course if the instructor did not mark the 
work. If the student’s work is remarked, they must accept the resulting mark. They may only appeal a mark beyond the 

instructor if the term work was worth at least 20% of the course mark. See Re-marking Pieces of Term Work of this 

document for full details of the process; 

• receive at least one significant mark (weighted at 15% for H courses, 25% for Y courses) by the last scheduled class prior to 

the academic drop deadline (the academic drop date), with one exception: for courses that run the entire Fall/Winter Session 

(Y5Y or H5Y courses), the deadline shall be the last regular class meeting of the first week of classes in January; 

• submit handwritten essays, so long as they are neatly written; 

• have no assignment worth 100% of the student’s final grade; 

• not have a term test or combination of term tests in an individual course be worth greater than 25% in the last two 

weeks of class; 

• retain intellectual property rights to their term work; 

• receive all their assignments, tests, and other term work once graded; 

• view their final exams. To see a final exam, students must submit an online Exam Reproduction Request within 6 

months of the date of the exam. There is a small non- refundable fee (please note that this process is overseen by the 
Office of the Registrar); 

• privacy of their final grades; and 

• arrange for representation from Downtown Legal Services (DLS), a representative from the UTM Students’ Union 

(UTMSU), and/or other forms of support if they are charged with an academic offence. 
 

Academic Integrity/Honesty or Academic Offenses: 

 

Honesty and fairness are considered fundamental to the university's mission, and, as a result, all those who violate those pr inciples are 

dealt with as if they were damaging the integrity of the university itself. When students are suspected of cheating or a similar 
academic offence, they are typically surprised at how formally and seriously the matter is dealt with -- and how severe the 

consequences can be if it is determined that cheating did occur. The University of Toronto treats cases of cheating and plagiarism very 

seriously.  

 

Examples of offences for which you will be penalized include (but are not limited to):  

• Using any unauthorized aids on an exam or test (e.g., "cheat sheets," cell phones, electronic devices, etc.) 

• Representing someone else's work or words as your own -- plagiarism 

https://student.utm.utoronto.ca/timetable/
https://student.utm.utoronto.ca/timetable/
https://governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/secretariat/policies/grading-practices-policy-university-assessment-and-january-26-2012
https://student.utm.utoronto.ca/calendar/calendar_detail2.pl?Topic=Re-marking%20Pieces%20of%20Term%20Work
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• Falsifying documents or grades 

• Purchasing an essay 

• Submitting someone else's work as your own 

• Submitting the same essay or report in more than one course (without permission) 

• Looking at someone else's answers during an exam or test 

• Impersonating another person at an exam or test or having someone else impersonate you 

• Making up sources or facts for an essay or report. 

 
As a student it is your responsibility to ensure the integrity of your work and to understand what constitutes an academic offence. If 

you have any concerns that you may be crossing the line, always ask your instructor. Your instructor can explain, for example, the 

nuances of plagiarism and how to use secondary sources appropriately; he or she will also tell you what kinds of aids -- calculators, 

dictionaries, etc. -- are permitted in a test or exam. Ignorance of the rules does not excuse cheating or plagiarism.  

 

It is your responsibility as a student at the University of Toronto to familiarize yourself with, and adhere to, both the Code of Student 

Conduct and the Code of Behaviour on Academic Matters.  This means, first and foremost, that you should read them carefully. 

 

This information is taken from a series of University of Toronto policies written to help students understand the university's rules and 

decision-making structures. To view these policies, please go to www.governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/policies.htm  

 

All of the policies and procedures surrounding academic offences are dealt with in one policy: "The Code of Behaviour on Academic 

Matters." The full text is located in the back of this calendar. Students should also thoroughly review the information at the Academic 

Integrity web page, https://www.utm.utoronto.ca/academic-integrity/ 

• The Code of Student Conduct is available from the U of T Mississauga website (Registrar > Academic Calendar > Codes 

and Policies) or in your print version of the Academic Calendar. 

• The Code of Behaviour on Academic Matters is available from the U of T Mississauga website (Registrar > Academic 

Calendar > Codes and Policies) or in your print version of the Academic Calendar. 

Another helpful document that you should read is How Not to Plagiarize, by M. Proctor. In-class or Online QUIZ/TESTS: 

Students CANNOT petition to re-write a quiz/test once the test has begun.  If you are feeling ill, please do not start the online or in-

class test and seek medical attention immediately.  You must have a physician fill out a U of T Student Medical Certificate and submit 

a request via the online Special Consideration Request form @ https://utmapp.utm.utoronto.ca/SpecialRequest within 24 hours. 

 
Online Submissions for Term Work:  It is every student’s responsibility to ensure that their online submission is submitted 

successfully by the due date.  Accommodations will not be made for unsuccessful submissions due to, but not limited to, i) the system 

timing out ii) submitting the incorrect document(s) iii) poor internet connection / no internet connection etc.   

 

Missed Term Work:  These receive zero – please see above. 

 

Extension of Time: Please hand work in on time – no extensions.  

Informing Your Professor and Submitting Appropriate Documentation: 

The following steps must be completed in order to be considered for academic accommodation for any missed quiz/test.   

1. Students must inform their professor in writing (e-mail is acceptable) within 24 hours of a test date of any circumstances 

that prevent them from writing a test.  

2. Students must complete an online Special Consideration Request @ https://utmapp.utm.utoronto.ca/SpecialRequest.  

Students who miss a test due to circumstances beyond their control (e.g. illness or an accident) can request that the 

Department grant them special consideration. You must inform your instructor within 24 hours and you have 48 hours 

from the date of the missed test to submit your online request (late requests will NOT be considered without a "letter of 
explanation" as to why the request is late).  Note: The system only supports Microsoft Internet Explorer and Firefox for 

the time being.  

3. Original supporting documentation (e.g. Verification of Student Illness or Injury form, accident report, etc) MUST BE 

SUBMITTED to the DROP BOX located outside Room 3274, Innovation Complex Building.    Supporting 

documentation is required within one (1) week of submitting your online request. 

Please Note:  If you missed your test for a reason connected to your registered disability, please be advised that the 

department will accept documentation supplied by the UTM AccessAbility Resource Centre. 

Note: (i) ROSI declarations are not accepted as supporting documentation.   

(ii) If your reason for absence is due to a last minute flight due to a family emergency (illness/death etc.) you must provide 
your flight itinerary INCLUDING the date the flight was purchased as well as boarding passes in addition to proof of 

death/illness/accident. 

4. Verification of Student Illness or Injury forms:  Documentation MUST show that the physician was consulted within 

ONE day of the test date. A statement merely confirming a report of illness made by the student is NOT acceptable (such 

as, “This patient tells me that he was feeling ill on that day.”).   Verification of Student Illness or Injury forms can be 

found on the Office of the Registrar’s webpage. 

         http://www.illnessverification.utoronto.ca/index.php 

http://www.governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/policies.htm
https://www.utm.utoronto.ca/academic-integrity/
http://www.governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/Assets/Governing+Council+Digital+Assets/Policies/PDF/ppjun011995.pdf
http://www.governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/Assets/Governing+Council+Digital+Assets/Policies/PDF/ppjun011995.pdf
http://www.writing.utoronto.ca/advice/using-sources/how-not-to-plagiarize
https://utmapp.utm.utoronto.ca/SpecialRequest
https://utmapp.utm.utoronto.ca/SpecialRequest
http://www.illnessverification.utoronto.ca/index.php
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5. Extenuating  Circumstances: Students must notify the professor within 24 hours and you have 48 hours from the date of 
the missed test to submit your online request to the Special Consideration Request at  

https://utmapp.utm.utoronto.ca/SpecialRequest. If support has been obtained from someone other than a practitioner listed 

on the U of T Verification of Student Illness or Injury form then a Verification of Extenuating Circumstances form is 

acceptable.  

https://www.utm.utoronto.ca/registrar/sites/files/registrar/public/shared/pdfs/forms/Verification%20of%20Extenuating%2

0Circumstance%28s%29.pdf  

Other documentation can include, but is not limited to: letter of support from AccessAbility, automobile collision or 

police reports, death certificate, and supporting documentation from employers, lawyers and other related personnel.  

6. Declaration of Absence - Absence must be declared on the day of or day after your absence on ACORN in order to be 

considered for an academic accommodation for any course work such as missed tests, late assignments, and final exams.. 
Absences include those due to illness, death in the family, religious accommodation or other circumstances beyond your 

control.  

Please note that the written explanation and documentation that you submit represents an appeal from you, requesting the opportunity 

to account for that portion of your grade in some other manner. If an appeal is not received, or if the appeal is deemed unacceptable, 

you will receive a grade of zero for the item you missed. If the appeal is granted – that is, your reason for missing the item is 

considered acceptable by the professor – then a mechanism for accounting for the grade value of the missed item will be used. 

 

Consult the Office of the Registrar should your absence be lengthy or affect multiple courses.  

In the event of a missed exam, please refer to the Deferred Exam instructions by the Office of the Registrar. Proper 

documentation will be required.  

Note: It is your responsibility to ensure your email account is working and able to receive emails.  Claims that a Departmental 

decision was not received will NOT be considered as a reason for further consideration.  

Note that holidays and pre-purchased plane tickets, family plans, your friend’s wedding, lack of preparation, or too many other 

tests/assignments are not acceptable excuses for missing a quiz, a test, an item of term work, or an extension. 

   

Accessibility: 

U of T Mississauga and the AccessAbility Resource Centre are committed to the full participation of students with disabilities in all 

aspects of campus life. The AccessAbility Resource Centre provides academic accommodations and services to students who have a 

physical, sensory, or learning disability, mental health condition, acquired brain injury, or chronic health condition, be it  visible or 

hidden. Students who have temporary disabilities (e.g., broken dominant arm) are also eligible to receive services. All interested 

students must have an intake interview with an advisor to discuss their individual needs.  

Students who require accommodation are advised to visit the AccessAbility Resource Centre as early as possible to have their needs 

assessed, as it may take some time to process the application. 

For more information please contact the centre at: 

Room 2037, South Bldg. 

Tel/TTY: 905-569-4699  

E-mail: access.utm@utoronto.ca  

Web: www.utm.utoronto.ca/access 

 

Policy on Religious Observances: 

As a student at the University of Toronto, you are part of a diverse community that welcomes andincludes students, staff, and faculty 

from a wide range of backgrounds, cultural traditions, and spiritual beliefs. For my part, I will make every reasonable effort to avoid 

scheduling tests, examinations, or other compulsory activities on religious holy days not captured by statutory holidays. Further to 

University Policy, if you anticipate being absent from class or missing a major course activity (like a test, or in-class assignment) due 

to a religious observance, please let me know as early in the course as possible, and with sufficient notice (a minimum of three 

weeks is recommended), so that we can work together to make alternate arrangements. 

For more information about the University of Toronto’s Policy on Scheduling of Classes and Examinations and other 

Accommodations for Religious Observances please review the  

University’s Religious Accommodation Overview. It is the policy of the University of Toronto to arrange reasonable 

accommodation of the needs of students who observe religious holy days other than those already accommodated by ordinary 
scheduling and statutory holidays.  

 

As with any academic accommodation request, students must submit an on-line Special Consideration Request @ 

https://utmapp.utm.utoronto.ca/SpecialRequest 

https://utmapp.utm.utoronto.ca/SpecialRequest
https://www.utm.utoronto.ca/registrar/sites/files/registrar/public/shared/pdfs/forms/Verification%20of%20Extenuating%20Circumstance%28s%29.pdf
https://www.utm.utoronto.ca/registrar/sites/files/registrar/public/shared/pdfs/forms/Verification%20of%20Extenuating%20Circumstance%28s%29.pdf
http://www.utm.utoronto.ca/registrar/current-students/examinations
mailto:access.utm@utoronto.ca
http://www.utm.utoronto.ca/access
https://governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/secretariat/policies/religious-observances-policy-scheduling-classes-and-examinations-and-other
https://governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/secretariat/policies/religious-observances-policy-scheduling-classes-and-examinations-and-other
https://www.viceprovoststudents.utoronto.ca/policies-guidelines/accommodation-religious/
https://utmapp.utm.utoronto.ca/SpecialRequest
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Course Outline 

The following gives a brief list of the topics we will cover in the course.  We may spend more 

than one week on a given topic.  New readings may supplement readings given on the list below: 

please refer to the course website for any changes. 

  

 

1.   Introduction  

  

Course objectives, course requirements, and a brief survey of topics. 

 

2.   Organizing Framework: the Education Production Function 

 

• Education Production: Empirics 

 

Hanushek, Eric A. (1986), “The Economics of Schooling: Production and Efficiency in Public 

Schools,” Journal of Economic Literature, 49(3): 1141-1177.  [This is a key paper, and one that 

has been very widely cited.] 

Hanushek, Eric A. (1996), “School Resources and Student Performance,” in Gary Burtless (ed.), 

Does Money Matter? The Effect of School Resources on Student Achievement and Adult Success 

(Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1996): 43-73. [Downloadable at 

http://www.hanushek.net.] 

Todd, Petra E. and Kenneth I. Wolpin (2003), “On the Specification and Estimation of the 

Production Function for Cognitive Achievement,” Economic Journal, 113, February: F3-F33. 

• Education Production: some theory 

 

Lazear, Edward P. (2001), “Educational Production,” Quarterly Journal of Economics, August, 

116(3): 777-803. 

 

3.         Measurement: an Introduction to Econometric Analysis 

 

For the bulk of the first part of the course, I will be basing the class discussion on the treatment in 

Wooldridge’s outstanding text, though my discussion will be much briefer.  Please refer to the 

chapters on the ‘The Simple Regression Model,’ ‘Multiple Regression Analysis: Estimation’ and 

‘Multiple Regression Analysis: Inference,’ if you would like a thorough background.  

 

• Curve fitting – intuitively 

 

• Econometric models: systematic and random components 

 

• Least squares estimator: the recipe (in simple education production function case) 

 

• Regression mechanics 

 

• Properties of the least squares estimator 

 

• Standard errors 

 
(Aside: Monte-Carlo studies.) 

 

• Hypothesis testing (and confidence intervals) 

 

http://www.hanushek.net/
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• Multiple regression (and omitted variables) 

 

• Descriptive versus causal analysis (including randomized experiments). 

  

4.   Class Size Reduction: Experimental Evidence 

 

* Krueger and Whitmore (2001), “The Effect of Attending a Small Class in the Early Grades on 

College-Test Taking and Middle School Test Results: Evidence from Project STAR,” Economic 
Journal. 

 

5.  Class Size Reduction: Regression Discontinuity 

 

* Angrist, Joshua D. and Victor Lavy (1999), “Using Maimonides’ rule to estimate the effect of 

class size on scholastic achievement,” Quarterly Journal of Economics, 114: 533-575.  

 

6.  Class Size Reduction: Policy Reforms (Observational Evidence) 

 

Jepsen, Christopher, and Steven Rivkin (2009), “Class Size Reduction and Student Achievement: 

The Potential Tradeoff between Teacher Quality and Class Size,” Journal of Human Resources 

44(1): 223–250.  

 

David Sims (2008), “A Strategic Response to Class Size Reduction: Combination Classes and 

Student Achievement in California,” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 27(3): 457-

478. 

 

7.  Identification – General Issues and Instrumental Variables 

 

* Angrist, Joshua D. and Alan B. Krueger (2001), “Instrumental Variables and the Search for 

Identification: From Supply and Demand to Natural Experiments,” Journal of Economic 

Perspectives, 15(4): 69-85. 

  

8.   Valuing School Quality: Regression Discontinuity Designs 

 

* Black, Sandra E. (1999), “Do Better Schools Matter?  Parental Valuation of Elementary 

Education,” Quarterly Journal of Economics, May: 577-599.  

 

9.   Curriculum Reform: Difference-in-Differences Analysis 

 

* Morin, Louis-Philippe (2013), “Estimating the Benefit of High School for University-Bound 

Students: Evidence of Subject-Specific Human Capital Accumulation,” Canadian Journal of 

Economics, 46(2): 441-468.  

 

10.   School Accountability Reforms 

 

Macartney, Hugh (2014), “The Dynamic Effects of Educational Accountability,” forthcoming, 

Journal of Labor Economics. 

 

11.   School Choice  

 

* Hoxby, Caroline Minter (2000), “Does Competition Among Public Schools Benefit Students 

and Taxpayers?” American Economic Review 90(5): 1209-1238. 

 

Chan, Winnie and Robert McMillan (2012), “School Choice and Public School Performance: 

Evidence from Ontario's Tuition Tax Credit,” mimeo, University of Toronto. 

http://ideas.repec.org/a/cje/issued/v46y2013i2p441-468.html
http://ideas.repec.org/a/cje/issued/v46y2013i2p441-468.html
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