
Economics 340 
Public Finance 

Fall 2014 
Class Time: TR 1:30-2:55 MYBK 222 
Professor: Dr. Peter Calcagno  
Office: 433 Beatty Center 
Office Hours: T&TR 9:00-10:30 and W 10:00-12:00,  
and by appointment 
Office Phone: 953-4279 
Email: calcagnop@cofc.edu 
 
Text: 
Public Sector Economics: The Role of Government in the American Economy, Prentice Hall Publishers 
2006 by Randall G. Holcombe. 
 
Prerequisites: 
The courses ECON 200, ECON 201, MATH 105 or 120, and junior standing are prerequisites.  It will 
benefit you to be familiar with micro and macro principles.  If it has been a while since you have taken 
these courses I suggest you get a principles of economics text to review this material as necessary.  
Students who have not taken Microeconomics Analysis (ECON 317) will be exposed to some of the basic 
theory and techniques. 
 
Course Description:  
Public finance is a study of the economics of public goods theory, externalities, and public choice theory. 
Students will examine the cost and benefit analysis of taxation and expenditures. Public decision making 
at all levels of government will be examined, and the intervention of government into the market 
economy. 
 
Course Objectives: 
Public finance covers the fundamentals of public goods theory, the analysis of government revenues and 
expenditures, and the effects of taxation.  Public decision making at all levels of government will be 
examined.  Students will become acquainted with the economic activities traditionally carried out by 
government and investigate the intervention of government into the market economy. Specifically, we will 
be discussing the cases of market failure and public goods, externalities, and public choice theory. These 
topics will address the School of Business’ learning goals of problem solving ability and effective 
communications. 
 
Course material: 
The organization of the lectures will follow the text. Besides the text you will be responsible for outside 
readings. These reading will be given out in class or available on OAKS (part of My Charleston). You are 
responsible for this material in addition to the text.  In addition, the lectures will contain applications that 
are not presented in the text and readings.  Students should check the OAKS website on a regular basis 
for announcements, exam information, and assignments.  Students should read the text and articles 
before class to be able to participate in class discussion. Your participation often benefits both the 
professor and other students. Do not hesitate to ask questions or offer comments. 
 
Examinations and Grading: 
Exams: One mid-term exam and a final exam will be given over the semester.  The exams will consist of 
essay questions/problems. Anyone who misses an exam with a legitimate written excuse will have that 
exam dropped from the calculation of the final grade. Thus, the remaining assignments will have a 
greater weight assigned to them. A missed exam without a legitimate written excuse will be scored as a 
zero. Excuses must be acquired from the Associate Dean of Students’ office located at 67 George Street 
or online at http://www.cofc.edu/studentaffairs/general_info/absence. Students will need documentation 
for health, personal or emergency situations. You must take all the exams at the dates and times listed. 



No make-up exams will be given!   Please do not wait until the end of the semester to talk to me about 
concern for your exam performance.  I am always willing to help outside class when possible. 
 
 
Writing Assignments: 
Book Reveiw 
Students will read Public Finance and Public Choice: Two Contrasting Views of the State.  You will write 
a book review between 1000-1500 words (3-5 pages) on the book.  This is to be an academic review and 
should be a summary and critical review of the book. Samples of book reviews from academic economic 
journals are available on OAKS. 
 
Policy Memo Guidelines 
A policy memo is a document that is written to provide analysis and/or recommendations for a particular 
audience (generally a policymaker) regarding a particular situation or problem.  Your policy memo should 
be written to a (fictional) policymaker that you are trying to convince to support your position on some 
public finance issue.  Early in the memo, concisely state what you propose, and a bulleted list of reasons 
why the policymaker should support your proposal.  Then explain your reasoning using economic theory 
and empirical evidence.  You must also address potential objections to the proposal.  The memos should 
be a maximum of 2 pages. While not a normal part of a policy memo you will also include a separate 
page for references, which will follow the Chicago Manual of Style.  The memo must be typewritten and 
follow the specific formatting guidelines noted below.  The policy memos will be peer-reviewed (see Peer 
Review Guidelines), so you provide your reviewer at least three days to review and provide feedback 
before you turn in the final version which should address the peer-reviewed comments.  Both the memo 
and the peer reviewed comments must be turned in through dropbox on OAKS. Memos are scored out of 
100 points (see Grading). Late papers will be marked down 10 points for every day they are late. Papers 
are considered late if turned in after 5:00 pm on the final due date.  
 
Example Topics (These are merely suggestions students are not limited to this list): 
 
Tax Policy Issues 
 

• Marriage tax 
• Social Security taxes 
• Capital gains taxes 
• Inheritance tax 
• Gambling taxes 
• Property taxes 
• Corporate income tax 
• Consumption tax (Fair tax) 
• Income tax (Marginal tax rates, 

Withholding) 
• Flat tax 
• Excise taxes  
• Windfall profit tax 

Institutional Policy Reforms: 
 

• Privatizing Social Security 
• Privatizing Highway Construction 
• Welfare Reform 
• Nationalization of Healthcare Industry 
• Nationalization of Petroleum Industry 
• Energy or environmental policies 
• Primary voting in elections 
• School choice or vouchers 
• Repeal of the 17Th Amendment 
• Campaign Finance Reform 
• Balanced Budget Amendment 
• Tax and expenditure limits 

 
Examples of format and styles are provided at the following links: 
 
Writing effective policy memos 
Policy Memo Tips 
More Policy Memo Tips 
These links are also in the content section on OAKS. 
 
Guidelines for Op-Ed Assignment 



Keep in mind an Op-Ed is an opinion piece and is generally designed to offer a different position then 
what might appear in the editorial section of a publication, usually written by an expert in an industry or a 
subject area.  Op-Eds are written to educate members of the public about an issue.  
 
The Op-Ed assignment is a complementary assignment to the policy memo assignment.  Using the same 
topic as your policy memo you will write an Op-Ed article. Be clear and concentrate on the main point of 
the policy. The article needs to be concise no more than 850 words double spaced. State the facts of 
your position. The article should be interesting to catch the reader's attention and should keep it until the 
end. Open with an interesting fact or strong statement and keep your points as interesting as possible. 
Below are links that provide tips, information on the structure, and formatting of the Op-Ed. These links 
are also in the content section on OAKS. The Op-Ed will have two due dates a draft date and a final 
date.  The draft date will be for peer-review (see Peer Review Guidelines), and the final date will be when 
the final version is due after addressing the peer-reviewed comments.  Op-Eds are scored out of 100 
points (see Grading below). Late papers will be marked down 10 points for every day they are late. 
Papers are considered late if turned in after 5:00 pm on the final due date. 
What is an Op-Ed? 
Tips for Op-Ed Writing 
Basic Op-Ed Structure  
These links are also in the content section on OAKS. 
 
Op-Ed Format: 
Lead (Around a news hook) 
 
Thesis (Statement of argument – either explicit or implied) 
 
Argument: Based on evidence (such as stats, news, reports from credible organizations, expert quotes, 
scholarship, history, first-hand experience) 

• 1st Point 
o evidence 
o evidence 
o conclusion 

• 2nd Point 
o evidence 
o evidence 
o conclusion 

• 3rd Point 
o evidence 
o evidence 
o conclusion 

 
“To Be Sure” paragraph (in which you pre-empt your potential critics by acknowledging any flaws in your 
argument, and address any obvious counter-arguments.) 
 
Conclusion (often circling back to your Lead)  
 
Guidelines for Peer-Review 
There are two assignments on which you are expected to provide your peer-review: the policy memo and 
the Op-Ed.  Students will voluntarily pair up (the professor will provide assistance if necessary) to provide 
feedback and evaluate each other’s work. 
 
Students should evaluate each other’s work based on the criteria on which they will be graded and should 
provide constructive criticism on how to improve the assignments.  Student reviewers should first focus 
and comment on the positive aspects of their peer’s work e.g. is it well written, is the topic interesting, and 
is the argument grounded in fact. Then, peer reviewers should provide substantive suggestions for 



improvement based on the assessment criteria provided. This web page has some suggestions on the 
Peer Review Process. 
 
Policy memos and Op-Eds will be turned in on the draft due date to the professor and their peer reviewer.  
Student will have one week to review, write up comments, and address the reviewer’s comments for final 
version.  Do not wait until the last minute to provide the author with comments, be sure to allow enough 
time to revise and ask questions about your comments. 
 
Students will be graded using the criteria below, which includes how well they incorporate the comments 
from the reviewer.  Students must turn in both the peer review and the final version on the final due date. 
Failure to provide comments will result in a loss of 5 points off of the reviewer’s assignments. 
 
Grading: 
Policy memos and Op-Eds will be graded based on the following criteria.  Included in these sections is 
how well you incorporated the peer-reviewed comments.  Failure to provide peer-review comments to 
another student will result in the loss of 5 points from your policy memo and Op-Ed final grade. 
 

• Content and quality of the argument - 80% 
o Is the policy being proposed clear and concise? 
o How well did you provide evidence to support your policy 
o How well did you outline implementation of the policy 
o How well did you address possible concerns 

 
• Spelling, grammar, and style are important - 10% 

 
o Additional tips: 
o There is a difference between writing concisely without technical jargon and writing in a 

casual or colloquial style. 
o Avoid using contractions.   
o Avoid starting sentences with “and” or “but”. 
o Use positive (e.g. think, argue, will) rather than normative language (e.g. believe, feel, 

should) 
o Avoid using passive voice 

 
o Points off for spelling, grammar and style errors 
o 1-3 errors – 2 points off 
o 4-6 errors – 3 points off 
o 7-10 errors – 5 points off 
o Greater than 10 errors – 8 points off 

 
• Format – 10%   

o The formatting should follow the guidelines noted above and provided at the Writing 
effective policy memos and Basic Op-Ed Structure links.  

 
Extra Credit: 
On occasion there may be lectures or events for which your participation can earn you extra credit. If one 
or more should arise, I will be sure to announce it in class and post the relevant information on OAKS. 
Extra credit points will be averaged into your writing assignments grade. To receive the extra credit points 
students must attend the event and complete a quiz/survey on OAKS. The OAKS quizzes will only be 
available for 48 hours after the event and once that time has passed the extra credit opportunity will no 
longer be available.  
 
Your overall grade will be determined as follows: 
Book Review Due Friday September 5 - 20% 
Midterm exam Thursday October 9 - 30% 



Policy Memo and Op-ed: Draft Due Monday November 10  
Policy Memo and Op-ed: Final version Due Thursday November 13 - 20% 
Final exam: Tuesday December 9 12:00 pm - 30% 
 
 
 
Other Important Dates: 
August 25 Drop/Add Ends 
Last day for students to withdraw with a grade of "W" Thursday October 23 
Fall Break November 3-4 
 
Classroom policies and Attendance:  
Students are expected to arrive to class on time prepared, remain for the entire class period and behave 
appropriately while in the classroom. When in class students should turn cell phones off or to vibrate.  Do 
not answer your cell phone during class.  Students should not be texting during class.  If it is an 
emergency please excuse yourself from class.   
Attendance is not mandatory, but is strongly encouraged, as the material is cumulative in nature. Test 
questions will be drawn from class lectures, text, and readings, so no one should rely entirely upon a 
single source.  If you miss class, it is your responsibility to get the notes from another student; I do not 
give out my notes.  Students may obtain an absence memo from the Associate Dean of Students Office 
at 67 George Street or online at http://www.cofc.edu/studentaffairs/general_info/absence.   

College of Charleston Honor Code and Academic Integrity 
Lying, cheating, attempted cheating, and plagiarism are violations of our Honor Code that, when 
identified, are investigated.  Each incident will be examined to determine the degree of deception 
involved. 
 
Cases of suspected academic dishonesty will be reported directly by the instructor and/or others having 
knowledge of the incident to the Dean of Students.  A student found responsible by the Honor Board for 
academic dishonesty will receive a XF in the course, indicating failure of the course due to academic 
dishonesty.  This grade will appear on the student’s transcript for two years after which the student may 
petition for the X to be expunged.  The student may also be placed on disciplinary probation, suspended 
(temporary removal) or expelled (permanent removal) from the College by the Honor Board.  
 
Students should be aware that unauthorized collaboration--working together without permission-- is a 
form of cheating.  Unless the instructor specifies that students can work together on an assignment, quiz 
and/or test, no collaboration during the completion of the assignment is permitted.   Other forms of 
cheating include possessing or using an unauthorized study aid (which could include accessing 
information via a cell phone or computer), copying from others’ exams, fabricating data, and giving 
unauthorized assistance. 
 
Students can find the complete Honor Code and all related processes in the Student Handbook at 
http://studentaffairs.cofc.edu/honor-system/studenthandbook/index.php 
 
Disability Accommodations Statement:  
Any individual who qualifies for reasonable accommodation under The American with Disabilities Act or 
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 should contact the instructor immediately.  The College will 
make reasonable accommodations for persons with documented disabilities.  Students should apply at 
the Center for Disability Services / SNAP, located on the first floor of the Lightsey Center, Suite 104.  
Students approved for accommodations are responsible for contacting me one week before 
accommodation is needed. 
 
Tentative Course Outline: 
 
Week 1 
Chapter 1 The Public Sector 



 
Week 2 
Chapter 2 Principles of Analyzing Government 
 
Week 3 
Chapter 3 Property Rights and Economic Efficiency 
Book Review Due 
Week 4 
Chapter 4 Externalities 
 
Week 5 
Chapter 5 Public Goods 
 
Week 6 
Policy Memo & Op-Ed Final Version Due 
 
Week 7 
Chapter 10 Positive Principles of Taxation 
 
Week 8 
Mid-term Exam 
 
Week 9 
Chapter 11 Principles of Tax Policy 
 
Week 10 
 
Week 11 
Chapter 13 Taxation of Income 
 
Week 12 
Chapter 6 The Economic Role of the State 
 
Week 13 
Chapter 7 A Theory of Collective Action 
Policy Memo & Op-Ed Final Version Due 
 
Week 14 
Chapter 8 Public Sector Demand 
 
Week 15 
Chapter 9 Supply and Demand in Political Markets 
 
Week 16 
 
Final Exam Tuesday December 9 12:00 pm 
 


