DRAFT Syllabus — PS 50: Comparative Politics1
Winter 2021
Instructor: Prof. Graeme Blair (Web site)
Zoom, Perusall, and RStudio Cloud details
available on Moodle.

Teaching assistants:
Jiyoung Kim
Cesar Martinez
Jorge Moran

Course description
How can we change the world for the better? We may want to reduce poverty, end police
shootings, improve healthcare, make communities safer, or enable small businesses to grow. At
the center of many decisions that shape these outcomes are government institutions responsible
for policies like food stamps, police reform, Medicaid, and small business loans. Also important
are citizens who act to ensure the right policy changes are made through voting, volunteering,
and protesting. Political science is the study of both of these: institutions and political behaviors.
In this course, we will learn about a set of important social problems from prejudice to police
abuse to fake news. We will learn about ideas from political science on how to address them.
We will not just focus on these ideas, but how we would know if they work. We will explore how
randomized control trials, also known as A/B tests and randomized experiments, can be used to
test these ideas. In medicine, our society requires a high standard of evidence for therapies:
randomized-control trials, in which even the doctors don’t know which patients are getting the
medicine or a sugar pill. Increasingly, this kind of evidence is being demanded for the many
other decisions governments make that affect the lives, health, and wellbeing of their citizens.
Indeed, the Nobel Prize was awarded to economists last year for introducing randomized trials
from medicine into economics. The same revolution is now happening in political science.
You will come away able to read a paper reporting on a randomized trial and evaluate the quality
of its evidence — what you learn from it, and what you can’t. And you’ll learn how to assess what
the state of the art is on a topic where randomized trials have been conducted.
The skills you gain in this class will be relevant if you might want to work in government or for a
political campaign. But they will also be relevant for working in medicine, data science at a tech
company where A/B tests are a key tool, in journalism reporting on science, in nonprofits who
want to learn how to do their work more effectively, and many other areas. Although we will only
study politics in other countries, you will see that many of the lessons we learn will be directly
relevant to understanding social change here in the U.S.
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Learning objectives
-

Learn about how social scientists approach major questions about how to make
governments more accountable, resolve conflict, and reduce prejudice
What a randomized trial is and what we can learn with the tool
How to read and critically evaluate evidence from randomized trials and from “evidence
reviews” or meta-analyses of multiple trials
How to use R to analyze data from a randomized trial
How to conduct a small-scale randomized trial

How we will meet these goals
We will read short briefs on ideas for social change and experiments that tested them. To
promote active engagement with the readings, we will use the Perusall reading discussion
platform. There is growing evidence that live lectures are not effective learning tools for many
students. Instead, before class, there will be 1-2 short, pre-recorded lectures (avg. = 7 minutes)
posted on Perusall where you can play/pause and discuss with classmates and ask questions
online. Some weeks, there will be podcasts to listen to. Each class session starts with a live Q&A
session (also recorded). After that, the main activity will be a team-based activity to promote
active learning in small groups we assign. In section, you will learn about practical tools for
experiments and work on the final assignment, a group online experiment.
Assignments
1. Engagement with videos, readings, and podcasts (20%). You will watch 1-2 short videos and
several readings and podcasts before each class on Perusall and discuss questions about the
lectures with your classmates. We will then have Q&A session at the beginning of each class to
discuss common questions that come up. Your grade is based on (1) watching, listening, and
reading; (2) posting questions; and (3) responding to your classmates’ questions.
2. Participation in quizzes ( 10%). To help you track your understanding through the course, we
will conduct open-book multiple-choice reading quizzes on Moodle before you come to class
each Tuesday. These are short and open book and designed to help you assess your readiness
to participate in the team assignments. Your lowest two quiz grades will be automatically
dropped.
3. In-class team assignments (30%). Students are generally expected to attend each class
session and participate in group work during the class. However, given the challenges of working
across many time zones and care responsibilities, you may develop an offline working group of
2-3 people who share a similar time zone. If you cannot find an offline group, contact your TA.
Half of the team assignments grade (15%) is based on turning it in and its content (check or
check minus); the other half (15%) is determined by peer evaluation (i.e., you will evaluate each

other’s contributions to the team). The assignments are due immediately after class on Moodle;
no exceptions can be made. However, things come up for all of us so you may miss two
assignments without penalty.
4. Problem sets (20%). The assignments in class provide you a chance to try out new material
with help — your classmates, but also the instructors. The problem sets reinforce this learning by
taking away the guardrails of the instructors. You and your group are responsible for a short
problem set every other week that builds on what you learned in the team assignments. If you
figure out the team assignments, you will be able to complete the problem sets. They are due
every other week at 11:59pm on a Friday. They can be turned in late, with a 25% penalty per
week. No extensions will be given, but you can drop the lowest problem set grade. You may
appeal the grade on your problem set in writing (1 pg. double spaced document with reasons
why your grade was wrong submitted to your TA within one week of receiving the grade). Your
grade may be adjusted up or down upon reevaluation.
5. Online experiment ( 20%). In your section, you will design, conduct, and analyze an
experiment “at UCLA” (online given COVID) as the final project. Further details will be provided
in Week 2.
Evaluation and self-evaluation
We will use the above breakdowns to guide our grading decisions, but you will also evaluate
yourself and your teammates before we make a decision. You will evaluate your performance
halfway through the quarter and again at the end. We will ask you to assign yourself a grade, and
we will take this assessment into account when we make our own.
Section
During section, there will be three goals: (1) going over the solutions for the week’s team
activities; (2) a review of key concepts from readings and videos (bring your questions!); and (3)
making progress on the online experiment, which you will work on with members of your
section. Participation in section is optional d
 ue to COVID, but highly encouraged. You can earn
extra credit toward your participation grade from regularly attending and contributing in section.
Computation
We will analyze data from experiments and also learn how to use tools for designing and
conducting experiments. You will be provided a free RStudio Cloud to use during the quarter
(signup instructions will be sent to you by email).
Auditing: auditing will not be permitted.
Getting help

We encourage you to take advantage early and often of three resources: your TA’s office hours,
Prof. Blair’s office hours, and the Perusall discussion board. We are here to help, and want
everyone to succeed in the course — and we think everyone can!
To this end, please find a time within the first three weeks to meet with your TA to check-in about
how the course is going and how we can help you succeed.
The Perusall discussion board allows all students to benefit from the discussion and to help
each other understand the materials. Both students and instructors are encouraged to
participate in discussions and answer any questions that are posted. You should operate on the
principle “if I have a question, everyone probably does too.”
How to succeed in this course
We have designed this course so everyone can succeed. If you read the assigned readings and
watch the videos, participate in Perusall discussions (especially when you are uncertain about
some concepts!), complete the reading quiz, complete your team assignments Tues. and Thurs.,
attempt the problem sets and turn them in on team, and do your part in the online experiments
then you are likely do to well in the class. We have designed the grading so that if you participate
and make an effort in each assignment, you will do well. Getting the answers right every time is
much less important than learning the material over time. Most importantly, if you get behind,
get in touch with us right away. We can absolutely help and you will be surprised how
understanding we are of the difficult circumstances COVID has put us in. We will work with you
to get things back on track and accommodating in grading.
Learning during COVID2
This class is taking place during extraordinary times, in which learning may understandably not
be your only or even top priority. You may be close with people who have been directly impacted
by the COVID-19 virus or who have lost their jobs. You may have experienced a change in
personal circumstances that directly impacts your ability to focus on your academic work. Many
of us have increased work and care responsibilities and less-than-optimal work environments.
The TAs and I are committed to making sure that you learn everything you were hoping to learn
from this class! We will make whatever accommodations we can to help you finish your
assignments and learn and understand the class material.
Given these circumstances, I hope to establish a learning community based on empathy about
our varied circumstances during this time. If you tell the TAs or I that you're having trouble, we
will not judge you or think less of you. I hope you'll extend us the same courtesy.
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To this end: you never owe us personal information about your health (mental or physical). You
are always welcome to talk to me or your TA about things that you are going through, though. If
we are unable to help you ourselves, we will help you find the resources on or off campus that
you need.
We want you to learn lots of things from this class, but we primarily want you to stay healthy,
balanced, and grounded during this crisis.
Students with disabilities
Students with disabilities enrolled in this course who may need disability-related
accommodations are encouraged to make an appointment to see Professor Blair before the end
of the second week of the quarter. All conversations will remain confidential. Please also arrange
to have the required documentation sent to Professor Blair for any accommodations as soon as
possible.
Students needing academic accommodations based on a disability must contact the Center for
Accessible Education (CAE) at (310) 825-1501 or present in person at Murphy Hall A255. As the
professionals delegated authority from the campus to determine reasonable disability
accommodations, CAE will assess all requested accommodations and communicate
appropriately with faculty. When possible, students should contact the CAE within the first two
weeks of the term as reasonable notice is needed to coordinate accommodations. For more
information visit www.cae.ucla.edu.
Your ethical responsibilities
You are subject in this class to UCLA’s academic honesty policies. You should not pass off
others’ work, words, or code as your own (you can avoid this by liberally citing and when relevant
including quotation marks or notes indicating what is directly taken from others; our greatest
virtue is building off the past work of others).
During team-based activities, you are encouraged to help each other within your group — but
you may not help (or seek help from) students in other teams. Your team is responsible for its
own assignments. If you have questions, just get in touch with us to talk about it.
Plan for each week
Every Thursday, we will share the plan for the next week. To give you a sense of what the quarter
will be like, the weekly plan will usually include these elements:
Tuesday:
- First set of readings/podcasts and Perusall engagement due
- Quiz due by class time

-

In-class team activity

Thursday:
- Second set of readings/podcasts and Perusall engagement due
- In-class team activity
Thursday or Friday (section):
- Short additional readings may be due
- Lecture or activity in section. Typically optional, but some sessions are required.
Friday:
- Problem set due by 11:59 p.m. LA time every other week (see deadlines below)
Schedule
Week 1: Getting started
Week 2: Prejudice
- Problem set 1 handed out (Fri.)
Week 3: Police reform
- Problem set 1 due (Fri.)
Week 4: Violent extremism
- Problem set 2 handed out (Fri.)
Week 5: Fake news
- Problem set 2 due (Fri.)
Week 6: Government censorship
- Problem set 3 handed out (Fri.)
Week 7: Inclusive governance
- Problem set 3 due (Fri.)
Week 8: Citizen action to improve governance
- Problem set 4 handed out (Fri.)
Week 9: Holding politicians accountable at the ballot box
- Problem set 4 due (Fri.)
Week 10: Returning to prejudice reduction

