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University of Massachusetts – Amherst 
Department of Economics 

 

Economics 365-03:  Writing in Economics – Spire No. 13041 
Fall 2021 

Instructor 

Sandy Roberts 
202 Crotty Hall 
Telephone: (413) 545-6360 
Email:  ssroberts@econs.umass.edu 

 

How to Contact Me 

Email is the best way to reach me.  I check my email mid-morning and late afternoon. 

Class Times and Location 

Monday, Wednesday, Friday  11:15 a.m. – 12:05 p.m. 

Machmer Hall, Room E-10 

 

Office Hours 

• Monday 3:00 - 4:00 p.m. 

• Wednesday 3:00 - 4:00 p.m. 

• Or by appointment 

If you prefer to meet remotely, I am happy to schedule a private ZOOM session. 
 
Course Objectives and Content 

The goal of this course is to teach you how to communicate clearly about economic issues.  Your focus 

will be on learning to write about economics so that the ideas are easily understood by your readers.  By 

the end of this course you should be able to explain economic models and theories to a non-expert 

audience and discuss these issues in a broader context.   

You will be writing short pieces and longer essays.  As a junior year writing course, there will be peer 

reviews and practice revising your work.  The peer review process will help you learn how to provide and 

respond to constructive critiques. 

Disability Accommodation 

If a student has a disability and requires accommodations, please let me know as soon as possible.  You 

will need to register with Disability Services (161 Whitmore Administration Building; phone 413-545-

0892).  Information on services and materials for registering are also available on their website 

www.umass.edu/disability. 

 

mailto:ssroberts@econs.umass.edu
http://www.umass.edu/disability
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Readings 

Guides to Writing 

You will need references about writing for this course.  Purchase a copy of Strunk and White.  It is an 

excellent condensed reference.  The list below includes other books you may want to read for guidance 

and inspiration.  Writing is personal expression, and you should find a writing guide that suits your 

personality and makes you feel excited to write. 

• William Strunk, Jr. and E. B. White, The Elements of Style, 4th edition 

• Roy Peter Clark, Writing Tools:  50 Essential Strategies for Every Writer 

• Deidre N. McCloskey, Economical Writing, 2nd edition 

• Brent Beebe, John Stifler, Etc.  A Street-Fighter’s Guide to Writing for Economics Majors 

(available as PDF on course Moodle page) 

 

Economic Theory and Issues 

This course will explore three economic topics as the focus of your writing.  We will examine  

• The perfectly competitive model 

• Externalities and common goods 

• Informational problems of moral hazard and adverse selection  

The readings on economic theory and real-world issues will consist of chapters from texts and articles 

from various sources.   

This material will be available on Moodle as PDFs or in the UMass Library Course Materials tool.   

Assignments   

There are three types of assignments 

• Posts to forums on the Moodle page 

• Short pieces and longer essays submitted through assignments on the Moodle page 

• A group project to present an economics research paper to the class 

A summary list is on the last page of this syllabus.  A detailed schedule is on pp. 7-10.    

 

Moodle Page Posts 

There are a several small writing exercises to complete and post in Moodle forums after in-class 

discussions.  These activities let you practice specific skills or reflect on broader issues. 

The individual posts are not graded but you receive credit for the submission.  Participating counts 

toward your final grade. 

I will not provide feedback on the writing or content of individual posts but will provide summary 

comments about the posts overall. 
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Written Pieces Submitted through Moodle Assignments 

There will be three (3) short assignments and three (3) major essays that you submit through Moodle 

assignments.  I will provide detailed individual feedback on each.  These assignments are graded. 

 

Short Assignments 

1 – 2 pages to show a complete explanation of a topic or discussion of an issue. 

These are low-stakes assignments.  The grading scale is  

• Very good (95) 

• Good (89) 

• Satisfactory (83) 

Most students who make a solid effort receive Good grades; a particularly strong piece may be Very 

Good.   A Satisfactory grade is rare and means the piece shows minimal effort. 

Details will be provided with each assignment.   

You will submit your work through the assignment on the Moodle page and receive my comments 

through the feedback file in the assignment. 

 

Essays 

There are three major writing pieces for the course.  Briefly, the topics are 

(1)  Define, explain and evaluate the perfectly competitive model.  What role should this idea 

play in society?  (6-7 pages) 

(2)  Looking at either water shortages in the Colorado River system or persistent airplane noise 
around Boston Logan airport, prepare a study to determine whether current actions are 
appropriate.  Should they be supported or changed?  (6-7 pages). 
 
(3) Identify and discuss a real-life problem of moral hazard or adverse selection.  How has it 

been analyzed in economic literature?  How has it been addressed in practice?   (5-6 pages) 

 

The detailed prompt for each essay is in the assignment on the course Moodle page.  Please refer to 

the Moodle page prompts when writing. 

Each essay will require two peer-reviewed drafts and a final version.  You must submit both drafts as 

well as the final version to complete the assignment.   If drafts are missing, your grade on the final 

essay will be reduced. 

Drafts 

Drafts are not graded.  They are reviewed by your peers and by me. 

The peer review process involves getting comments from other students and providing feedback to 

them in turn.  On Peer Review days: 
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o Bring one copy of your draft to class in a form you are prepared to share (hardcopy or 

on a device). 

   

o Submit one copy of your draft to me through a Moodle assignment. 

• I will provide my comments through the feedback file.  

It is important that you submit something and participate in every peer review.  Peer review 

participation counts toward your final grade.   

 
A note on first drafts 

The first draft is a starting point for the essay.  We will use different versions of first drafts throughout 

the semester to give you experience trying different forms.   For example, a bullet-point outline or a 

short summary of the overall argument. 

The specific form of the first draft will be explained on the essay assignment. 

A note on second drafts 

The second draft should be as completely written as possible.  Do not resubmit an unchanged first draft. 

The Final Version 

The final version of each essay is graded on a 0 – 100 scale.   

You will submit your essay through a Turnitin assignment on the course Moodle page.  Include a 

separate page with a summary statement about the advice you received during peer reviews and how 

you responded to the suggestions.   

 Turnitin checks for plagiarism.  Be sure to cite your sources carefully and completely before submitting 

the final version.   

An essay showing significant problems with plagiarism will receive a zero (0) grade with no 

opportunity for rewrites. 

Group Project 

In the final section of the course, as a first step toward creating a literature review, you will work in a 

group to explain and present an economics working paper to the class.  The objectives of this project 

are to have you 

• Work through an economics research paper 

• Create a coherent, cohesive presentation 

• Write a clear, concise summary 

The project has two parts. You will work in a group to create a presentation for the class.  Then you will 

write your own, individual one to two paragraph summary of the paper. 

Your grade for this project will reflect your participation; the audience review of the presentation; and 

your individual written summary. 
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Grading 

This class is meant to be one in which you actively participate in learning how to write.  The grading 

structure reflects that.  Participation is important in terms of what you contribute to posts and to peer 

reviews.  The short writing assignments are meant to be practice of different arguments or techniques, 

so each individual assignment carries relatively little weight.  The longer essays are meant to be your 

most polished pieces of writing. 

Course activities will be graded as follows. 

Activity Points 

Posts to Moodle forums 5 

Peer Review Participation 10 

Short writing assignments 10 

Working Paper Project 5 

First essay 20 

Second essay 25 

Third essay 25 

 

There will be penalties if written assignments are submitted late.   

The grading of essays will be based on  

• Mechanics (correct spelling, punctuation, grammar, citations) 

• Clarity (meaning clear, argument easy to follow) 

• Revisions (careful consideration of feedback; need not follow all of it) 

• Quality (do your best writing) 

Academic Honesty 

Be absolutely clear about the source of the words and ideas in your writing.  Avoid plagiarism – 

presenting someone else’s words or ideas as your own.  See Academic Honesty Policy and Procedures at 

http://www.umass.edu/honesty/  

We will discuss proper citation practices in class.  In general, you must provide citations for any words or 

ideas that are not your own.  If you copy material directly from an author’s work, you must use 

quotations and cite the author.  If you paraphrase material from another author (rewrite their idea in 

your own words), you must cite the author.  If you cut-and-paste material from the Internet, you must 

include a complete, correct citation.  If you use someone else’s ideas or facts, you must give them credit.  

Plagiarism is a serious problem with severe penalties.  As a reminder, you will submit final drafts of your 

essays through Turnitin on Moodle as a check on plagiarism.  Penalties for academic dishonesty can 

range from a grade of zero on an essay to failing the entire course.  Cases of plagiarism may be referred 

to the University’s Academic Honesty Board. 

You must include a complete bibliographical entry for every work cited in your writing.  Choose one of 

the standard bibliographical formats, such as APA (American Psychological Association) or MLA (Modern 

http://www.umass.edu/honesty/
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Languages Association).  Guides to both formats can be found on the Purdue Owl website (Purdue 

Online Writing Lab). 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/ 

When citing an author in the body of your text, please use the format (Author’s last name, page 

number) instead of footnotes. 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/
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Course Outline  

Subject to revision. Changes will be announced on Moodle and in individual assignments. 

Week Topic 

Forum Posts 
 

Please read the detailed 
exercise prompts on the 

Moodle page 

Formal Assignment 
 

Please read the detailed 
assignment prompts on the 
Moodle page as you write 

You are graded on 
or get credit for: 

     

1 Introduction 
 
Writing 
 
Word Choice 
Writing a Strong Sentence 
Structuring a Good Paragraph 

 
 
 

 
Asgmt. 1:  This year… 
 
What will be most important 
to you in the year ahead? 
 
Length:  1-2 pages 

 
Assignment 1 
 
Due:  Friday, 
9/3/2021 at 11:59 
p.m. 

2  
Perfectly Competitive Economy 
(PCE) Model: 
 
Descriptions 
Assumptions 
Single-Market Equilibrium 
Efficiency 

 
 
 
 
 
Ex. 1   Assumptions 
Ex. 2   Explaining 
Disequilibrium 

  
 
 
2 posted exercises 
 
Due:  Friday, 
9/10/2021 at 
11:59 p.m. 

3  
PCE Model: 
 
Efficiency (cont’d) 
Limitations of the Model 
Critiques of the Model 
Equity Issues 

 
Ex. 3 Explaining PCE 
efficiency 
Ex. 4   Limitations of the 
Model 
Ex. 5   Reflections on the 
PCE 

 
 

 
3 posted exercises      
 
 
Due:  Friday, 
9/17/2021 at 
11:59 p.m. 

4 Writing  

First Drafts 
Explaining a Process 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Peer Review 

 Assignment 2:  The PCE – 
Short and Sweet 
 
4 tweets/poems/lyrics on the 
good and bad of the Perfectly 
Competitive Model 
Length:  1 page 
 
 
 
Essay 1 First Draft (outline)  

Assignment 2 
 
Due: Wednesday, 
9/22/2021 at 
11:59 p.m. 
 
 
 
 
 
Essay 1 1st draft 
Due: Friday, 
9/24/2021 at 
class time 
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Week Topic 

Forum Posts 
 

Please read the detailed 
exercise prompts on the 
Moodle page 

Formal Assignment 
 

Please read the detailed 
assignment prompts on the 
Moodle page  

You are graded on 
or get credit for: 

     

5 Writing  
 
Writing about Economics 
Entering a Conversation 
Plagiarism 
 
Peer Review 

  
 
 
 
 
 
Essay 1 Second Draft 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Essay 1 2nd draft 
Due: Friday, 
10/1/2021 at 
class time 

6 Writing 
Writing a Good Summary 
 
Externalities & Common Goods 

Unit Overview 
Externalities 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Essay 1 Final Draft  

Essay 1 Final Draft  
 
 
Due:  Friday, 
10/8/2021 at 
11:59 p.m. 

7 Common Resources 
 
Writing 

Plant a Naysayer 
Responding to Other Points of 
View 
 
Case Study #1:  Colorado River 

Water system 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Assignment 3:  In My Opinion 
 
An op-ed piece on any topic of 
your choice. 
 
Length:  1-2 pages 

 
 
 
Assignment 3 
 
 
Due:  Friday, 
10/15/2021 at 
11:59 p.m. 

8  
Case Study #2:  Logan Airport 
Noise 
 
Peer Review 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Essay 2 First Draft 

 
 
 
 
Essay 2 1st draft 
Due:  Friday, 
10/22/2021 at 
class time 

9 Writing 
Analyzing an Issue 
Examples of Policy Discussions 
 
Peer Review 
 

  
 
 
 
Essay 2 Second Draft 

 
 
 
 
Essay 2 2nd draft 
Due:  Friday, 
10/29/2021 at 
class time 
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Week Topic 

Forum Posts 
 

Please read the detailed 
exercise prompts on the 
Moodle page 

Formal Assignment 
 

Please read the detailed 
assignment prompts on the 
Moodle page  

You are graded on 
or get credit for: 

     

10 Writing 

Essay 2 final draft 
 
Asymmetric Information 
   Adverse Selection 
   Moral Hazard 
 
 
Choosing a Working Paper 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Essay 2 Final Draft 

 
Essay 2 Final Draft 
 
Due:  Friday, 
11/5/2021 at 
11:59 p.m. 
 
Reminder: 
Indicate your 
preferences in 
Working Paper 
Preferences Poll 

11 Writing About Economics 
Research 
 
Explaining a Working Paper 
 
Working Paper Group Project 
 

  
 

 
 

12 Group Presentations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Writing 
Literature Reviews 
 
 
 
Research your topic for Essay 3 

 
 

In-Class Presentation 
 
 
 
 
 
Working Paper Summary 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In-Class 
Presentations: 
Monday, 
11/15/2021. 
 
 
Working Paper 
Summary   
Due:  Wednesday, 
11/17/2021 at 
11:59 p.m. 
 
 
 
 
 

13  
SBS Career Services 
 
Enjoy Your Thanksgiving Break! 
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Week Topic 

Forum Posts 
 

Please read the detailed 
exercise prompts on the 
Moodle page 

Formal Assignment 
 

Please read the detailed 
assignment prompts on the 
Moodle page  

You are graded on 
or get credit for: 

     

14 Research Essay 3 
 
Peer Review 
 
 
Write Full Draft 
 

  
 
Essay 3 First Draft 

 
 
Essay 3 1st draft 
Due:  Wednesday, 
12/1/2021 at 
class time 

15  
Peer Review 
 
Wrapping Up 

  
Essay 3 Second Draft 

 
Essay 3 2nd draft 
Due:  Monday, 
12/6/2021 at 
class time 

EXAM 
WEEK 

   
Essay 3 Final Draft 

Essay 3 Final Draft 
 
Due:  Monday, 
12/13/2021 at 
11:59 p.m. 
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Assignments by Topic 

Topic Forum Posts Smaller Assignments Major Assignment 

Word Choice, Sentence 
Structure 

   

  Assignment 1  
This year… 

 

    

Perfectly Competitive 
Model 

   

 5 exercises on the 
PCE model 

  

  Assignment 2  
The PCE – Short and 
Sweet 

 

   Essay 1   
The Perfectly 
Competitive Model 

    

Externalities and 
Common Goods 

   

  Assignment 3 
 In My Opinion… 
(topic of your choice) 

 

   Essay 2 
A Case Study in 
Externalities 

    

Information Problems  
(Adverse Selection, 
Moral Hazard) 

   

  Group Presentation  

  Working Paper Summary 
Assignment 

 

   Essay 3   
 Problems of Asymmetric 
Information 

 


