Economics 294: 
Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, and Entitlement Reform
Spring Semester 2004

Instructor: 
Yoram Bauman

Classroom: 
Max 303. Class meets MTTh 11:00-11:50
Office: 
Max 313, x5124

 

Office Hours: 
M 1:00-3:50 and W 10:00-11:50, or by appointment or drop-in
Email: 

baumanyk@whitman.edu
Website: 
http://smallparty.org/yoram/classes/entitlements 

Introduction

This course examines three entitlement programs in the United States—Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid—with a focus on their financing structure and reform proposals. This is a new class for me (and for Whitman). The bad news is that the ride might be a bit bumpy. The good news is that we have flexibility to cover topics of interest to you. 
Class Schedule

Class meets MTTh from Tuesday, January 18, through Tuesday, May 10, except for holidays on February 21 (Presidents Day) and March 14-25 (spring break). There is no final exam, but we may have other activities during the scheduled period, which is 2-4pm on Saturday, May 14. 
Reading Material
Choosing reading material for this class is difficult because there are no sources of information on entitlements that are universally agreed to be “objective”: even the annual report from the Social Security and Medicare Boards of Trustees is criticized for either vastly understanding or vastly overstating whatever problem may or may not exist. 

To partially counter this problem I will ask all of you to read and comment on books or articles of your choosing. But we will also have some common readings, which I trust you will not consider to be authoritative simply because they are common readings. One such common reading is the annual report from the boards of trustees: its findings are the focal point for all other analyses. A second common reading is The Coming Generational Storm by Kotlikoff and Burns; I have chosen it (1) because Kotlikoff is a respected, if opinionated, economist; (2) because of its uniqueness in providing financial advice to individuals in the years ahead; and (3) because I hope that you will find it amusing and entertaining as well as informative. 
Grading Policy

Your grade will be based on the following three items:

· Class participation (50%). I expect you to participate both in class and on the class Blackboard site. This participation should show that you have done the assigned readings with highlighter-level diligence and are contributing to the class by asking questions, answering questions &etc. Of course, other activities (tests in other classes, being sick, big parties, long weekends, etc.) sometimes take priority, so it is possible that you will not always meet those expectations. As a result everybody will have three ex-ante freebies and one ex-post freebie before I become punitive. In the ex-ante freebies, you tell me beforehand that you’re not prepared for class or for the Blackboard assignment, or you simply don’t do the post or show up for class, and I tell you that it’s okay. In the ex-post freebie, I tell you after class ends that I wasn’t happy with your post or your class participation, that I expect more from you in the future, and that it’s okay. 
· One or more oral presentations (25%). As a service-learning component of the class, I want you to set up and follow through on an oral presentation with an outside group of your choosing: another class here on campus, a student group, the editorial board of the Walla Walla Union-Bulletin, a high school class, a community forum (here at Whitman, at Walla Walla College or the community college, at a retirement center, at the prison), etc. Although I will serve as an audience of last resort, for your sake I hope you think of this as a last resort. 
· One or more written items (25%). One will be a 600-word op-ed piece that you could submit to a local, regional, or national newspaper. Another may be the book idea we’ve discussed and/or a writing assignment of your choosing.
Ultimately, how hard I push you is up to you. (Make sure I tell you the semi-famous econ parable here.) Please communicate with me if I’m pushing you too much (or not enough) or if you have concerns about grades. 
Communication
I regularly send out emails to the class list provided to me by the College. I also post PDF files and other information on the class website. If you experience technical difficulties, you can try asking me, but your best bet is to ask the experts at http://wcts.whitman.edu/.

Disabilities

Whitman policy is that students with documented disabilities need to register with Clare Carson (Director of Academic Resources, Memorial 205, x5213). All information about disability is considered confidential. If I receive notification from Clare that you are eligible for an accommodation, I will provide it in as discrete a manner as possible.
PS. Special Information Regarding Your Instructor

I’m new to Whitman, so I want to make extra sure that you know what your options are if you have concerns about the course or about your instructor (i.e., me). So: You should not hesitate to tell me (in person, by email, by anonymous note, whatever) if you have any concerns. After all, I’m here to learn, too. But if you’re not comfortable talking with me or are not satisfied with the response you receive, you can contact the department chair, Hal Belay, or any of the other professors in the department; Keith Farrington in the Center for Teaching and Learning; your advisor; or…   

