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Introduction to the Topic
Governments, nonprofits, and social enterprises invest significant resources in programs designed to improve lives—from microfinance initiatives to water access interventions. But how do we know if these programs actually work? More importantly, for whom do they work, and under what conditions? This graduate seminar equips students with rigorous quasi-experimental methods to answer these questions credibly, moving beyond simple “does it work” evaluations toward nuanced understanding of program effectiveness.
Course Content Overview
The course introduces students to the CART framework (Credible, Actionable, Responsible, Transportable) and builds progressive competency in causal inference methods. Students begin with foundational concepts—selection bias, counterfactual reasoning, and threats to internal validity—before advancing to sophisticated quasi-experimental techniques including propensity score matching, instrumental variables, difference-in-differences, and moderation analysis for heterogeneous treatment effects. Using real-world datasets from programs like Kenya’s GivePower Solar Water Farm intervention, students learn to construct valid comparison groups, address selection bias, and translate statistical findings into actionable program recommendations for non-technical stakeholders.
Skills and Knowledge
Upon completion, students will be able to design rigorous quasi-experimental evaluations, implement advanced statistical methods in R, assess the credibility of causal claims in evaluation reports, and communicate findings effectively to program managers, funders, and policymakers. The course emphasizes connecting technical rigor with practical interpretation—students learn not only to compute effect estimates but to explain what those estimates mean for program targeting, scaling, and resource allocation decisions.
Prerequisites
Graduate standing. Foundational knowledge of regression analysis and basic R programming is expected. PA 393K (Statistics and Data Analysis) or equivalent recommended.
