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Arguing with Data: Introduction to Descriptive Data Analysis 
Public Policy 290, Section 2 

Fall 2015 
 
Instructor: Sarah Reber 
Office:  6339 Public Policy 
Office Hours: Thursdays 1:00-3:00 
Contact: sreber@ucla.edu 
 
Course Objectives 
 
This course will introduce students to descriptive data analysis and graphing. Students will study existing 
academic research, policy papers, and popular press that use descriptive data analysis and conduct hands-on 
data analysis projects. Students will learn how to find data, how to use online tools to extract simple tables, how 
to present data effectively (and honestly) in graphs and tables, how to get what you want from Excel and Stata, 
how and when to adjust for inflation, how to use data to “identify the problem” or target resources, and how to 
detect and avoid “lies with statistics.” 
 
Email, Facebook, and the Course Website 
 
I will post materials for the course on the CCLE course website. In many class meetings, students will be working 
out examples on their own computers. Please make sure you download the relevant files for class in advance of 
the meeting time, so we do not have to waste time dealing with download problems. Announcements will be 
made through CCLE; make sure you are signed up to receive the announcements by email.  
 
We’ll be using a Facebook Group to continue the discussion outside of class and especially to post relevant 
articles and reports. I have one Facebook group for all my classes (and students from prior years are permitted 
to stay in the group). You do not have to join the Group (and you do not have to join Facebook). Please be 
respectful and relevant. Post things related to public policy, data, or what we have discussed in class. You may 
post what you like and don’t like about the professor, but keep in mind that the professor sees the posts. The 
group is “Closed” in FB parlance, so supposedly only other people in the group can see what is posted there. I 
will only accept students enrolled in the class and other MPP students who are interested into the group, but 
keep in mind that Facebook, not I, controls what happens to the content there.  
 
To join the FB group, go here and request to join the group. I’ll approve as fast as I can. 
 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/404583286310030/ 
 
Assignments and Grading 
 
Students will turn in the “Chart Talk” assignment each week on Wednesday; each student should complete his 
or her own chart talk. Chart talks will count towards the participation grade and will not be returned to the 
students. There will usually be a weekly assignment due on Monday. These assignments will have varying 
content and will usually be completed in groups. Students will also complete a final project and presentation in 
groups. 
 
 
 

mailto:sreber@ucla.edu
https://www.facebook.com/groups/404583286310030/
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Grades will be calculates as follows:  
 
Chart Talk & Class Participation  15% 
Weekly Assignments   50% 
Final Presentation   10% 
Final Memo    25% 
 
Total     100% 
 
Final Project Timeline 
List of 3-5 ideas (optional): November 9 
Idea and preliminary outline: November 16 
Oral Presentations: In class November 30 and December 2 
Written Brief with technical appendix: December 11, 5 pm 
 
Course Readings, Computers, and Software 
 
Students are expected to complete the readings before class and come prepared to participate in lecture and 
discussion.  
 
We will use two textbooks: 
1. Stephen Few. Now You See It: Simple Visualization Techniques for Quantitative Analysis. 2009. Analytics 

Press. Oakland, CA.  
2. Dona M. Wong. The Wall Street Journal Guide to Information Graphics: The Dos and Don’ts of Presenting 

Data, Facts, and Figures. 2010. W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. New York. 
 
For more help graphing in STATA, you may want to get the following (but it is optional_: 
3. Michael N. Mitchell, A Visual Guide to Stata Graphics. Third Edition. 2012. Stata Press, College Station, TX. 
 
The books not available in the UCLA Bookstore, but you can purchase them for a reasonable cost from Amazon 
or elsewhere. Scans of the chapters assigned for the first week will be available in the Week 1 Readings on the 
course website in case you want to wait to purchase the book until you have attended the first lecture. I highly 
recommend purchasing the Wall Street Journal Guide regardless of whether you want to take this course. 
 
The rest of the readings are online or will be available in PDF format on the course website. 
 
You will need to use Stata in this course – version 10 or later should be fine; I will be using version 14. I 
recommend installing a copy of Stata on your computer, though you may also use the RDP or the lab. You can 
purchase STATA at a student discount here: 
 
http://www.stata.com/order/new/edu/gradplans/#3 
 
You will also need Microsoft Excel installed on your computer. 
 
Please bring your computer to class if you have a laptop. We will be working on datasets, graphing and the like 
during class. If you do not have a laptop, you may be able to check on out or share with a classmate.  
Please do not do non-class activities on your computer during class. It is distracting to the professor and other 
students. It is also rude. If you have something else you need to do during class, please leave.  

http://www.stata.com/order/new/edu/gradplans/%233
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Class Schedule 
 
Lecture 1: Monday, September 28  
Topics 
• Introduction to the course and logistics 
• Example: The Missing Girls of West Los Angeles? 
Reading and Other Preparation 
• Watch this clip of “Last Week Tonight” with John Oliver: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oDPCmmZifE8 
• Read this article and click on the Interactive piece: http://www.latimes.com/local/education/la-me-school-

vaccines-20140903-story.html#page=1 
• Read this blog post: http://edexcellence.net/articles/the-missing-young-men-in-most-of-washingtons-top-

high-schools 
 

Lecture 2: Wednesday, September 30 
Topics 
• Missing Girls of the World 
• Introduction to Stata 
Reading 
• Now You See It, Introduction 
• Guide to Information Graphics  

o Chapter 1: all 
o 93-98 

Other Preparation 
• Be sure you have downloaded the materials for the in-class STATA tutorial from the course website. 
• Look over Assignment 1 and watch the ATS screencasts and the PP290 screencast if you are not familiar with 

STATA. 
 
Lecture 3: Monday, October 5 
Topics 
• Graphing in Stata 
Reading 
• Guide to Information Graphics 

o Chapter 1: all 
• Now You See It:  

o Chapter 1: all  
o Chapter 3 : all 
o Chapter 2 (skim)  

Other Preparation 
• Download the materials for the in-class STATA graphing tutorial from the course website. 
• Read the ATS tutorial on graphing in STATA: 

http://www.ats.ucla.edu/stat/stata/modules/graph8/intro/graph8.htm 
 
Lecture 4: Wednesday, October 7 
Topics 
• Introduction to inflation 
• Adjusting for inflation 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oDPCmmZifE8
http://www.latimes.com/local/education/la-me-school-vaccines-20140903-story.html%23page=1
http://www.latimes.com/local/education/la-me-school-vaccines-20140903-story.html%23page=1
http://edexcellence.net/articles/the-missing-young-men-in-most-of-washingtons-top-high-schools
http://edexcellence.net/articles/the-missing-young-men-in-most-of-washingtons-top-high-schools
http://www.ats.ucla.edu/stat/stata/modules/graph8/intro/graph8.htm
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• Other normalizations 
Readings 
• Pages 515-519 & 529-543 from Principles of Economics by Gregory N. Mankiw 
• “Using Price Indexes,” Information Brief, Research Department, Minnesota House of Representatives  
Other Preparation 
• Download materials for in-class exercise from the course website. 
 
Lecture 5: Monday, October 12 
Topics 
• Introduction to visualization 
• Time series basics 
• X-axis scaling 
Reading 
• Now You See It 

o Chapter 4: pp. 55-78 (skim the rest of the chapter) 
o Chapter 5: pp. 93-104, 117-125  
o Chapter 6: all 

• Guide to Information Graphics 
o 49-61, 124-127 

 
Lecture 6: Wednesday, October 14 
Topics 
• Time series, cont 
• Scales and Transformations 
• Bars versus lines 
• Comparing trends 
Reading 
• Now You See It  

o Chapter 7: 143-153, 162-188 
• Guide to Information Graphics 

o 63-73, 102-109, 128-129 
 
Lecture 7: Monday, October 19 
Topics 
• Time series, cont 
• Smoothing 
• Scaling 
• Aspect Ratio 
Readings 
• Now You See It  

o Chapter 9: all 
 

Lecture 8: Wednesday, October 21 
Topics 
• Presenting Correlations 
• Various Scaling Issues 
• Arbitrary Scales 
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Readings 
• Now You See It 

o Chapter 11: all 
 
Lecture 9: Monday, October 26 
Topics 
• Part-to-whole graphs 
• Finding and describing “the problem” 
• The Missing One-Offs 
• Who are the Uninsured? 
Readings 
• Now You See It 

o Chapter 8: 189-193 
• Guide to Information Graphics 

o 74-81 
• “The Missing One-Offs” Summary by Caroline Hoxby and Christopher Avery 

o Skim the full paper 
• Kaiser Family Foundation, “Key Facts About the Uninsured,” pages 1-4. Pay special attention to the charts. 
 
Lecture 10: Wednesday, October 28 
Topics 
• Using IPUMS 
Reading 
• TBA 
 
Lecture 11: Monday, November 2 
Topics 
• Entry, Exit and Duration 
• Understanding Welfare Caseloads 
Reading 
• TBA 
 
Lecture 12: Wednesday, November 4 
Topics 
• Libbie Stephenson Presentation (tentative) 
Preparation 
• Download presentation so you can follow along in class 
 
Lecture 13: Monday, November 9 
Topics 
• Decomposing trends/differences 

o Demographic adjustments 
o Oaxaca decomposition/Regression Adjustment 

• Direct and indirect adjustment (epidemiology) 
• Demographic adjustment exercise 
Readings 
• Economic Report of the President, 1998, pp. 131-133, skim the rest of the chapter if you like 
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• Dartmouth Atlas of Healthcare explanation of indirect adjustment 
• JHU PowerPoint, “The Direct and Indirect Methods of Adjustment” 
• “What do International Tests Really Show about U.S. Student Performance?” Economic Policy Institute 

Report: read the Executive Summary and look over the tables and charts 
 
No Class Wednesday November 11 (Veterans Day) 
 
Lecture 14: Monday, November 16 
Topics 
• Demographic adjustment of test scores 
• Understanding trends and levels 

o Budgets 
o Program Participation 

• Budget exercise 
Readings 
• “Accounting for Medicaid Spending Growth,” Schmudget Blog 
• “Our infant mortality rate is a national embarrassment” Washington Post Wonkblog 

 
Lecture 15: Wednesday, November 18 
Topics 
• The economics of “tagging” 
• Discussion of This American Life podcast 
• Understanding trends in SSDI spending 
Reading 
• Listen and/or read podcast “Trends with Benefits”: http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-

archives/episode/490/trends-with-benefits 
•  “Social Security Disability Insurance Benefits is Vital to Workers with Severe Impairments” by Kathy Ruffing 
•  “The Unsustainable Rise of the Disability Rolls in the United States: Causes, Consequences, and Policy 

Options” by David Autor 
 
Lecture 16: Monday, November 23 
Topics 
• Discussion of Trends in Disability 
• Discussion of SSDI Policy 
Readings 
• Online/Blog discussions of the story (See “Disability Links.pdf” for some places to start) 
• “The SSI Program for Children: Time for Change?” by Ron Haskins 
• “Supporting Work: A Proposal for Modernizing the US Disability System” by David Autor and Mark Duggan 
• Optional: David Autor interview http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2012/04/autor_on_disabi.html 
 
Wednesday, November 25: No Class (Thanksgiving) 
 
Lecture 17: Monday, November 30 
• Student presentations of final projects 
 
Lecture 18: Wednesday, December 2 
• Student presentations of final projects 

http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/490/trends-with-benefits
http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/490/trends-with-benefits
http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2012/04/autor_on_disabi.html

