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Information about this course

Background and Goals

Policy makers—and the analysts who support them—are flooded with various questions and
various forms of evidence, ranging from anecdotes to descriptive statistics to rigorous randomly-
controlled studies. This evidence comes from multiple sources, affecting different populations,
and occurring in varied contexts, raising several challenges:

. How can we best summarize and synthesize such information?

. What are the various meanings of “evidence based” policy?

. What is evidence for improvement versus evidence for understanding impact?

. When there is little relevant evidence, what can we do?

. Where there is much evidence, what methods can be used to synthesize it, and how

can one think deeply about what evidence to include?

. How do various forms of synthesis align with the multi-faceted needs of policy
makers?

This class will address these issues with a focus on US social policy (though the tools explored
can be applied to any policy arena or context).

The class will start with a focus on problem definition. What questions do policy makers and
program operators ask? What are we trying to accomplish in establishing or altering a policy?
How do we best bring evidence to bear on the problem? Do we have to create new evidence, or
can existing evidence inform us?
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It will continue with assessment and application of various sources of evidence, including a
focus on Human-Centered Design processes to generate creative evidence-based policy and
practice innovations (such as the Breakthrough Series Collaborative).

We will then explore several evidence clearinghouses in behavioral health, workforce training,
education, and child welfare, discussing what is accepted for these clearinghouses and what
trade-offs are made.

Finally, we will examine approaches to quantitative research synthesis (meta-analysis) and the
value and limitations of such approaches, drawing from the above clearinghouses and the
Campbell Collaboration.

Use cases will span US social policy areas such as income supports, teen pregnancy prevention,
child welfare, and labor force development. Students will write two short policy memos and
conduct one small group project exploring evidence building in a policy area.

Prerequisites

Harris core (statistics and econometrics). Basic understanding of U.S. social policy programs and
of program evaluation.

Student assignments and grading

In each class we will review readings and discuss how these readings relate to the topics of
interest and to other policy topics. We will use discussion and interactive exercises where
possible to draw out themes and questions.

It is important to attend every class and participate fully. One quarter of your grade will be
based on this.

The grade on the course will be based on the following:
Two short memos
Decision memo 25%
Synthesis design memo 25%
Late memos will be graded down 1/3 letter grade for each day late.
Individual or group synthesis project 25%
Class participation in discussion 25%
Class Participation — This course is small to facilitate group discussions. Participation is expected
and you may be called on. Please read all assigned readings before the class session. Each class

session will begin with questions related to the readings.

Instructor Office Hours

Send an email to schedule a Zoom meeting or in person meeting downtown.
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Teaching assistant(s) and/or graders
TBD

Teaching and learning in person, dual-modality, and/or remote environments

Class attendance in person (and participation in class discussion) is required. Slides will be made
available after class.

The classroom will occasionally require you to be on line. Please bring a device but stay off it
unless requested to engage in a web site by the instructor.

General Resources Available to Students

Include any texts and links as desired:
e Harris Academic Support Programs and Handbook
e Student Wellness
e University Learning Resources

Harris School and University of Chicago Policies

Include any text and links as desired to highlight or emphasize issues related to academic
integrity, disability accommodations, diversity and inclusion, and video and audio recordings.
Harris School Policies

e University General Policies

e University Academic Polices

e Policies on audio and video recordings and deletion
Guidance on Use of Al

While Al tools offer valuable assistance in research and idea generation, it is imperative to not
let these tools become substitutes for your intellectual engagement with the material. You are
permitted to use Al tools as supplementary aids for refining your ideas, finding research
material, and editing language to help with translation, spelling, grammar, and improving
sentence flow. No more than 20% of any paragraph or assignment may be generated using Al
tools. Relying on these tools beyond this violates the principles of academic integrity described
above. When you use Al tools, you take full responsibility for the content they generate. You
should review and edit any generated content to avoid inaccurate information and copyright
infringement.

All instances where Al tools are used must be acknowledged. When submitting an assignment in
which you used an Al tool, please add a disclosure statement at the end of the assignment which
* Names the tool(s) used

* Describes use (refining initial ideas, providing research insights, improving your writing, etc.)
* Explains how you further modified the Al-generated content

* Offers a brief reflection of how using the tool helped you learn.

Spring 2025: Synthesizing Evidence for Decision Makers Page 3 of 8


https://harris.uchicago.edu/student-life/dean-of-students-office
https://harris.uchicago.edu/student-life/dean-of-students-office
https://wellness.uchicago.edu/
https://learningremotely.uchicago.edu/learning-resources/
https://harris.uchicago.edu/student-life/dean-of-students-office/policies
https://studentmanual.uchicago.edu/university-policies/
https://studentmanual.uchicago.edu/university-policies/
https://studentmanual.uchicago.edu/academic-policies/
https://studentmanual.uchicago.edu/academic-policies/
https://teachingremotely.uchicago.edu/recording-policy/
https://teachingremotely.uchicago.edu/recording-deletion-policy/

Example Al Disclosure: “To write the text for this section of the syllabus, I prompted ChatGPT
with the parameters of this course and asked it to generate ideas of what an Al policy should
include. I supplemented this information by looking at sample policies from different universities
and drafted guidelines to reflect what I believe is most applicable. I then asked ChatGPT to
review the draft and identify ambiguities where I could be clearer in my instructions. Using
ChatGPT helped me to recognize the importance of clearly defining what is acceptable to avoid
unintended interpretations.”

Readings, topics, and schedules

Books we will draw on — please purchase or download (also on reserve at Regenstein)

J.W. Kingdon. Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies. Harper Collins College Publishers.
Ron Haskins and Greg Margolis. Show Me the Evidence. Brookings.

Michael Borenstein, Larry V. Hedges, Julian P. T. Higgins, Hannah R. Rothstein, Introduction to
Meta-analysis. 2™ edition. Wiley

Section 1: How policy problems are defined and how research is and is not used in policy
making

Week 1 September 29

Introduction to the course, problem definition in policy making, understanding the context in
which policy makers need information

What questions to policy makers and practitioners have? What can be answered?
Kingdon, J. W. (1995). Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, Chapters 1, 3 and 4
Week 2 October 6

Section 2: Evidence for program or policy improvement

Questions for improvement: how can we get better?
The concept, history, and implementation of “Evidence-based policy” in the U.S.
Haskins and Margolis, Show Me the Evidence, Chapters 1, 2, 3.

Developing a logic model to understand the intervention, the counterfactual and the expected
outcomes.

“Using Logic Models to Bring Together Planning, Evaluation, and Action: Logic Model
Development Guide,” W.K. Kellogg Foundation

https://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/Programs/Public-Health-
Infrastructure/Kelloggl.ogicModelGuide 161122 162808.pdf
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https://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/Programs/Public-Health-Infrastructure/KelloggLogicModelGuide_161122_162808.pdf
https://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/Programs/Public-Health-Infrastructure/KelloggLogicModelGuide_161122_162808.pdf

Continuous learning methods and the questions they can address
“9 Continuous Improvement Methodologies & Tools,” Diana Porumboiu

https://www.viima.com/blog/continuous-improvement-tools

“Field Guide for Implementation of a Breakthrough Series Collaborative in Early Care and
Education,” Jen Agosti, Stephanie Doyle, Anne Douglass, and Lynne Mendes, OPRE Report #
2021-210 | December 2021

https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/Field%20Guide%20for%20Implementation M
ar2022_0.pdf

Section 3: Evidence for program or policy choice

Week 3 October 13
Questions of proven programs: what works?
Begin exploring web sites for evidence-based programs.

What Works Clearinghouse: http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention - Blueprints:
https://www.blueprintsprograms.org/

Campbell Collaboration http://www.campbellcollaboration.org

Clearinghouse for Labor Evaluation and Research https://clear.dol.gov/

Live Handbook (education) https://livehandbook.org/

Title IV-E Prevention Services Clearing House https://preventionservices.acf.hhs.gov/

Evidence gaps maps https://www.3ieimpact.org/evidence-hub/evidence-gap-maps

A Guide to Evidence Synthesis: Types of Evidence Synthesis

https://euides.library.cornell.edu/evidence-synthesis/types

Assignment 1 given
Due Friday October 24

Decision Memo

Week 4 October 20

Introduction to the types of evidence summaries (meta-analysis, NAS/IOM reports, evidence
gap maps)
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https://www.viima.com/blog/continuous-improvement-tools
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/Field%20Guide%20for%20Implementation_Mar2022_0.pdf
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/Field%20Guide%20for%20Implementation_Mar2022_0.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/
https://www.blueprintsprograms.org/
http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/
https://clear.dol.gov/
https://livehandbook.org/
https://preventionservices.acf.hhs.gov/
https://www.3ieimpact.org/evidence-hub/evidence-gap-maps
https://guides.library.cornell.edu/evidence-synthesis/types
https://guides.library.cornell.edu/evidence-synthesis/types

Campbell collaboration meta-analytic review process

“Systematic Review of the Effects of Pulling Levers Focused Deterrence Strategies on Crime:
Review Protocol submitted to the Campbell Collaboration Crime and Justice Group,” Anthony
A. Braga, Ph.D. and David L. Weisburd, Ph.D.

Protocol:
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334068737_Systematic Review_of the Effects of Pu
lling_Levers_Focused Deterrence Strategies_on_Crime

Completed study: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.4073/csr.2012.6

Expert reviews from NAS/IOM

“Ten Policy and Program Approaches to Reducing Child Poverty,” in A Roadmap to Reducing
Child Poverty (2019), Greg Duncan and Suzanne Le Menestrel, Editors

https://nap.nationalacademies.org/download/25246

Evidence gap maps

“Guidance for producing a Campbell evidence and gap map,” Howard White, et al., Campbell
Collaboration Methods Research Paper.

https://pme.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8356343/

Evidence effectiveness reviews

Administration for Children and Families, “Revised Procedures and Standards: Home Visiting
Evidence of Effectiveness (HomVEE) Review: Request for public comment.”

https://homvee.acf.gov/sites/default/files/2020-11/HomVee-FRN-Procedures-and-Standards-
508.pdf

Assignment 1 due October 24 at 11:59 pm

Decision Memo

Section 4: Meta-analysis in theory

Week 5 October 27

The basics of meta-analysis: question development and search
Introduction to Meta-Analysis, 2" Edition, Borenstein, et al., Chapters 1-4
Week 6 November 3

The basics of meta-analysis: analysis and presentation
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334068737_Systematic_Review_of_the_Effects_of_Pulling_Levers_Focused_Deterrence_Strategies_on_Crime
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334068737_Systematic_Review_of_the_Effects_of_Pulling_Levers_Focused_Deterrence_Strategies_on_Crime
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.4073/csr.2012.6
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/download/25246
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8356343/
https://homvee.acf.gov/sites/default/files/2020-11/HomVee-FRN-Procedures-and-Standards-508.pdf
https://homvee.acf.gov/sites/default/files/2020-11/HomVee-FRN-Procedures-and-Standards-508.pdf

Introduction to Meta-Analysis, 2" Edition, Borenstein, et al., Chapters 45-50
Cochrane Handbook: Chapter 12: Synthesizing and presenting findings using other methods

https://www.cochrane.org/authors/handbooks-and-manuals/handbook/current/chapter-12

Assignment 2 given, due Friday Nov 15 11:59 pm CT

Short design memo for a meta-analysis

Section 5: Meta-analysis in action

Week 7 November 10

Challenges in conducting and using meta-analyses: The pros and cons of meta-analytic
approaches

“New search guidance for Campbell systematic reviews,” Heather MacDonald, Sarah Young

https://pme.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11534620/

Cottingham, P., Maynard, R., Stagner, M. (2004). Synthesizing Evidence on the Impacts of
Programmes and Policies in Education, Crime and Justice, and Social Welfare: Practical

Recommendations Based on 14 Test-bed Reviews. Evaluation and Research in Education,
18(1&2).

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/45599673 Programs_and Policies_in_Education_Cri
me_and Justice and_Social Welfare Practical Recommendations Based on_14 Test-
bed Reviews

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses: Best Evidence on ‘“What Works’ for Criminal Justice
Decision Makers,” Anthony Petrosino, Julia Lavenberg Western Criminology Review 8(1), 1-15
(2007)

https://www.academia.edu/11547999/Commentary on_the pitfalls_and pratfalls_of evaluation
_research_with_intervention_and prevention programs

Scher, Lauren, Rebecca A Maynard, Matthew Stagner. Interventions intended to reduce
pregnancy-related outcomes among adolescents. Campbell Systematic Reviews, 2006: 12.
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.4073/csr.2006.12

Assignment 2 due Friday November 15 at 11:59 pm CT

Design memo for a meta-analysis

Spring 2025: Synthesizing Evidence for Decision Makers Page 7 of 8


https://www.cochrane.org/authors/handbooks-and-manuals/handbook/current/chapter-12
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11534620/
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.4073/csr.2006.12

Week 8 November 17
Overcoming challenges in conducting and using meta-analyses
Role of Artificial Intelligence

An evaluation of DistillerSR’s machine learning-based prioritization tool for title/abstract
screening — impact on reviewer-relevant outcomes,” C. Hamell et al.

https://bmcmedresmethodol.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12874-020-01129-1

The “file drawer” problem and study registration

“Campbell’s Law Explains the Replication Crisis: Pre-Registration Badges Are History
Repeating.” Klonsky, E. D. (2024). Assessment, 32(2), 224-234.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/10731911241253430

“Reporting all results efficiently: A RARE proposal to open up the file drawer,” David D. Laitin
et al.

https://www.pnas.org/doi/full/10.1073/pnas.2106178118

“Challenges and Concerns in the Utilization of Meta-Analysis Software: Navigating the
Landscape of Scientific Synthesis,” Sankalp Yadav

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10906933/pdf/cureus-0016-00000053322 .pdf

Week 9 December 1

Summing up the summing up. What is the right tool for each type of question? How should we
use (and how should we not use) meta-analysis

“When do we need to do meta-analysis!!!.” Kapil D Soni

https://pme.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10488575/

Assignment 3 given, due December 8th by 11:59 pm CT

Final individual/group synthesis project
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