Autumn Quarter 2026

PPHA 407 — Early Childhood: Human Capital Development and Public Policy
Monday & Wednesday, 10:30-11:50 a.m. | Room TBA

PBPL 25120 — Child Development and Public Policy
Monday & Wednesday, 1:30-2:50 p.m. | Room TBA

Instructor: Professor Ariel Kalil (akalil@uchicago.edu), Harris School of Public Policy Studies

Professor Office Hours: Wednesdays 3:00—4:30 p.m. or by appointment. Office hours are on Zoom —
check Canvas for the Zoom link and use the sign-up sheet to reserve a 15-minute slot. Weekly sign-up
closes at the start of Wednesday's class.

Teaching Assistants: Noah Liu (noahliuhx@uchicago.edu) and Zainab Khokha
(zkhokha@uchicago.edu)

TA Office Hours: TBA. Office hours are on Zoom — check Canvas for the Zoom link and use the sign-
up sheet to reserve a 15-minute slot.

Course Description

This course offers an introductory overview of the contexts that shape early childhood development,
particularly for children growing up in challenging circumstances. The interdisciplinary course draws on
evidence from psychology, economics, sociology, neuroscience, and public policy. We will explore how
public policies can lay the groundwork for promoting equality of opportunity, reducing social class
disparities in life outcomes, building human capital, fostering economic growth, and generating positive
social change.

The organizing question of the course is: what works, what doesn't, and how would we know? Much
early childhood policy rests on evidence that turns out to be fragile. We will take that evidence
seriously. Along the way, we will review whether the environments of children's development are open
to public policy intervention at all and analyze the costs and benefits of competing policy approaches.
Among other topics, we will study childhood poverty, the effects of parenting and the home
environment, parental leave, early childhood care and education, and technology-based interventions.

Questions to Motivate Your Thinking and Class Participation

Theory. How should we evaluate the potential impact and effectiveness of investments in children's
home environments versus interventions in out-of-home settings? Should programs be targeted or
universal?

Research Design. What do we learn from a randomized trial? What other kinds of research designs can,
or should, we employ? When a well-known finding is overturned, what does that tell us about the
original design?

Data. What are the most effective ways to measure parenting, school environments, and children's skill
development? Does it matter whether an outcome is parent-reported or directly assessed?



Relevance. Are the estimates policy-relevant? Can we derive actionable insights from the results? Are
the programs easily scalable?

Course Format

Classes will be a mix of lecture and discussion focused on topics presented in the readings. You are
highly encouraged to participate. You will get more out of the material the more you try to apply it to
the topics that interest you.

Course Materials

All course materials are posted on Canvas. The “Modules” section of Canvas serves as a dynamic
version of this syllabus and includes direct links to readings and PDFs. Complete all required readings
before class. Class time is spent discussing and critiquing them. For each reading, you should be able to
answer: What theory is being presented? What are the main findings? How do they connect to public
policy?

Book

Doepke, M. & Zilibotti, F. (2019). Love, Money, and Parenting: How Economics Explains the Way We Raise Our
Kids. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. (PDF posted on Canvas, or purchase a hard copy for yourself.)

Overview of Assignments and Grading

Assessment Points % of Grade
Weekly Quizzes (best 5 of 8) 20 20%
Exam I — Monday, October 26 (in class) 25 25%
Exam Il — Wednesday, November 18 (in class) 25 25%
Pitch & Pushback Challenge (out of class) 20 20%
Final Exam — Finals Week, week of December 7 (TBA) 10 10%
Total 100 100%

Grading Scale: A 93-100; A- 90-92; B+ 87-89; B 83-86; B- 80-82; C+ 77-79; C 73-76; C- 70-72; F
<70

THIS CLASS MUST BE TAKEN FOR A LETTER GRADE. IT MAY NOT BE TAKEN PASS/FAIL

I. Weekly Quizzes (20 points total)
e Eight multiple-choice questions administered on Canvas at the start of class, each worth half a point (4
points per quiz).

e The quiz window is open for the first ten minutes of class: 10:30-10:40 a.m. for PPHA 407 and 1:30-1:40
p.m. for PBPL 25120. If you are late to class, it cuts into your available time to complete the quiz.



e Each quiz covers the reading assigned for that day. Your eight questions are drawn at random from a
larger Canvas question bank.

e Eight quizzes will be given over the course of the quarter; your best five count toward your grade.

e There are no make-ups, and none are needed. The drop policy accommodates approved absences and
illness.

e Quiz dates are not announced in advance. No quizzes are given during Weeks 1 and 2 (shopping
period) or on exam days. Beginning in Week 3, a quiz may be given on any class day. Come to every
class having done the reading.

Quizzes are the one exception to the device policy below. Close your laptop after the quiz window ends.

I1. Exams (60 points total)

There are two in-class exams and a final exam during finals week. Each exam is completed on your
laptop and uploaded to Canvas at the end of the exam period or written by hand on paper if you prefer.
Exams include a mix of short-answer/definition questions and essay prompts. You may bring one single-
sided sheet of paper (8.5 x 11 inches) as a “cheat sheet.” You may not consult any other materials on
your laptop or the internet. Students who violate this policy will receive a failing grade for the course.
Exams are not cumulative — each one covers only the sections listed below.

e Exam | (25 points) — Monday, October 26, in class. Covers Sections | through IIl.
e Exam Il (25 points) — Wednesday, November 18, in class. Covers Sections IV and V.

e Final Exam (10 points) — Finals Week, the week of December 7. The date and time reserved for our
class final will be announced on Canvas as soon as it is available. Covers Sections VI and VII; shorter
than the other two exams and weighted accordingly.

II1. Pitch & Pushback: A Policy Challenge on Disadvantaged Children (20 points)

This out-of-class oral exam simulates a real-world policy debate. Working in pairs, you will take turns
pitching a policy designed to improve the life chances of disadvantaged children. Your partner will push
back with a critique, and you will defend your idea. Then you switch roles. The exercise is meant to be
lively, interactive, and fun, and to sharpen your skills in persuasion, critical thinking, and application of
course material. You will record yourself on your phone and upload your videos to Canvas.

Important: Failure to complete any element of the Pitch & Pushback videos on time will result in zero
credit for the entire assignment.

Format

e Pitch (2—3 minutes): present a clear, evidence-based policy pitch rooted in course readings and lectures.
e Rebuttal (2—3 minutes): your partner challenges your idea with thoughtful, evidence-based critiques.

e Defense & wrap-up (2 minutes): respond to the critique, strengthen your case, and acknowledge trade-
offs.

e Role reversal: you both pitch and both rebut. The two tracks run simultaneously.

Timeline

e Wednesday, November 18 — full instructions distributed in class.

e Thanksgiving Break, November 23—27 — nothing is due. Optional preparation time if you want it.



e Monday, November 30 — partner pairings announced.
e Wednesday, December 2, 9:00 p.m. — both partners upload Policy Pitch videos to Canvas.

e Friday, December 4, 9:00 p.m. — both partners upload Rebuttal videos, responding to the partner's
pitch.

e Sunday, December 6, 9:00 p.m. — both partners upload Defense videos, responding to the partner's
rebuttal.

You do not need to know your partner to prepare your pitch — the pairing matters only for the rebuttal,
which is not due until December 4. You will have full instructions on November 18 and can draft and
record your pitch over Thanksgiving Break if you prefer. If you would rather not work over the break,
Monday, November 30 through Wednesday, December 2 is enough time. The entire exercise closes
before Finals Week begins.

Policy on Late Assignments and Exams
e Submitted up to 1 hour late: loses half a grade.
e Submitted 1-12 hours late: loses one full grade.

e More than 12 hours late: not accepted.

Course Policies

Attendance

Missing class is disadvantageous to your learning. Class time is your opportunity to ask questions and
have them answered, and the ideas we discuss and debate in class are reflected on the exams. Quizzes
are unannounced and cannot be made up. That said, please do not attend class if you are very ill. You
will not be penalized for illness so long as you inform your TA prior to class. If there are extenuating
circumstances, such as a death in the family or an ongoing illness, that will cause you to miss class for
an extended period, please contact your TA and me.

Laptops, Tablets & Cell Phones

Except during the Canvas quiz window at the start of class, please keep laptops and electronic devices
silenced, put away, and out of sight. The research is clear: distractions and attempted multitasking are
detrimental to your ability to pay attention and retain information. Plan to take notes longhand on paper.
Empirical research has also shown that laptop multitasking creates a distracting classroom environment
for others.

Gingerich, A. C., & Lineweaver, T. T. (2014). OMG! Texting in class = U fail :( Empirical evidence that text
messaging during class disrupts comprehension. Teaching of Psychology, 41, 44-51.

Mueller, P. A., & Oppenheimer, D. M. (2014). The pen is mightier than the keyboard: Advantages of longhand over
laptop note taking. Psychological Science, 25, 1159-1168.

Sana, F., Weston, T., & Cepeda, N. J. (2013). Laptop multitasking hinders classroom learning for both users and nearby
peers. Computers and Education, 62, 24-31.
Academic Dishonesty

All students are expected to uphold the highest standards of academic integrity and honesty and comply
with the Harris Academic Integrity Policy. All suspected academic dishonesty will be referred to the



Dean of Students for disciplinary action. Academic dishonesty on any exam results in a failing grade for
the course. Regarding the quiz policy of dropping lowest scores, academic dishonesty scores are not
eligible to be dropped.

Communication

Announcements to the class will be sent via Canvas. If you have substantive questions that require more
than a few sentences in response, please attend office hours or make an appointment. For other matters,
please allow up to 24 hours for an email response.

Accommodations for Disabilities

If you require accommodations for this course, please bring a copy of your Accommodation
Determination Letter (provided by the Student Disability Services office) to me as soon as possible so
that we may discuss how your accommodations will be implemented. The University of Chicago is
committed to ensuring the full participation of all students in its programs. To receive reasonable
accommodation, you must be appropriately registered with Student Disability Services. Contact the
office at 773-702-6000 / TTY 773-795-1186 or disabilities@uchicago.edu, or visit
disabilities.uchicago.edu. Student Disability Services is located at 5501 S. Ellis Avenue.

Accommodations for Religious Observances

Students must inform the TA and me in writing of the need to observe a religious holiday reasonably
well in advance of the absence, preferably at the beginning of the quarter. As with any absence, it is your
responsibility to catch up on material discussed and assignments given during the missed class period.

Schedule of Class Meetings and Readings

Read all assigned materials before class.

I. Introduction: What Works, What Doesn’t, and How Would We Know?

Monday, September 28 — Orientation to the course; defining skills
Attanasio, O. (2026). The first 1,000 days and beyond: The process of child development. NBER Working Paper
34651. https://www.nber.org/papers/w34651

Heckman, J. & Rubinstein, Y. (2001). The importance of noncognitive skills: Lessons from the GED testing program.
American Economic Review, 91(2), 145-149.

Knudsen, E. I., Heckman, J. J., Cameron, J. L., & Shonkoff, J. P. (2006). Economic, neurobiological, and behavioral
perspectives on building America’s future workforce. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences,
103(27), 10155-10162.

Gill, D. & Prowse, V. (2024). The creativity premium: Exploring the link between childhood creativity and life
outcomes. Journal of Political Economy Microeconomics, 2(3), 495-526.

Wednesday, September 30 — Inequality of opportunity and the logic of intervention

Ceci, S. J., & Papierno, P. B. (2005). The rhetoric and reality of gap closing: When the “Have-Nots” gain but the
“Haves” gain even more. American Psychologist, 60(2), 149—-160.



The Executive Office of the President, Council of Economic Advisers (2016). Economic Report of the President,
Chapter 4: “Inequality in Early Childhood and Effective Policy Interventions” (read only pp. 153-206).

Tyson, L. (2012, September 21). Income inequality and educational opportunity. New York Times.
https://economix.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/09/21/income-inequality-and-educational-opportunity/

Watch: Matthias Doepke “Parenting in the Age of Inequality” on YouTube (February 14, 2020 (about 80 minutes)):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0qIxaA42J8w

II. Poverty, Income, and Child Development

Monday, October 5 — Poverty: Measurement and mechanisms
Mani, A., Mullainathan, S., Shafir, E., & Zhao, J. (2013). Poverty impedes cognitive function. Science, 341, 976-979.
Coy, P. (2023, September 11). The unfinished pursuit of a better poverty measure. New York Times.

Watch: Steven Durlauf INET series on “The Economics of Childhood,” episodes 1-6 (about 80 minutes total).
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLmtuEaMvhDZYW_06YE8nKLN2406BBIyft

Wednesday, October 7— Early life experiences and their effect on skill development
Thompson, R. (2014, Spring). Stress and child development. The Future of Children, 24(1), 41-59.

Watts, T., Duncan, G., & Quan, H. (2018). Revisiting the marshmallow test: A conceptual replication investigating
links between early delay of gratification and later outcomes. Psychological Science, 29(7), 1159-1177.

Whitaker, A., Yoo, P., Vandell, D., Duncan, G., & Burchinal, M. (2023). Predicting adolescent and young adult
outcomes from emotional support and cognitive stimulation offered by preschool-age home and early care and
education settings. Developmental Psychology, 59(12), 2189-2203.

Monday, October 12 — Does changing income in early life change child skill?

Mayer, S. E. (2010, Winter). Revisiting an old question: How much does parental income affect child outcomes?
Institute for Research on Poverty, University of Wisconsin—Madison, Focus, 27(2).

Kearney, M. & Mogstad, M. (2019, November 21). Universal Basic Income (UBI) as a policy response to current
challenges. Aspen Institute Economic Strategy Group.

Noble, K., et al. (2025). The effect of a monthly unconditional cash transfer on children’s development at four years of
age. NBER Working Paper 33844.

Krause, P. K., Rhodes, E., Miller, S., Bartik, A. W., Broockman, D. E., & Vivalt, E. (2025, July). The impact of
unconditional cash transfers on parenting and children. NBER Working Paper 34040.

Piper, K. (2025, August 19). Giving people money helped less than I thought it would. The Argument.

Listen: “The Daily” with Jason DeParle (2025, August 6), on cash payments to poor children.
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/08/06/podcasts/the-daily/cash-payments-poor-kids-study.html

III. Parenting and the Home Environment

Wednesday, October 14 — Parental inputs and how they matter for child skill development

Guryan, J., Hurst, E., & Kearney, M. (2008). Parental education and parental time with children. Journal of Economic
Perspectives, 22, 23-46.

Schaub, M. (2010). Parenting for cognitive development from 1950 to 2000: The institutionalization of mass education
and the social construction of parenting in the United States. Sociology of Education, 83(1), 46—66.



Kalil, A. & Ryan, R. (2020). Parenting practices and socioeconomic gaps in childhood outcomes. The Future of
Children, 30(1), 29-54.

Doepke & Zilibotti, Love, Money, and Parenting, Chapter 1.

Listen: James Heckman and Jorge Luis Garcia (2023, August 11). “Parenting is the key to early development and social
mobility” 56 minutes). https://www.buzzsprout.com/2148289/13389213

Monday, October 19 — Why do parents differ in what they do?

Kalil, A., Mayer, S. E., Delgado, W., & Gennetian, L. (2024). Education gradients in parental time investment and
subjective well-being. Review of Economics of the Household.

Silverman, D., Hernandez, 1., Schneider, M., Ryan, R., Kalil, A., & Destin, M. (2024). Economic mobility and parents’
opportunity hoarding. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 121(37), €2407230121.

Doepke & Zilibotti, Love, Money, and Parenting, Chapters 4 and 6.
The Economist (2020, October 3). Working-class parents are becoming more like middle-class ones.

Listen: Emily Oster (2024, September 18). “Are we over-parenting our kids?” (47 minutes).
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/ep-1-are-we-over-parenting-our-kids/id1766973918

Wednesday, October 21 — How can interventions change what parents do?

Aurino, E. & Wolf, S. (2024). A smart buy for all? Unequal and unintended consequences of a messaging program for
child education. UB Economics Working Paper E24/461.

Portilla, X., Faucetta, K., Saunders, K., & Taub, A. (2025). Beyond the early years: The long-term effects of home
visiting on mothers, families, and children. Results from the Mother and Infant Home Visiting Program
Evaluation (MIHOPE). OPRE Report 2025-052. Read Executive Summary only.

Dupas, P., Falezan, C., Jayachandran, S. & Walsh, M. (2025). Informing mothers about the benefits of conversing with
infants: Experimental evidence from Ghana. American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, 17(2), 388—417.

Talbot, M. (2015, January 12). The talking cure. The New Y orker.

EXAM I — Monday, October 26, in class

IV. Family Structure and Marriage Policy

Wednesday, October 28 — Changing demographics of family structure

Bertrand, M. & Pan, J. (2013). The trouble with boys: Social influences and the gender gap in disruptive behavior.
American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 5(1), 32—64.

Jencks, C. & McLanahan, S. (2015). Was Moynihan right? What happens to children of unmarried mothers. Education
Next, 15(2).

Wolfe, R. (2025, September 20). Why marriage is increasingly for the affluent. Wall Street Journal.

Cohen, P. (2026, February 6). I was on Emily Oster’s podcast about marriage and didn’t even know it.
https://familyinequality.wordpress.com/2026/02/06/

Watch: David Brooks, “How the nuclear family broke down,” The Atlantic (2020, February 10, about 5 minutes).
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sd9d5z7idyQ

Watch: Melissa Kearney, “The importance of the two-parent home™ (2023, September 26, about 60 minutes).
https://www .aei.org/events/the-two-parent-privilege-a-book-event-with-melissa-kearney

Monday, November 2 — Public policy and family structure



Edin, K. & Kefalas, M. (2005). Unmarried with children. Contexts, 4(2), 16-22.

Furstenberg, F. F., & Amato, P. R. (2007). Should government promote marriage? [with response]. Journal of Policy
Analysis and Management, 26(4), 956-963.

Schneider, D. (2015). Lessons learned from non-marriage experiments. The Future of Children, 25(2), 155-178.
Haskins, R. (2014, Spring). Marriage, parenthood, and public policy. National Affairs, 55-72.

Kalil, A. (2024, April 25). Multigenerational households are key to better support for children of single mothers.
Chicago Tribune.

V. Care Policy: Parental Leave, Childcare, and Early Education

Wednesday, November 4 — Parental leave: mothers, fathers, and children

Rossin-Slater, M. & Stearns, J. (2020, Fall). Time on with baby and time off from work. The Future of Children, 30(2),
35-51.

Carneiro, P., Loken, K. V., & Salvanes, K. G. (2015). A flying start? Maternity leave benefits and long-run outcomes
of children. Journal of Political Economy, 123(2), 365—412.

Lillebg, O. S., Markussen, S., Reed, K., & Zhao, X. (2024). Not a flying start after all? A comment. Journal of Political
Economy, 132(12).

Carneiro, P., Loken, K. V., & Salvanes, K. G. (2024). Still flying: Reply to “Not a flying start after all?”” Journal of
Political Economy, 132(12).

Fontenay, S. & Gonzilez, L. (2025). Can public policies break the gender mold? Evidence from paternity leave
reforms. Barcelona School of Economics Working Paper 1422 (February 2024, revised August 2025).

Monday, November 9 — Early childhood care and education

Wrigley, J. (1989). Different care for different kids: Social class and child care policy. Educational Policy, 3(4), 421—
439.

Gensowski, M., Landersg, R., Dale, P., Hgjen, A., Justice, L., & Bleses, D. (2024). Public and parental investments,
and children’s skill formation. IZA DP No. 16956.

Herbst, C. M. (2025). The declining relative quality of the child care workforce. Economics of Education Review, 109,
102726.

Baker, M., Gruber, J., & Milligan, K. (2026, July). Investing in mothers? The long-run impact of a universal child care
program on maternal work and income. NBER Working Paper 35514.

Sojourner, A. (2024, April 29). A promise not kept: Early childhood education and development. Milken Institute
Review.

Winter, J. (2025, May 10). Can Head Start survive the MAGA era? The New Yorker.

Wednesday, November 11 — Targeted programs: Head Start and Perry pre-K

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2010, January). Head Start Impact Study: Final report. Read
Executive Summary only.

Kline, P. & Walters, C. (2016). Evaluating public programs with close substitutes: The case of Head Start. Quarterly
Journal of Economics, 131(4), 1795-1848.

Garcia, J. L., Heckman, J. J., & Ronda, V. (2023). The lasting effects of early-childhood education on promoting the
skills and social mobility of disadvantaged African Americans and their children. Journal of Political Economy,
131(6), 1477-1506.



Burchinal, M., Whittaker, A., et al. (2024, May). Unsettled science on longer-run effects of early education. Science,
384(6695), 506-508.

Garcia, J. L. & Heckman, J. J. (2024). “Unsettled science on longer-run effects of early education”: A response. HCEO
Working Paper 2024-012, University of Chicago.

Schanzenbach, D. W. (2025, May). Head Start is vital to Chicago’s children, families, and communities. Data Brief.
Institute for Policy Research, Northwestern University.

Monday, November 16 — Universal pre-K: Effects on parents and children

Durkin, K., Lipsey, M. W., Farran, D. C., & Wiesen, S. E. (2022). Effects of a statewide pre-kindergarten program on
children’s achievement and behavior through sixth grade. Developmental Psychology, 58(3), 470—484.

Gray-Lobe, G., Pathak, P., & Walters, C. (2023). The long-term effects of universal pre-K in Boston. Quarterly Journal
of Economics, 138(1), 363—411.

Humphries, J. E., Neilson, C., Ye, X., & Zimmerman, S. D. (2024). Parents’ earnings and the returns to universal pre-
kindergarten. NBER Working Paper 33038.

Sandner, M., Thomsen, S. L., & Gonzalez, L. (2024). Preventing child maltreatment: Beneficial side effects of public
childcare. The Economic Journal, ueac070.

Haspel, E. (2025, October 28). New Mexico’s free-child-care gamble. The Atlantic.

EXAM II — Wednesday, November 18, in class

Pitch & Pushback instructions distributed on November 18. Partner pairings announced on November 30.

Thanksgiving Break — November 23-27. No class.

VI. Technology and Behavioral Science

Monday, November 30 — Behavioral insights and technology-based interventions

Mayer, S., Kalil, A., Oreopoulos, P., & Gallegos, S. (2019). Using behavioral insights to increase parental engagement:
The Parents and Children Together (PACT) intervention. Journal of Human Resources, 54, 900-925.

Kalil, A., Mayer, S., & Gallegos, S. (2019). Using behavioral insights to increase attendance at subsidized preschool
programs: The Show Up to Grow Up intervention. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes.

Liu, L. & Kalil, A. (2025). Chat2Learn: A proof-of-concept evaluation of a technology-based tool to enhance parent-
child language interaction. BFI Working Paper.

Jaggi, L., Hartinger, S. M., Fink, G., McCoy, D. C,, et al. (2025). Parenting in the digital age: A scoping review of
digital early childhood parenting interventions in low- and middle-income countries. Public Health Reviews.

Rosenberg, T. (2019, February 4). When it’s hard to make ends meet, can smart apps help? New York Times.

VII. The Comparative View: What Other Rich Countries Do

Wednesday, December 2 — What other rich countries do, and what they get

Olivetti, C. & Petrongolo, B. (2017). The economic consequences of family policies: Lessons from a century of
legislation in high-income countries. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 31(1), 205-230.

Briselli, G. & Gonzalez, L. (2025, August). Are men’s attitudes holding back fertility and women’s careers? Evidence
from Europe. Barcelona School of Economics Working Paper 1506.



Berger, L. M., Panico, L., & Solaz, A. (2026). Can early universal preschool reduce socioeconomic inequalities in child
development? The role of duration and intensity of preschool attendance in the French birth cohort, Elfe. Early
Childhood Research Quarterly, 76, 272-286.

Dew, B. (2026, May). The US—Nordic childcare gap: Why the US has a childcare gap, who absorbs it, and what a
public system would cost. People’s Policy Project.

FINAL EXAM — Finals Week, the week of December 7. Date and time TBA.
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