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Department of City and Regional Planning 
 

PLAN 770 Economic Development Policy 
 
Spring 2017 Prof. Nichola Lowe 
Time: T/TH 11-12:15pm Office: 303 New East 
Room: Caldwell - Rm 0208   nlowe@email.unc.edu 
Office hours: by appointment Tel: 843-2319 
Teaching assistant: Katy Lang <katylang@live.unc.edu>  
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This course will introduce students to the field of local economic development policy and 
planning and to commonly-used economic development strategies, from industrial recruitment 
and cluster development to small business assistance and university-led innovation. Course 
readings and related class discussions will provide a general overview of specific strategies and 
expose students to emergent and established debates about their use and implementation. Case 
study analysis will enable students to also consider the particular local context in which these 
strategies are implemented, thus helping students recognize the role local contextual factors can 
play in shaping or hindering conditions for successful strategy use and adaptation. Combined, 
these class activities will help students understand important differences in how communities go 
about developing and implementing economic development strategies and what these differences 
might imply for long-term policy reach and impact. The ultimate goal of this course is to enable 
students to think critically about both merits and limits of individual economic development 
strategies, yet also understand the particular conditions under which certain communities and 
community actors can guide and coordinate strategy use in innovative and more equitable ways.  
 
COURSE FORMAT 
The course operates in a structured seminar format. The first half of the course will briefly 
introduce students to the field of economic development and its intellectual roots and traditions. 
This course, however, is not designed to provide an in-depth review of foundational economic 
development theories. Students are therefore encouraged to take a dedicated economic 
development theory course, such as PLAN 773 Regional Development Seminar, in order to round 
out their understanding of underlying theoretical influences in this field.  
 
The second half of this course, which covers a set of economic development strategies commonly 
pursued in the field, will combine guided classroom discussion of assigned readings, in-class 
activities and in-depth student presentations of case study material. Case studies will enable 
students to consider the particular context, as well as specific challenges, to strategy 
implementation. In addition, this case study component will be structured to encourage students 
to hone their skills in case study research design, writing and analysis.  
 
A maximum level of active participation by students is required.  Please read the assigned 
material and come prepared to contribute to class discussion.  
 
READING 
Readings for the course consist of a set of required readings from a wide range of books, journals, 
newspaper articles and professional reports. The readings for each class are provided in the 
course calendar below. All required readings that do not have listed URL links are posted on 
Sakai.  
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FEEDBACK PARTNER 
I will assign you a feedback partner for the entire semester who will be a resource for early 
feedback on case study development. You will not be graded on your use of this partnership, 
though quality feedback from a partner is likely to reflect in your final case study grade. You 
should view this as a resource and relationship that you can tap for this class and possibly others 
throughout your academic career. You should schedule time to meet with or interact with (by 
email or phone) this person outside of normal class hours. Also be prepared to share a copy of 
your claim/supporting evidence reflection paper with your partner, as well as an early case study 
draft.  
 
In addition to peer feedback, I would strongly encourage you to take advantage of the resources 
provided by the UNC writing center. This is not just for ESL or undergraduate students, but offers 
resources for native English speaking graduate students as well! Information on the UNC writing 
center services is available at: http://writingcenter.unc.edu/ 
 

ASSIGNMENTS AND GRADING  
 

SUBMIT ALL WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS IN ELECTRONIC, MS WORD FORMAT 

TO NLOWE@EMAIL.UNC.EDU  
 
Class Participation (20 percent total: 5 percent attendance + 15 percent in-class 
participation): Each session is more effective as a dialogue rather than lecture. Please complete 
all assigned readings before class and be prepared to contribute! I will reduce attendance grades 
for students who miss class without notifying me in advance. 
 
Analytical case study (80 percent total; see breakdown below): Most of your time this 
semester will be spent researching, writing and editing an analytical case study of an applied 
strategy or economic development challenge. The end result will be a polished 15-18 page 
(double spaced, 12 point font) case study due at the end of the semester (due at start of class on 
Thursday April 20th). [Co-authored reports should be 25-28 pages]. I will work with you to 
identify an appropriate case study topic. Ideally, each case study should be an example of a 
strategy or challenge reviewed in class that has been adopted/targeted by a city, county or 
state/quasi-state economic development agency or partnership. The case study is meant to 
illustrate and illuminate local challenges to strategy implementation, and the steps taken by actors 
or organizations involved to resolve or mitigate these challenges. This is not meant to be a 
structured program evaluation, but rather is meant to draw out what is innovative, unique or 
challenging to strategy implementation within a specific context or institutional setting. You may 
also consider writing a case study that looks closely at a failed attempt at strategy 
implementation; or a missed opportunity for strategic intervention. In this case, the goal would be 
to identify the factors that have undermined strategy success or intervention in that particular 
institutional setting.  
 
To facilitate and guide case study development, we will review key aspects of case study writing 
over the course of the semester, and also look at several examples of existing 
explanatory/analytical cases studies that pertain to economic development policy. You will also 
be given time to present your working case study material in class in order to get feedback on 
how you are framing or analyzing the case and to determine if the evidence you provide is 
sufficiently detailed.  
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To help with case study writing, you are expected to complete the following tasks over the course 
of the semester: 
 

 Weekly interview commitment: In addition to reviewing secondary data sources (i.e., 
newspaper articles, reports, promotional materials, etc.), you are required to interview at least 7 
individuals for your case study during the course of the semester. Starting the week of Feb. 6th, I 
will send out a weekly check sheet to monitor your interview progress. Do not procrastinate! It 
takes considerable time to set up and complete interviews—prepare for delays and last minute 
cancelations. Also, some of your interviewees will have suggestions for others to speak with. 
Getting started early in the semester will give you greater options for identifying the best 
interviewees for the case. Failure to complete 7 interviews will reflect in your final case study 
grade.  

 
 Interpreting the case through two interviews (10 percent): Due before class on Tuesday, 

Feb. 28th. For this written assignment, you will take two of your case study interviews and write 
a 2-3 page double spaced paper. Start by briefly telling me who you interviewed and why they 
were chosen. The paper should focus on the most important thing you learned from these 
interviews. I don’t want a laundry list of everything you learned or a point-by-point summary of 
each interview, but rather an in-depth reflection about how the information gathered from these 
two interviews has helped you analyze or interpret key aspects of your case study. Stylistically I 
find it is better to write up your results thematically using 2 or 3 cross-cutting themes and talk 
about how the interviews, in combination, informed or influenced your thinking about each 
theme. This is preferred to a style where you simply present one interview and its core themes in 
its entirety followed by the other. 
 
Claims and supporting evidence (10 percent): Due before class on Tuesday, March 21st.  
A strong analytical case study involves interpreting evidence in order to support, test or refine a 
central claim or set of nested claims. For this written exercise (2-3 double spaced pages), you will 
be given an opportunity to work through an arguable claim and sort through the evidence you 
have gathered in support of that claim or set of related claims. You must provide at least 3 forms 
of evidence. At least one should be a quote or paraphrased statement from an interview. After 
presenting each piece of evidence, explain in your own words why you think it supports or 
reinforces your main claim or argument. At the end of the assignment, please note any potential 
gaps in evidence (or counterclaims) and outline the research steps you plan to undertake to 
resolve them. I have added a writing resources folder on Sakai that includes on-line and published 
sources describing how to develop an arguable, evidence-supported claim and warrant statement. 
 

 Presentation of case study material (15 percent): You will be asked to give a 10-12 minute 
formal presentation on your case study (your time slot should allow time for questions and 
answers). You will share the class session with 3-4 other students, so use good time management. 
I expect you to be well-prepared (i.e., be sure to rehearse your talk! Perhaps do a practice run 
with your feedback partner) and to give a polished presentation on the case study material you 
have gathered to date. Obviously, those presenting earlier in the semester will have significantly 
less material to share. In this case, use the presentation time as an opportunity to talk about what 
you know from secondary data sources or from exploratory interviews, begin framing the case 
and talk about the steps you are taking to build the case study and fill in gaps. All presenters are 
encouraged to include a section describing any difficulties encountered with case study 
development, be they related to research or to writing/framing activities. The goal is to both 
educate your classmates on an applied strategy, but also use this presentation to get detailed 
feedback and guidance for your case study design and write-up.  
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You do not need to use PowerPoint, though some kind of visual aid is required. If you do not use 
PowerPoint, then plan to provide a detailed handout on the case (one sheet, two sides if 
necessary). 
 
I will use a presentation evaluation form, available on Sakai, to determine your grade and provide 
feedback.  
 
Your feedback partner will also be asked to complete a peer evaluation form and share written, 
constructive comments with you on your presentation style and substance.  
 
Interview accountability (5 points). If you plan to publish, post or publicly share your case 
study, you will need to request IRB approval in advance of publication or posting. This 
institutional review process ensures your research does not violate human ethics standards. If you 
have not done so already, you will first need to complete an on-line human subject training course 
(see training link below). This training is required for students conducting research involving 
interviews, so will likely be required for another project you work on in the future, such as your 
master’s project or a thesis. You only need to complete the training once while at UNC. Prior to 
submitting an IRB application on-line, you should create a basic consent form (samples are 
available through the IRB website, though you can customize your own); an interview guide (aim 
for 10-12 motivating questions); an introductory script (a few paragraphs which you will read or 
email to potential interviewees when you first establish contact). Allow at least 2 weeks for 
approval and expect at least one round of minor revisions. I would recommend submitting your 
IRB application by mid-February at the latest to ensure timing review. If there are no anticipated 
risks for interviewees, you may submit an IRB application requesting an exemption.  
 
Training: https://www.citiprogram.org/ 
On-line IRB submission: http://research.unc.edu/offices/human-research-ethics/online-
submission/index.htm 
 
Regardless of whether you plan to make your case public, I ask that you also send all 
interviewees any quotes or paraphrased statements you wish to include in your case study. You 
do not need to send them your full case study draft for review, but rather send ONLY the relevant 
sections where their quotes or interviews are referenced. Please give them at least one week to 
review the material and note any factual errors or corrections. Please blind copy me on your 
emails so I can credit you (5) points towards your final grade.  
 

 Final case study (40 percent): A first full draft of your case study must be shared with your 
feedback partner by the start of class on Thursday April 6th. They have one week to read the 
document and provide you with written suggestions/feedback. A complete case, final version of 
your case study is due to me by the start of class on Thursday April 20st. Please print out a hard 
copy and also send me an electronic version in MS Word format. 
 
POLICY FOR LATE ASSIGNMENTS: Please note that I will downgrade assignments a half 
letter grade for each late day. Exceptions will be made in the case of a medical or family 
emergency. 


