
 

Fall 2021 Syllabus 
90-442/90-769: Critical AI Studies for Public Policy 

Mini 2, Fall 2021; Mon/Wed, 10:10-11:30am; HBH 1004 

 

Instructor: 

Dr. Hong Shen (hongs@cs.cmu.edu) 

Office hours: by appointment, Virtual 

 

Course Overview: 

With the rapid development of algorithmic and computing power as well as the tech 

industry’s growing capacity to collect massive data, Artificial Intelligence (AI) techniques 

have increasingly become a ubiquitous part of our everyday lives. These techniques 

impact fields such as communication, healthcare, finance, policing, and workplace 

management. Instead of studying AI as a purely technical subject, in this course, we will 

critically examine the most recent developments and deployments of AI from a social, 

cultural and policy perspective.  Drawing upon real-world cases, this course will 

introduce students to the basic concepts and main topics to think about AI socially, help 

them understand the potential benefits and pitfalls of various contemporary AI 

applications, and think towards future AI systems that can deliver greater social good. 

 

The course will include a mix of lectures, group discussions, guest lectures and small 

group in-class activities. Students will be asked to come to class having carefully read 

the required readings, submit response and discussion questions on Canvas and 

respond to each other. Building on concepts and cases discussed in this class, students 

will also be asked to write two policy memos (one mini, one final) on the topic of their 

choice.  

 

Prior Knowledge: 

No prior knowledge required. 

 

Learning Objectives: 

By the end of this course, you should be able to 

● Analyze the social, cultural and policy dimensions of AI in various social domains 

● Identify potential benefits and pitfalls (e.g. bias) in existing AI applications 

● Develop and write policy memos on AI systems that can yield greater societal 

benefits 

 

Learning Resources: 

No textbook is required. Important learning resources, including readings and copies of 

the lecture notes will be available on Canvas (https://canvas.cmu.edu/). 
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Assignments and grading: 

● 30% class participation 

● 20% response to readings 

● 15% mini memo 

● 35% policy memo 

 

Grading Scale: 

Grade Interpretation Points Graduation Credit 

A+ Exceptional 4.33 Yes 

A Excellent   4.00 Yes 

A‐ Very Good 3.67 Yes 

B+ Good 3.33 Yes 

B Acceptable 3.00 Yes 

B‐ Fair 2.67 Yes 

C+ Poor 2.33 Yes 

C Very Poor 2.00 Yes 

C‐ Minimal Passing 1.67 Yes 

R Failing   0 No 

I Incomplete 0 No 

See the Heinz College Student Handbook for more information 

 

 

 



 

Late submission: 

If an illness or something urgent prevents you from submitting your work, please consult 

the instructor promptly by email. 

  

Academic Integrity: 

Students are expected to understand and comply with Carnegie Mellon University's 

policies regarding Cheating and Plagiarism: 

(http://www.cmu.edu/policies/documents/Cheating.html).  

You are also encouraged to  review the Undergraduate Academic Discipline 

(http://www.cmu.edu/policies/documents/AcadRegs.html);  

and Graduate Academic Discipline 

(http://www.cmu.edu/policies/documents/GradDisc.html).  

If you have any question about whether some activity would constitute cheating, please 

feel free to ask. 

 

Accommodations: 

If you have a disability and are registered with the Office of Disability Resources, we 

encourage you to use their online system to notify the instructors of your 

accommodations and discuss your needs with me as early in the semester as possible. 

I will work with you to ensure that accommodations are provided as appropriate. If you 

suspect that you may have a disability and would benefit from accommodations but are 

not yet registered with the Office of Disability Resources, I encourage you to contact 

them at access@andrew.cmu.edu. 

  

Take Care of Yourself: 

Do your best to maintain a healthy lifestyle this semester by eating well, exercising, 

avoiding drugs and alcohol, getting enough sleep and taking some time to relax. This 

will help you achieve your goals and cope with stress. All of us benefit from support 

during times of struggle. You are not alone. There are many helpful resources available 

on campus and an important part of the college experience is learning how to ask for 

help. Asking for support sooner rather than later is often helpful. If you or anyone you 

know experiences any academic stress, difficult life events, or feelings like anxiety or 

depression, we strongly encourage you to seek support. Counseling and Psychological 

Services (CaPS) is here to help: call 412-268-2922 and visit their website at 

http://www.cmu.edu/counselingLinks to an external site.. Consider reaching out to a 

friend, faculty or family member you trust for help getting connected to the support that 

can help. 
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Diversity Statement: 

Every individual must be treated with respect. The ways we are diverse are many and 

are fundamental to building and maintaining an equitable and an inclusive campus 

community. These include but are not limited to: race, color, national origin, sex, 

disability, age, sexual orientation, gender identity, religion, creed, ancestry, belief, 

veteran status, or genetic information. We at CMU, will work to promote diversity, equity 

and inclusion not only because it is necessary for excellence and innovation, but 

because it is just. Therefore, while we are imperfect, we all need to fully commit to work, 

both inside and outside of our classrooms to increase our commitment to build and 

sustain a campus community that embraces these core values. 

 

It is the responsibility of each of us to create a safer and more inclusive environment. 

Incidents of bias or discrimination, whether intentional or unintentional in their 

occurrence, contribute to creating an unwelcoming environment for individuals and 

groups at the university. If you experience or observe unfair or hostile treatment on the 

basis of identity, we encourage you to speak out for justice and support in the moment 

and/or share your experience using the following resources: 

 

● Center for Student Diversity and Inclusion: csdi@andrew.cmu.edu, (412) 268 - 

2150, www.cmu.edu/student-diversity  

● Report-It online anonymous reporting platform: www.reportit.net username: 

tartans password: plaid 

 

All reports will be acknowledged, documented, and a determination will be made 

regarding a course of action. All experiences shared will be used to transform the 

campus climate to be more equitable and just. 
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