Sabbatical Report
Big Data and the Social Good
Todd Myers — Fall 2023

Abstract

The following report summarizes a few of my interactions during my sabbatical studying Big Data
and the Social Good over the Fall Semester of 2023. My studies involved me interacting with scholars,
leaders of think tanks, and revisiting my past interactions with scholarly friends and mentors. The
selection of this focus for my sabbatical was fortuitous given that developments in artificial generative
intelligence are expanding our capabilities to manage large amounts of data to gain key insights into
the domains of public policy.

Break throughs in machine learning and statistical techniques that enable us to manage deeper and
wider sets of data than we previously could, has given us insight into what sorts of actions and
conditions will be most likely to yield desired public policy outcomes. From examining the importance
of the quality of elementary school teachers on future student earnings to the effectiveness of moving
to opportunity hubs on the future earning potential of young children, we are identifying where limited
funds can best be placed to maximize desired outcomes. Big data may even be able to help us to select
policies that promote human well-being.

The promises of big data are checked by how the heavily fit models can deteriorate rapidly with the
passing of time, leading to wasting scarce funds if conditions that a policy creates offset the previously
beneficial effects identified by big data tools. The cost of creating data generating capabilities to make
the world legible to big data tools can be substantial. Human judgement remains an important
component in the search for the social good. Data can challenge both conservative and progressive
biases, and the power of data tools is unlikely to eclipse the contested nature of the social good and
who is to be included in the consideration of that good. If a contested domestic space was not
sufficiently challenging, the complexities of a global environment make defining the social good
substantially more difficult.

Despite the above caveats, big data and other quantitative tools give us the opportunity to see
what has worked in the past and what may likely work in the future. By becoming an educational
ambassador with the Council Foreign Relations and in my role as a teacher at Grossmont College and
San Diego State University, | hope to be able to cultivate the critical skills in my students that are
essential for navigating a world of complexity in a way that marginally improves that world. The time
reviewing and building this material into my courses have made me poignantly aware the effort it takes
to remain critically engaged with a changing world.



What Was Accomplished

Incorporated materials from Raj Chetty’s Opportunity Insights website into my
macroeconomic principles course.

Incorporated materials from Abhijit V. Banerjee and Esther Duflo’s research into my
introduction to international relations course.

Read widely in materials dealing with big data, the social good, and artificial intelligence.
The bibliography for the readings is listed at the end of this document.

Taught courses in the History of Economic Thought, Macroeconomic Principles, and
Writing for Economists.

Identified numerous topics that can be seamlessly incorporated into existing courses to
help students understand important topics in the fields of political science and
economics.

Joined the Council of Foreign Relations as an Educational Ambassador to act as an
advocate for civic literacy and American foreign policy.

Reviewed a wide range of current economic research brought to SDSU by the Center for
Health Economics and Policy Studies.

Honored the passing of one mentor and rekindled the relationship with another mentor
helping me to reflect upon my earlier efforts in life working in economic development.

Reflected upon the complexity of today’s political climate and the challenges politics
pose for the search for knowledge about political things.

Implications for the Individual

1.

My knowledge about big data and the social good has been expanded offering me
greater choices of material to utilize in curriculum, public speaking, and research.
Reflective distance from ordinary teaching activities enabled me to recharge with new
knowledge and recover from the administrative tasks associated with ordinary teaching.
Connections with others will enable me to grow intellectually and develop networks that
will afford future development opportunities.

Intense study of big data and the social good has made me aware of a wide range of
issues and information dealing with public policy that will make me a more effective
educator promoting civic literacy.



Implications for the District

1. The district will have a better teacher who is more knowledgeable, rested and prepared
to execute the administrative and qualitative work of a teacher. Teacher burnout is
avoided.

2. The district gains the prestige of allowing its faculty to undertake work with a wide range
of actors involved in executing public policy and studying the implications of various
policies. Our educational institution gains the reputation for dispensing the most current
and relevant knowledge.

3. The district gains publicity by having its faculty present in other venues.

4. The district improves its performance on a wide range of indicators by having faculty
members better able to execute their roles as street level bureaucrats who have a more
strategic vision of the college through the sabbatical process.

Contribution to the Educational Goals of the District

1. Greater knowledge about big data, the social good, artificial intelligence, and the political
climate that surrounds their development will make certain that the district contributes to
the awareness of an informed citizenry, a vital part of its mission.

2. Greater subject matter expertise for faculty members provides an exceptional learning
environment to promote student success.

3. Scientific literacy is essential to the success of all contemporary institutions.

4. Allowing employees to take sabbaticals enables employees to pursue professional
development that empowers the employee to grow in the direction the employee
chooses. This sort of freedom is key to employee success.
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