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Welcome to my class!  The purpose of this course is to provide students with a grounding in how 
economists think about a variety of important issues in higher education. We will explore the 
basic economic foundations of individual decision-making and discuss the ways in which 
economists hypothesize that individuals respond to the incentives embedded within social 
policies.  We will pay particular attention to the nature and detail of higher education as it exists 
in the United States, and use economic analysis to predict how these policies might influence 
educational outcomes and behavior.  This class is an introduction to the theoretical and empirical 
tools of economic policy analysis, and we will read and discuss scholarly articles written by 
Ph.D. economists for Ph.D. economists. I hope that by the end of the course students will 
understand the logic behind the theoretical frameworks economists bring to their analyses of 
higher education issues. You need not be convinced that these frameworks are the only ones that 
could be applied to program analysis. But you should understand them sufficiently to be able to 
begin to analyze a higher education issue in the way that an economist would.   
 
Rather than teaching classes on an economic subject-by-subject basis, I will introduce economic 
concepts through the context of specific questions in higher education.  The classes will be a 
combination of lecture and discussion. While the language of professional economics is 
mathematics, I will teach this class with the least amount of mathematics possible, focusing 
instead on the intuition behind the economic reasoning.  
 
Reading economics journal articles: A central focus of our class involves the interpretation of 
empirical evidence to determine the degree to which maintained hypotheses and economic 
reasoning turn out to be valid. Therefore, as mentioned above, we’ll read papers by Ph.D. 
economists for Ph.D. economists. I don’t expect you to absorb every detail of the papers we read 
– that would usually require advanced graduate work to do. But you should plan to spend at least 
20 minutes reading each paper, and you should come away from each paper with a sense of how 
to answer the following questions:  
 
(1) What is the specific research question being addressed, or the hypothesis being tested? 
 
(2) What are the methods that the authors are using to address the research question? (I want you 
to be able to verbally, not mathematically, explain this.) 
 
(3) What do the authors do to convince the reader that their causal claims are valid? 
 
(4) What data do the authors use to address their research questions? 



 
Course grades 
 
Course grades will be based on (1) a midterm exam (20%) and a cumulative final exam (25%); 
(2) a group proposal paper due at the beginning of class on May 29 (35%); (3) your group 
proposal presentation on either May 29 or June 3 (15%); and (4) quality of contributions to class 
discussion (5%). 
 
Note that if you score better on the final exam than on the midterm exam, the weight of the 
midterm exam on your course grade will fall to 10% and the weight of the final exam on your 
course grade will increase to 35%.  
 
Exams: The exams will be essay-based, cumulative, and open-notes (you may bring up to three 
sheets of paper -- front and back -- of notes that you prepare yourself.) The midterm exam will 
be held during the class period on Wednesday, May 8, and the final exam will be held during the 
Registrar-scheduled final exam time (June 12, 3-5pm). 
 
Group proposal paper and presentation: A large fraction of your course grade (50%) will be 
based on a group project in which you will propose some innovation to Northwestern University 
and use economic arguments to describe the potential benefits and costs of such a proposal. You 
will be expected to describe the possible evidence you would need to know in order to address 
the benefits and costs of your proposal, and to identify and discuss the available empirical 
evidence elements of the benefits and costs of your proposal. The innovation to Northwestern 
could be on any subject you desire – from curricular to residential life to admissions to 
financial aid, and do on. Your grade is based only on the thoughtfulness of your analysis – 
its workability at Northwestern is not a determinant of your grade (though it would of 
course be wonderful if you came up with terrific innovative ideas for helping Northwestern 
get better!) 
 
The paper need not be long – 10-15 pages might be enough – but it needs to be long enough to 
clearly describe your proposal, describe a variety of benefits and costs (if you can’t think of at 
least a few costs, you’re not thinking hard enough, because nothing is “free”) of your proposal, 
and describe the types of empirical evidence you’d expect that the President, Provost, Dean, or 
Vice President (as the case warrants) would want to know before acting on your proposal. The 
paper is due at the beginning of class on May 29. 
 
The presentation will be 30 minutes long. You should prepare a 15 minute summary of the key 
elements of your proposal and the remainder will be Q+A with the rest of the class. I expect the 
rest of the class to be engaged in the discussion of the proposals. 
 
Each member of the group will privately evaluate the other group members’ contributions to the 
paper and presentation. Free riders will not get good grades on this assignment. 
 
You will have two intermediate assignments: On April 17 you’ll owe me a simple one paragraph 
summary of your idea for your proposal. This need not be fleshed out, but will give me a chance 
to give you feedback if I think that you need to focus or dramatically rethink your idea.  



 
On May 6 you’ll owe me a one-page summary of your idea for your proposal. This will include a 
first draft of bulleted lists of benefits and costs, from an economic perspective, and some 
thoughts about the types of empirical evidence you’d require to evaluate the benefits and costs of 
your proposal. This won’t be your final thinking – but is a way to make sure that you’re on the 
right track here. 
 
The TAs (Sherry and Will) will be helping to push you to think through your proposals. But 
remember: Your proposal and paper is your work, and not theirs! 
 
Quality of contributions to class discussion  
 
Please talk in class. Please also be respectful to your classmates by allowing everyone a chance 
to speak; listening respectfully and actively; criticizing ideas but not individuals; committing to 
learning rather than debating; avoiding blame, speculation, and inflammatory language; and 
avoiding assumptions about others, especially based on their perceived social group.  
 
Accessibility 
 
Any student requesting accommodations related to a disability or other condition is required to 
register with AccessibleNU (accessiblenu@northwestern.edu; 847-467-5530) and provide me 
with an accommodation notification from AccessibleNU, preferably within the first two weeks 
of class. All information will remain confidential. 
 
Course schedule and readings 
 
Mon April 1: What do universities do? 
 
Wed April 3: Conversation with Professor and President Morton Schapiro 
 
Mon April 8: The university’s “optimization problem” 
 
Wed April 10: How should we measure higher education “quality”? 
David Deming and David Figlio, “Accountability in US education: Applying lessons from K-12 
experience to higher education”, Journal of Economic Perspectives, 2016. 
 
Ronald Ehrenberg, “Reaching for the brass ring: The US News and World Report rankings and 
competition”, Review of Higher Education, 2003. 
 
Mon April 15: Inequality and inefficiency in higher education enrollment 
Raj Chetty, John Friedman, Emmanuel Saez, Nicholas Turner, and Danny Yagan, “Mobility 
report cards: The role of colleges in intergenerational mobility”, NBER working paper 23618, 
2017. 
 
Michael Lovenheim, “The effect of liquid housing wealth on college enrollment”, Journal of 
Labor Economics, 2011. 



 
Michael Lovenheim and Lockwood Reynolds, “The effect of housing wealth on college choice: 
Evidence from the housing boom”, Journal of Human Resources, 2013. 
 
Wed April 17: Economics of financial aid and student debt: Theory 
One paragraph summary of proposal idea due 
 
Mon April 22: NO LECTURE – meet with TAs to discuss projects during class time 
 
Wed April 24: Economics of financial aid and student debt: Evidence 
Eric Bettinger, Bridget Terry Long, Philip Oreopoulos, and Lisa Sanbonmatsu, “The role of 
application assistance and information on college decisions: Results from the H&R Block 
FAFSA experiment”, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 2012. 
 
Sarah Cohodes and Joshua Goodman, “Merit aid, college quality, and college completion: 
Massachusetts’ Adams Scholarship as an in-kind subsidy”, American Economic Journal: 
Applied Economics, 2014. 
 
Susan Dynarski, “Does aid matter? Measuring the effect of student aid on college attendance and 
completion”, American Economic Review, 2003. 
 
Judith Scott-Clayton, “On money and motivation: A quasi-experimental analysis of financial 
incentives for college completion”, Journal of Human Resources, 2011. 
 
Mon April 29: College completion 
Eric Bettinger, “How financial aid affects persistence”, in C. Hoxby, ed., College choices: The 
economics of where to go, when to go, and how to pay for it, University of Chicago Press, 2004. 
 
John Bound, Michael Lovenheim, and Sarah Turner, “Why have college completion rates 
declined? An analysis of changing student preparation and collegiate resources”, American 
Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 2010. 
 
Wed May 1: NO LECTURE – Meet with TAs to discuss projects during class time 
 
Mon May 6: Matching students and colleges 
One-page summary of proposal due 
Eleanor Dillon and Jeffrey Smith, “The consequences of academic match between students and 
colleges”, Journal of Human Resources, forthcoming (use National Bureau of Economic 
Research working paper 25069, 2018). 
 
Mark Long, “Is there a ‘workable’ race-neutral alternative to affirmative action in college 
admissions?” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2015. 
 
Amanda Pallais, “Small differences that matter: Mistakes in applying to college”, Journal of 
Labor Economics, 2015.  
 



Wed May 8: Midterm examination 
 
Mon May 13: Peer effects in higher education 
Scott Carrell, Richard Fullerton, and James West, “Does your cohort matter? Measuring peer 
effects in college achievement”, Journal of Labor Economics, 2009. 
 
Daniel Eisenberg, Ezra Golberstein, and Janis Whitlock, “Peer effects on risky behaviors: New 
evidence from college roommate assignments”, Journal of Health Economics, 2014. 
 
Ralph Stinebrickner and Todd Stinebrickner, “What can be learned about peer effects using 
college roommates? Evidence from new survey data and students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds”, Journal of Public Economics, 2006. 
 
Wed May 15: Staffing the higher education classroom 
Scott Carrell, Marianne Page, and James West, “Sex and science: How professor gender 
perpetuates the gender gap”, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 2010. 
 
David Figlio and Morton Schapiro, “Are great teachers poor scholars?” Brookings Evidence 
Speaks, 2017. 
 
David Figlio, Morton Schapiro, and Kevin Soter, “Are tenure track professors better teachers?” 
Review of Economics and Statistics, 2015. 
 
Florian Hoffmann and Philip Oreopoulos, “Professor qualities and student achievement”, Review 
of Economics and Statistics, 2009. 
 
Mon May 20: Face-to-face vs. online education 
Eric Bettinger, Lindsay Fox, Susanna Loeb, and Eric Taylor, “Virtual classrooms: How online 
college courses affect student success”, American Economic Review, 2017. 
 
David Figlio, Mark Rush, and Lu Yin, “Is it live or is it internet? Experimental estimates of the 
effects of online instruction on student learning”, Journal of Labor Economics, 2013. 
 
Joshua Goodman, Julia Melkers, and Amanda Pallais, “Can online delivery increase access to 
education?” Journal of Labor Economics, 2019. 
 
Cassandra Hart, Elizabeth Friedmann, and Michael Hill, “Online course-taking and student 
outcomes in California community colleges”, Education Finance and Policy, 2018. 
 
Wed May 22: Big-time sports in American universities 
Charles Clotfelter, “Is big-time sports a core university function?”, discussion paper, 2011. 
 
Ozkan Eren and Naci Mocan, “Emotional judges and unlucky juveniles”, American Economic 
Journal: Applied Economics, 2018. 
 



Jason Lindo, Isaac Swensen, and Glen Waddell, “Are big-time sports a threat to student 
achievement?” American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 2012. 
 
Wed May 29: Class presentation of proposals; proposal paper due 

Provost Jonathan Holloway, Vice Provost Jake Julia, and Associate Vice 
President for Organizational Strategy and Change Marianna Kepka 
participate in class 

 
Mon June 3: Class presentations of proposals  

Vice President for Student Affairs Patricia Telles-Irvin (tentative), Vice 
Provost Jake Julia, and Associate Vice President for Organizational Strategy 
and Change Marianna Kepka participate in class  

 
Final examination as scheduled by Registrar (June 12, 3-5pm) 


