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My research centers on Labor Economics with a specific focus on the Economics of Higher 
Education.  I am particularly interested in how universities make decisions and the implications 
of these decisions for students.  From a policy perspective, it is important to understand these 
“supply side” decisions and their implications so that policymakers can account for the strategic 
responses of universities when evaluating potential policies.  This statement briefly summarizes 
my ongoing research in this area and on other higher education topics. 

The Supply Side of Higher Education 

My job market paper, “What do course offerings reveal about university preferences?” is the first 
attempt to understand how universities decide which courses to offer.  In this paper, I develop a 
method for inferring a university’s preferences for the type of courses students choose and the 
utility students derive from these choices.  The method is based on the idea that offering an 
additional course in a specific field presents a direct cost to a university, makes that field more 
attractive to students, and increases student utility.  This implies there is a direct link between 
course offerings, the number of students choosing courses in each field, and total student utility.  
By inverting this relationship, I show it is possible to solve for parameters which measure how 
much student utility a university is willing to sacrifice to draw more students into certain fields.  

The first step of my method is to estimate the marginal effects of offering additional courses in 
each field on total student utility relative to the cost of offerings these courses.  A university 
which only values student utility will offer courses so that these marginal effects per dollar are 
the same across fields.  As such, differences in these marginal effects per dollar imply a 
university is offering more courses in certain fields and fewer in others relative to the student-
preferred bundle.  Because additional course offerings in a field attract more students to that 
field, the second step of my method uses differences in these marginal effects per dollar to 
quantify how much student utility the university is willing to sacrifice to draw more students into 
certain fields. 

I apply my method using administrative panel data from the University of Central Arkansas 
(UCA) which includes information on course offerings and the corresponding course choices of 
students in each semester.  Estimates suggest UCA is willing to sacrifice student utility to draw 
students away from Humanities and Arts courses and into STEM courses.  To quantify the 
university’s tradeoff, I show that it would take a 16.6% increase in the cost of hiring a STEM 
instructor and a 13.2% decrease in the cost of hiring an instructor in Humanities or Arts to induce 
UCA to offer courses which maximize student utility.  Although a full analysis of mechanisms is 
beyond the scope of this paper, existing literature shows—and naïve regressions in my data 
suggest—that STEM courses involve more effort but have larger future returns than courses in 
other fields.  This suggest UCA may be offering additional STEM courses to adjust for myopic 



behavior of students, to account for incomplete information about heterogeneous labor market 
returns, or to internalize social externalities to STEM education. 

I recently started a related project with Joseph Altonji and Seth Zimmerman titled, “The Labor 
Market Returns to Spending on College Instruction,” which aims to estimate the long-run effects 
of institutional spending per student on the labor market outcomes of students.  We are using 
administrative panel data from the Arkansas Department of Higher Education and Department of 
Workforce Services which links academic data at all public institutions of higher education to 
earnings information from state unemployment insurance filings.  We are currently 
experimenting with various strategies for isolating exogenous variation in spending per student 
including a “cohort crowding” strategy which uses the size of entering cohorts as an instrument 
for spending per student and Bartik style approaches which combine exogenous changes in state 
and federal support for public higher education with measures of each institution’s reliance on 
state and federal funding.  Our results will be useful for evaluating state investments in higher 
education as we will be able to measure the effects of increasing state appropriations on future 
state tax revenue. 

I also have a joint working paper with Thomas Ahn, Peter Arcidiacono, and Amy Hopson titled, 
“Equilibrium Grade Inflation with Implications for Female Interest in STEM majors,” which is 
the first attempt to understand how instructors choose grading policies.  In this paper, we use 
data from the University of Kentucky to estimate an equilibrium model in which instructors 
choose grading policies and students choose courses and study effort given grading policies.  In 
this model, instructors can attract or deter students by setting both baseline grades and returns to 
ability and study effort.  This builds a rich link between the grading policy decisions of 
instructors and the course choices of students. We use estimates of this model to infer what 
instructor preferences over enrollment, learning, and study time best explain why instructors 
chose the grading policies that we estimate. To illustrate the importance of these supply side 
decisions, we show that equalizing grade distributions across classes increases STEM 
enrollment.  The effect is larger for female students because we find that female students value 
grades more and have lower costs of studying than male students. 

Finally, I have a work in progress with Peter Arcidiacono and Arnaud Maurel titled, “Admission 
decisions and University Preferences for Student Body Composition,” which attempts to 
understand how universities make admissions decisions.  In this paper, we use data from the 
University of California to estimate a dynamic model in which universities set admissions 
criteria and students choose where to apply, where to enroll, whether to complete college, and 
which major to complete.  Our goal is to use estimated admissions policies to reveal university 
preferences for student body characteristics such as diversity, expected graduation rate, and 
expected major choices. We plan to use these estimates to understand how universities would 
respond to policies which preclude them from using race in admissions decisions. 

 

 

 



Other Topics in Higher Education  

While my primary research interest is in understanding how universities make decisions and the 
implications of these decisions for students, I have additional work on other higher education 
topics.  First, I have a paper with Andrew De Donato titled, “The effects of Greek affiliation on 
academic performance,” which was published in Economics of Education Review in April, 2017. 
This paper uses data from Duke University and a difference-in-differences approach to estimate 
the effects of joining a fraternity or sorority on academic outcomes.  We find evidence of strong 
negative effects in some periods but smaller effects in others.  We estimate both a ‘partial effect’ 
which controls for changes in course choice behavior and a ‘total effect’ which allows Greek 
affiliation to influence course choice behavior. The difference between these suggests students 
mitigate the negative effects of affiliation by selecting into courses which grade more leniently. 
We also account for substantial censoring of grades and show ignoring censoring leads to severe 
attenuation bias. 

Finally, I have a solo-authored paper titled, “The signal quality of grades across academic 
fields,” which I have been requested to revise by Journal of Applied Econometrics.  This paper 
uses data from Duke University and a Bayesian model of correlated learning to measure 
differences in the capacity of grades in different fields to signal a student’s abilities.  My 
framework assumes there are components of field specific abilities which are initially unknown 
by students and that students learn about these abilities by earning grades.  I allow both the 
certainty of prior beliefs about abilities and the noise in each grade signal to differ across fields 
implying that the speed of learning differs across fields.  Furthermore, the correlated feature of 
the model allows grades in one academic field to signal ability in all other fields allowing me to 
measure both ‘own category’ signal quality and ‘spillover’ signal quality.  Estimates reveal a 
clear division between information rich Science, Engineering, and Economics grades and less 
informative Humanities and Social Science grades. In many specifications, information 
spillovers are so powerful that precise Science, Engineering, and Economics grades are more 
informative about Humanities and Social Science abilities than Humanities and Social Science 
grades.  This suggests students who take Science, Engineering, and Economics courses during 
their Freshman year make more informed specialization decisions later in college. 


