
 ECON 214 – Economics of Education 

Spring 2018 
 
 
 
Class Time and Location 

Lectures: Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays 10:00 am – 10:50 am 
Lecture Center Building: Stevenson Hall 304 
 
Instructor:  Minh Nguyen  
  Office: University Hall 813 

Email: mnguye43@uic.edu 
Office hours: Mondays 11:30 pm – 12:30 pm, 1:30 pm – 2:30 pm, and by appointment 

 

Students are responsible for understanding the content of this syllabus and for staying updated with any 
announcements that are emailed or posted on Blackboard. 

Prerequisites: Principle of Microeconomics ECON 120 

Course Description 

Education cannot be viewed as an end product. Rather, it is an input into society. It affects the 
productivity of the labor force; it affects earnings and the distribution of income; it affects health and 
political participation; it affects the growth of the national economy. 
 
ECON 214 introduces students the basic theory of investments in education, the role of education in 
individual earnings and national economic growth, as well as a number of controversial education issues 
including test-score accountability, charter schools, school vouchers, college costs, and financial aid. The 
course focuses on elementary and secondary schooling but also considers post-secondary and early 
education. Policies and issues closely related to the educational opportunities and experiences of lower 
income and minority children are emphasized throughout the course. 

Blackboard 

This class will use a Blackboard course site. On this site, you will be able to find class announcements, 
assignments, your grades, and additional resourced as needed. To access Blackboard, go to 
blackboard.uic.edu. You will use your NetId and Common Password (those used to access your UIC e-
mail account) to login. For those new to Blackboard, online tutorials and other helpful tips can be found at: 
http://www.uic.edu/depts/accc/itl/blackboard/ 
 
Course requirements: Course grades will be based on two midterm exams (30 percent), four problem 
sets (30 percent), class attendance (5 percent), class participation (5 percent), quizzes (5 percent), and a 
final exam (25 percent). 
 
Assignments: Problem sets will consist of questions about the course materials covered in the lectures 
and the assigned readings/videos. You are allowed to discuss problem sets with your classmates but 
your assignment should reflect a significant amount of individual effort. Problem sets will be posted on 
Blackboard. Answer keys to the problem sets will be posted on Blackboard after the graded assignments 
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are returned in class. The lowest score of the problem sets will be dropped at the end of the semester so 
only top three scores will contribute to your grade. 
 
Around ten in-class pop quizzes will be administered on random chosen dates. These are designed to 
test that you have completed the required reading/video for the lecture. Anybody who comes to class late 
or misses a class on a quiz day will miss the quiz – no make-up quizzes will be administered. However, 
two lowest quiz grades will be dropped for everybody at the end of the semester. 
   
Make-up Exam Policy 

Make-up exams are granted only under special circumstances, such as a documented illness, accident, 
family death, or jury duty. Please try and let me know at least one day before the scheduled exam. You 
must provide written documentation that is written on official stationary from the physician, hospital, court, 
or other relevant official in order to be granted a make-up exam. Absent a granted make-up, the student 
will receive a zero grade for the missed exam. 
 
Important Dates: 

Friday, January 26, 2018:   Last day to add/drop classes 
Wednesday, February 14, 2017:  Midterm exam, during class 
Friday, March 23, 2018:   Midterm exam, during class 
Friday, March 23, 2018:    Last day for late drop and receive a W grade on transcript 
Monday-Friday, March 26-30, 2018: No class – Spring vacation  
 
Course Policies 

Attendance and participation: I expect students to arrive in class on time and maintain a professional 
atmosphere in class. You are expected to attend class regularly and participate in discussions. The reading 
assignments are not a substitute for the materials presented in lecture and you will be tested on and 
responsible for both. Class attendance and participation will be factored into your grade. It is therefore in 
your best interest to attend class very regularly. 

We will drop three absences for everybody at the end of the semester. If you miss more than three days 
during the semester due to a justified reason (e.g. sickness for which you have a doctor’s note, jury duty, 
religious holiday etc.), you will be required to bring written documentation to the instructor within a week 
of the absence you wish to be excused for. Documentation provided after a week has passed since the 
absence will not be considered. 

Problem set submission and late work: All problem sets are to be submitted in hard copy at the beginning 
of class on the day they are due. The only exception is if you are going to miss class on a date a problem 
set is due. In that case, you can submit the problem set by email before the beginning of class in order for 
it to be considered an “on time” submission. 

Problem sets that are less than 24 hours late will receive 50% credit regardless of the reason for tardiness 
unless you have discussed any unusual circumstances with me and obtained an extension ahead of time. 
Problem sets submitted more than 24 hours after the beginning of the class time of the day they are due 
will not be graded. If there is an unforeseen, extenuating circumstance that affects your ability to meet a 
problem set deadline, notify me about it as soon as possible and follow up with written documentation 
(doctor’s note etc.). 

Cell Phones and Computers: Please do not use cell phones and text during class. Keep cell phones turned 
off during class. You may use a laptop for class-related work only: using it for other uses distracts others, 
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including me. If I am distracted by inappropriate laptop or phone use, or if I receive complaints from students 
that are distracted, I will suspend an individual’s, or the whole class’ right to use laptops during class. 

Updates to syllabus: There will be updates to the syllabus during the semester. The current version will be 
on the website and you are responsible for staying up to date. Any changes in deadlines for assignments 
will be emailed to the class. Make sure to check your UIC email regularly. 
 
Email: I encourage all of you to visit me during office hours to get answers or help from me. I will respond 
to questions over email if they are clarification questions or concise and clear but it is better that you come 
to office hours for a discussion. I will attempt to respond to class-related emails within 24 hours except for 
the weekends. This also means that you should not expect a response from me to emails sent the night 
before the midterm. Check the syllabus to see if your question is already answered before writing.  
 

Academic Integrity 

You are responsible for upholding the University of Illinois at Chicago Honor Code as you complete 
assignments and take exams in this course. Plagiarism on assignments will lead to a zero on that 
assignment. Cheating on quizzes and exams is not tolerated at UIC or in this class. Instances of 
academic dishonesty may result in a failing grade or expulsion from the university. For more information, 
please see: http://www.uic.edu/depts/dos/docs/Student%20Disciplinary%20Policy.pdf 
 

Students with Disabilities 

Students who require special accommodations due to disabilities must register with the UIC Disability 
Resource Center. Please bring the appropriate documents within the first week of the semester. More 
information can be found at http://www.uic.edu/depts/oaa/disability_resources/index.html. 
 
Instructor Statement 

I reserve the right to make any changes to the tentative schedule, lectures, and/ or assignments as I 
deem appropriate, so as to reflect the progress of the class and any unexpected events that may occur 
throughout the semester. 
 
Tentative Schedule 

Next page 
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Course Outline (tentative, maybe modified) 
 

1. Introduction  
• Overview of U.S. education 
• Overview of education policies 
 

2. Review of Related Economic Concepts 
• Production possibility frontier 
• Opportunity cost 
• Trade off 
• Diminishing marginal returns 
• Principle of making “whether-or” and “how-much” decisions 
• Present value or time discounting 

 
3. Evaluations and Empirical Methods 

• Social Experiments  
• Watch the Amy Finkelstein TED Talk “Randomized evaluation and the power of evidence” at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N8rD844McrA  
• Quasi-experimental design 
• Introduction to regression analysis 

 
4. The Human Capital 

• What is human capital? 
• Modeling human capital investment decision 
• Why do people differ in educational attainment? 
• Predictions from the human capital model 
• Social returns to education 
• Watch T. Bartik TED Talk “The economic case for preschool” at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LH8MPbFoRjw  
 

5. Estimating Private Returns to Education 
• How to estimate the private return to education 
• The rates of returns to education estimated by empirical research 
• Estimating social returns to education 

 
6. Signaling Theory 

• Watch K. F. Hallock talk about alternative explanation for returns to education at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q4JW-u8gtZQ  

• Signaling model 
• Predictions of signaling model 
• Evidence about the signaling value of education 
• Signaling vs Human capital 
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7. Social Economic Returns to Education 
• Productivity spillover 
• Search externalities 
• Negative externalities 
 

8. Education and Non-market Outcomes 
• Effects of education on crime 
• Effects of education on health 
 

9. Education Production Function with Many Inputs 
• Microeconomics of production functions 
• Education production function with many inputs 
 

10. School Spending and Academic Achievement 
• School finance reforms 
• Does increased funding improve student achievement?  
• Debates on spending and achievement 
• Empirical evidence on the causal impact of increased total resources on student outcomes 

 
11. The Class Size Debate 

• How might smaller class size improve student outcomes? 
• Findings from randomized trial experiment – Project STAR 
• Results from upscaling the class size experiment in California 
• Findings from non-experimental class size studies 

 
12. School Accountability 

• What is school accountability? 
• School accountability in the United States and in the world 
• How school accountability might improve school performance? 
• How school accountability might not improve school performance? 
• How school accountability initiatives can affect the teacher market? 
• Findings from empirical research 

 
13. Education and Family Background 

• How the family affects the child?  
• Money and time as parental inputs 
• What education policy can do at different stages of education? 
 

14. Immigrants and their schooling 
• Changing education gap of immigrants over time in the United States 
• Education attainment of migrants 
• Skill investment in the home countries 
• Language 
• Assimilation and adaptation 
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