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Income and education

• years of education, credential, 

spending

• but how much is due to innate 

ability and signalling effects?

• years of education, degrees, 

spending

• but how much is due to 

consumption and status effects?
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Cognitive skills and economic growth
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Measuring cognitive performance at university
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http://www.cae.org/content/pdf/CLA.in.Context.pdf

The Collegiate Learning Assessment

– critical thinking

– complex reasoning

– written communication

http://www.cae.org/content/pdf/CLA.in.Context.pdf


Academically adrift?

“Growing numbers of students are sent to college at increasingly higher 

costs, but for a large proportion of them the gains in critical thinking, 

complex reasoning, and written communication are either exceedingly 

small or empirically nonexistent.

“At least 45 percent of students in our sample did not demonstrate any 

statistically significant improvement in Collegiate Learning Assessment 

[CLA] performance during the first two years of college. [Further study 

has indicated that 36 percent of students did not show any significant 

improvement over four years.]

“While these students may have developed subject-specific skills that 

were not tested for by the CLA, in terms of general analytical 

competencies assessed, large numbers of U.S. college students can be 

accurately described as academically adrift. They might graduate, but 

they are failing to develop the higher-order cognitive skills that it is 

widely assumed college students should master.”

24 universities
2,322 students
CLA fall 2005, 
spring 2007, 
spring 2009
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Attributes that make universities attractive

... but aren’t necessarily related to learning

• Sorting: the challenge of being admitted to a university and surviving to 

graduation performs a sorting function that employers and others use as a 

convenient signal of innate ability and future potential

• Credentialing: near-monopoly providers of credentials that are either 

absolutely required or strongly recommended for entrance into a variety of 

professions and careers

• Networking: relationships made during these formative years often last a 

lifetime, and become the basis of valuable professional and social networks

• Branding: continued reputation associated with the credential
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Elite education and the poor

“More Americans than ever enroll in college, but the 

graduates who emerge a few years later indicate that 

instead of reducing inequality, our system of higher 

education reinforces it. Three out of four adults who 

grow up in the top quarter of the income spectrum earn 

baccalaureate degrees by age 24, but it’s only one out of 

three in the next quarter down. In the bottom half of the 

economic distribution, it’s less than one out of five for 

those in the third bracket and fewer than one out of 10 in 

the poorest. That’s before we even begin differentiating 

by type of college. Higher education is becoming a caste 

system, separate and unequal for students with different 

family incomes. Where students attend college affects 

their chances of graduating and how indebted they will 

become in the process.”
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Suzanne Mettler, The New York Times, March 1, 2014



Elite education and the poor

“Poor people are an endangered species in elite universities not because 

the universities put quotas on them … and not even because they can’t 

afford to go to them (Harvard will lend you or even give you the money 

you need to go there) but because they can’t get into them. Hence the 

irrelevance of most of the proposed solutions to the systematic exclusion 

of poor people from elite universities, which involve ideas like increased 

financial aid for students who can’t afford the high tuition, support systems 

for the few poor students who manage to end up there anyway, and, in 

general, an effort to increase the “cultural capital” of the poor.
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“Today, the rich don’t exploit the poor, they just out-compete them.”

David Brooks, New York Times, October 6, 2005

Walter Benn Michaels, The American Prospect, August 13, 2006
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Status and signaling 
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Peter Drucker 
interviewed in 1997

(at age 87!)

Innovation and structure



• WGU Model: competency-based

assessment and self-directed

learning with course requirements

tailored to each student and courses

contracted to best providers

– Western Governors

University (1997)

• Free, open courseware

– MIT OpenCourseWare (2002) 

– Khan Academy (2006)

– The Faculty Project (2012)

• Free (almost) credential

– University of the People (2009)

– MITx (2012)

Will on-line innovations become disruptive?
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“not your parents’ online learning, nor your grandparents’ 
correspondence courses.” Fiona Deller, HEQCO  (February, 2012)



Using research metrics for funding

• H-index for 21 associate professors of political science in three Ontario 

universities: 16, 14, 10, 10, 7, 9, 9, 6, 6, 5, 5, 5, 4, 4, 4, 2, 2, 2, 1, 1, 0 

• This suggests a power law distribution − indeed, a plot of these h-index values 

raised to the 1.5 power closely matches a 70-30 distribution where 70 percent 

of the research contributions are produced by 30 percent of the professors

Research contribution and RCU assignment for a 70-30 distribution function
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Gains from specialization
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California Publics (UC + CSU) 
relative to Ontario Universities

• California average teaching load 
32% higher than Ontario

• California students get 55% more 
teaching from full-time faculty

• California spends 21% less on 
faculty time for research but 
has 5 universities in THE’s Top 40, 
and has had 27 Nobels since 1995



H-index scores vary by field
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Leslie Pal, Political Science
H-index = 16

Meric Gertler, Economic Geography 
H-index ~ 35

David Naylor, Epidemiology
H-index = 70

http://scholar.google.ca/scholar?q=c+david+naylor&btnG=&hl=en&as_sdt=1,5
http://scholar.google.ca/scholar?q=leslie+a+pal&btnG=&hl=en&as_sdt=1,5
http://scholar.google.ca/scholar?start=30&q=meric+gertler&hl=en&as_sdt=1,5


Indices generated by Google Scholar

Any researcher can generate (in ~ 1 hour) and 

make public his or her Google Scholar 

Citations

Note: The g-index* (equal to or higher than 

the h-index) is a variation that gives more 

weight to highly cited works

*the highest rank such that the top g papers have, 

together, at least g2 citations 
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http://sci2s.ugr.es/hindex/pdf/CostasBordons2008.pdf


Challenges, inequities and perverse incentives

• Publishing traditions in different fields

• Publishing in languages other than English

• Multiple authors

• Inadequate weighting

of books and articles in

influential but

non-peer-reviewed

publications like 

Foreign Affairs, or

Policy Options 

• Reduced Canadian

focus

• ….
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http://www.irpp.org/en/po/the-age-of-man/the-decline-of-canadian-economics/
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/139925/peter-campbell-and-michael-c-desch/rank-irrelevance

