
Labor Economics 
 

Econ 331 + Econ 395 (All students enrolled in 331 must be enrolled in 395 as well.  This applies 
even if you have already taken Econ 395 or don’t require it for your major.) 
 
Instructor: Ben Ost 
Email:  bost@uic.edu 
Office: UH 718 
 
TA for Econ 395: Tanya Basu 
 
Class Hours: MWF 2:00-2:50 
 
Office Hours: 
Mondays: 9:00-11:00 and 3:00-4:00 
Tuesdays: 9:00-12:00  
Wednesdays: 9:00-10:00 and 3:00-4:00 
Fridays: 9:00-10:00 and 3:00-4:00 
 
PLEASE COME TO OFFICE HOURS!  If you have a conflict with all of the office hours, let me 
know as soon as possible and I will try to accommodate you.   
 

Course website on Blackboard 
 
Course summary 
This course will examine characteristics of labor markets both from a theoretical and empirical 
perspective.   Upon completing this course, students will have a better understanding of the 
determinants of wages, unemployment and labor force participation.  Students will apply this 
knowledge towards understanding a variety of policy relevant topics such as unemployment 
benefits, immigration, international trade, inequality and discrimination.   
 
COURSE GOALS: 

• Improve writing skills. 
• Improve technical reading skills 
• Develop an economic understanding of the labor market. 
• Understand and be able to contribute to labor economic policy debates. 
• Develop familiarity with empirical strategies used in labor economics. 

 
Reading: 
The textbook is:  Ronald Ehrenberg and Robert Smith, Modern Labor Economics, 11th Edition 
(Addison Wesley, 2009).      
 
Academic and popular press articles posted on Blackboard. (see course outline for details)  



Course Structure 
 
Many courses: 
 

 
 
This course: 
 

 
 
 
 



Assessments 
 
No tests, no final exam. 
 
Writing 
Writing is one of the most important skills in today’s labor market.  Since the best way to 
improve your writing is by practicing and revising, you are required to write and revise 
frequently for this course.  You will write 9 one-page assignments and make revisions to each 
assignment.   The writing improvement plan is very structured for this course and has been 
proven to effectively improve writing.  (See Writing Improvement Plan handout) 
 
Writing will be graded for content and writing skill.  The writing component will be graded for 
both the first and second drafts (√-,√,√+).  The content portion will only be graded on the first 
draft (√-,√,√+).  However, if you get a √- for content in your first draft, you are permitted to 
revise the content in your second draft for the possibility of raising your content grade to a √.  
See the Writing Improvement Plan handout for more details on how writing will be graded. 
 
Technical reading: 
Reading the textbook serves two purposes. First, it will help you understand labor economics.  
Second, by practicing reading technical material, you will improve your technical reading skills.  
There are 7 textbook reading guides as well as reading quizzes throughout the semester.  The 
reading guides will be graded as (√-,√,√+). 
 
There will be 5 problem sets graded on a 0-100 scale. 
 
Quizzes: 
There will be 2 types of quizzes given throughout the semester.   
 

1. The first type of quiz is based entirely on the reading and will be administered 
before I lecture on the material.  This quiz is intended to encourage you to 
carefully read the textbook.  Even if you perfectly understand every lecture, it is 
still valuable to read the textbook because this will help you improve your 
technical reading skills. 

2. The second type of quiz is based on the material covered in the problem sets. 
 
 
Optional Final Exam 
An optional final exam will be offered. 
 
Final Project 
You have two options to choose from for the final project. 
 
1.  Firm Analysis: This course is focused on economic theory and evidence regarding the labor 
market.  This final project aims for you to connect this theory to the “real world” by interviewing 
an individual who runs his or her own business.  You will then analyze how this firm’s behavior 



fits into labor economic theory.   The first deadline is October 28th (see course outline and Final 
Project handout for details).   
 
2.  Policy Brief: This course will examine many important policy relevant questions (e.g. 
immigration, outsourcing, etc).  This final project requires you to first analyze a topic using 
economic theory and then analyze 2 articles about this topic.  (see Final Project handout for 
details) 
 
Grading 
 
15% - Reading guides  
15% - Problem sets  
25% - Single page responses 
5% - Class participation 
15% - Final project  
25% - Quizzes 
 
20% optional final exam (if you choose to take the final exam, the worth of all other categories is 
scaled down by 20% to ensure that the sum of all categories equals 100%)  At the end of the 
semester, grades on reading guides and written responses will be set to a curve to match the 
grade distribution for problem sets and quizzes. 
 
In order to receive credit for Econ 395, you must earn at least a 70% on the written response 
portion of the course. 
 
Late Work Policy 
Late work may be turned in for 50% credit for up to one week after the original deadline.   
Problem sets cannot be turned in late once the solution has been posted.  If you are unable to 
attend class due to an excused absence, you will receive full credit so long as you bring your 
work to the following lecture.   
 
Cell phones and Computers 
I find texting and phone use in class to be really disrespectful.  Please don’t do this.  In many 
courses students take notes on their laptops, but this is not appropriate for economics since 
drawing graphs is an integral part of note taking.  During class discussion, you are expected to 
participate actively so you should not have laptops out.   
 
Cheating Policy  
Please do not cheat.  You are welcome to work with your peers on out of class work, but you 
should write up assignments individually.   Plagiarism of any assignment will result in a zero for 
the assignment as well as having your semester grade lowered by one full letter grade (e.g. A- 
to B-). 
 
Attendance Policy 



Unexcused absences will negatively affect your grade in a variety of ways.   
1. You will lose points for the anything due that day (unless you give it to a peer to 

hand in) 
2. You will lose all points for quizzes taken on that day. 
3. Your participation grade will suffer. 

 
If you miss a class (excused or unexcused), you are responsible for finding out what you 
missed from a classmate.   
 
Academic accommodations 
 
If you have a documented learning disability, please provide me with an accommodation letter 
from Student Disability Services as soon as possible. Students are expected to give at least two 
weeks’ notice of the need for accommodations. If you need immediate accommodations, please 
arrange to meet with me within the first two class meetings. I encourage you to meet with me 
early in the term so that we can discuss strategies for a successful experience in this course.  
 
If you have a disability and have not registered with Student Disability Services, I encourage you 
to do so.   
 
Grievances 
If you take issue with the grading of any quiz or problem set, you may contest grades by using 
the grievance form provided on Blackboard.  You must turn in grievance forms within one week 
of when the assessment was returned to you.  Since grades will not be altered except through 
the use of grievance forms, please do not come to office hours to request higher grades.  If 
the grading issue is a simple clerical mistake on my part, no formal grievance is necessary.   
 
Questions 
As you take notes on the upcoming chapter, you are encouraged to email me regarding content 
that you find particularly confusing. I will try to go over particularly confusing sections during 
class, and the more notice you give me, the better.  I will also prompt you for questions at the 
beginning of each lecture. (If I forget to, please remind me!) 
 
Make-up Policy 
Make-up quizzes will not be given.  The lowest quiz grade will be dropped so students who miss 
one quiz will not be directly penalized. If you miss multiple quizzes due to extenuating 
circumstances (e.g. illness, personal emergency) I will allow you to “make-up” missing quiz 
grades by taking the final exam.  This means that you can opt to have your missed quizzes 
replaced by your grade on the optional final exam.  Note, this option applies only to students 
who miss quizzes due to extenuating circumstances.  I must be notified of foreseeable excu 
conflicts at least one week prior to the missed class, otherwise the excused absence will be 
treated as unexcused.



THIS COURSE OUTLINE IS SUBJECT TO CHANGE. 
Date In Class Topic Reading Due Written Work 

Due 
KEY:  
RG- Reading Guide 
PS – Problem Set  
W- Writing Assignment  

8/22/11 (M) Syllabus / Writing / Discussion   NA 

8/24/11 (W) 
Empirical Strategies / Policy Making 

/ Cost-Benefit Analysis 
Read something you wrote for school more than 1 year ago. 1 paragraph 

assessment of your 
writing 

8/26/11 (F) Empirical Strategies  W #1  

8/29/11 (M) Quiz on RG #1  / 
Introduction to the Labor Market 

Chapter 1 & Chapter 2 from E&S RG #1 
PS #1  

8/31/11 (W) Labor Demand   Revision of W#1  

9/2/11 (F) Quiz on PS #1 / Cost-Benefit 
Activity 

EXTRA CREDIT: Find recent article with flawed causal 
conclusion. 

W #2 (no revision 
will be done) 

9/5/11 (M) No Class – Labor Day No Class No Class 
 

9/7/11 (W) Quiz on RG #2 / Labor Demand Chapter 3 RG #2 

9/9/11 (F) Labor Demand Examples 
 

 W #3 

9/12/11 (M) Labor Demand Elasticity Chapter 4 RG #3  

9/14/11 (W) Labor Demand Applications  Revision of W #3 
 

9/16/11 (F) Quiz on W#3 and RG#3 / Final 
Project Explanation 

Planet Money podcast on creating jobs.  PS #2 

9/19/11 (M) Quiz on RG #4 / Labor Supply Chapter 6 selected pages as per reading guide RG #4 



9/21/11 (W) Labor Supply examples   

9/23/11 (F) EITC / welfare discussion  Article on welfare W #4 

9/26/11 (M) Labor Supply applications  PS #3 

9/28/11 (W)         Quiz on PS #2  / Review   Revision of W #4 

9/30/11 (F) Quiz on PS#3 / Discussion How Longer Work Lives Ease the Crunch of Population Aging 
(Maestas and Zissimopoulous 2010) 

W #5 

10/3/11 (M) Quiz on RG #5 / Immigration  Chapter 10 from E&S (till pg 347) RG #5 

10/5/11 (W) Immigration Examples / Issues in 
Estimating impact of immigration 

 Revision of W #5 

10/7/11 (F) Discussion The Impact of the Mariel Boatlift on the Miami Labor Market 
(Card 1990) 

W #6 

10/10/11 (M) Immigration Evidence  PS #4 

10/12/11 (W) Offshoring  Revision of W #6 

10/14/11 (F) Quiz on PS #4 / Discussion Reading on offshoring. W #7 

10/17/11 (M) Quiz on RG #6 / Education 
Overview 

Chapter 9 RG #6 

10/19/11 (W) Impact of education  Revision of W #7 

10/21/11 (F) Discussion Priceless: The Nonpecuniary Benefits of Schooling 
(Oreopoulos, Philip, and Kjell, 2011) 

W #8 (no revision 
will be done) 

10/24/11 (M) Education Policy     

10/26/11 (W) Productivity and Pay    

10/28/11 (F) Productivity and Pay Applications  Final project check 
point #1  

10/31/11 (M) Quiz on RG #7 /Discrimination Chapter 12 RG #7 



11/2/11 (W) Discrimination examples   

11/4/11 (F) Discussion Are Emily and Greg More Employable than Lakisha and 
Jamal? (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004) 

W #9 

11/7/11 (M) Discrimination evidence  PS #5 

11/9/11 (W) Discrimination in Perfect 
Competition 

 Revision of W #9 

11/11/11 (F) Quiz on PS #5 and W #9  / 
Discussion  

Newspaper article on discrimination Final project check 
point #2  

11/14/11 (M) Measuring Unemployment   

11/16/11 (W) Consequences of Unemployment   

11/18/11 (F) 
Quiz on Unemployment / Discussion http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2011/05/24/the-

downsized-college-graduate/young-workers-in-a-wage-rut-for-
years 

 

11/21/11 (M) The Great Recession   Final project check 
point #3  

11/23/11 (W) Peer Reviews   

11/25/11 (F) No Class - Thanksgiving No Class No Class 

11/28/11 (M) Measuring inequality    

11/30/11 (W) Evidence on inequality (Gottschalk)   

12/2/11 (F) Quiz on inequality and the great 
recession 

  
 

Optional Final Exam administered 
Final Project due by midnight on Friday 12/09/2011  

 


