
Syllabus 
 
Econ 451/551 – Issues in Labor Economics 
Fall 2018, Professor Michael Kuhn 
Contact: mkuhn@uoregon.edu 
Office Hours: Monday, 3pm-5pm, 517 PLC Hall 
 
Course Time: Tuesday and Thursday, 4pm to 5:20pm 
Location: 220 Chapman Hall 
  
Objective:  This is an issue-based course focused on exposing students to recent 
economic research on topics of current interest to policy makers.  The goal is to get 
students comfortable (1) applying the basic tools of economic models to real-world 
issues, (2) digesting and critiquing academic research and (3) discussing the implications 
of such search for public policy.  Topics covered include race- and gender-based wage 
disparities, social safety net and poverty policy issues like the minimum wage, 
unemployment insurance, food stamps and the Earned Income Tax Credit, the economics 
of immigration, incentive contracts and behavioral biases in the workplace and the 
methodology of modern economics. 
 
Grading:  Homework = 15% of your grade 
  Midterm = 30% of your grade* 
  Project = 20% of your grade 
  Final = 35% of your grade* 
*: If your final % score is higher than your midterm % score, then I will re-weight the 
exams to 25% Midterm, 40% Final. 
 
The course is graded on a curve.  This means that your overall percentage in the class is 
almost meaningless.  What matters is where you are in the distribution of scores for this 
term. After the midterm and final, I will post letter grade ranges for scores where I apply 
the curve to the exam that I will end up applying to the whole course.  There is only one 
absolute standard I enforce: you need 50% of the course credit to pass the course.  The 
threshold could be higher, but it will not be lower.  Usually (but not always) the 
threshold for an “A” grade is around 80%.  Usually (but not always) the threshold for a 
“B” grade is around 65%.   
 
Homework: Our homework assignments are designed to encourage you to do the 
readings and practice problems for each unit.  They will involve simple multiple-choice 
questions from the readings, and multiple-choice questions that relate to the practice 
problems.  Typically, there is one question per reading, and one question per practice 
problems. Homework is due according to the planned schedule below at 10pm, starting in 
week 2.  Depending on our pace, I may have to change the calendar and will use Canvas 
announcement to do so.  They are administered as Canvas quizzes online through the 
course’s Canvas page.  You’ll be able to access it as soon as we begin the relevant unit.  
You have 2 attempts, with your highest score kept.  There will be 6 total, with your 
lowest score dropped.   



  
 Schedule of homework due dates: 

- Quiz 1: Wednesday, Week 2 
- Quiz 2: Monday, Week 4 
- Quiz 3: Wednesday, Week 5 
- Quiz 4: Wednesday, Week 7 
- Quiz 5: Monday, Week 9 
- Quiz 6: Friday, Week 10 

 
Practice Problems: I assign practice problems for each unit that will help you study for 
the exams.  Other than the questions on them in the homework assignments, they are not 
collected and graded, but I highly recommend doing them.  I will go over solutions in 
class. In general, these begin similar to the difficulty of exam problems, and work their 
way up to being harder than the exam problems as you move through the parts of a 
question.   
 
Exams: The midterm will occur in class during week 5 --on Thursday, October 25.  The 
final will occur during the scheduled final slot –on Tuesday December 4 at 12:30pm.   
 
If you cannot attend class on the midterm date, or have a conflict with the final alert me 
right away.  If you have 4 finals on this day, it is the responsibility of the instructor with 
the latest final exam to make accommodations. 
 
Past exams feature a mix of short answer (writing only) and long answer (math and 
writing) questions.  The difference between the midterm and final is typically an extra 
short answer question and slightly longer long answer questions.  I plan to use a similar 
format this term.  You will have access to a variety of practice exams and past exams 
prior to each test. 
 
The final exam is cumulative, but will be heavily weighted towards material in the 
second half of the course.  Prior to both exams, I will provide practice exams as study 
material and hold review sessions. 
 
My strategy for writing exam versions is to produce multiple versions of the exam that 
look identical.  There are small, meaningless differences across exams that will be very 
hard to notice while taking an exam, but will immediately alert my grader if an answer is 
copied from another version.  This is an effective strategy.  Seating may also be pre-
determined. 
 
You may use basic-function calculators on the exams.  This means no graphing 
calculators.  Bring your student ID to the exam: I often do random ID checks, where I 
randomly check the ID of every N students as I work through the rows of the classroom.  
I do to avoid checking everyone’s ID –which is time consuming—but to avoid bias in 
whose ID is checked.  I also recommend bringing a small ruler or straight edge for 
graphing. 
 



Project: The Methods Project will be assigned during the lecture following the midterm 
and will be due roughly 2.5 weeks afterwards: Friday, November 16 at 10pm.  This is a 
project that will involve reviewing the research methods of a study found in popular 
media.  It can be done in groups and will result in a 3-4 page paper.   
 
Material: Course material comes in the form of news articles on various topics and 
research papers.  Links to these articles and papers will be available at the class website 
on Canvas. The articles are designed to provide background information on the topics in 
the course and outline the debate over policy decisions.  Reading them will be helpful for 
coming to class prepared to gain an in-depth understanding of the issues.  The research 
papers do not need to be read in depth, but familiarity with the broad ideas behind them 
will be tested. 
 
Extra Help: In addition to my office hours you should feel free to schedule appointments 
for one-on-one help or ask questions by e-mail.   
 
Laptop Policy: There is clear evidence from economic researchers that laptops and other 
devices are detrimental to learning in college lectures –not just to the user, but for 
individuals near the user as well (https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/22/business/laptops-
not-during-lecture-or-meeting.html).  Therefore, laptops and other devices should be put 
away during lectures.  If you feel very strongly that you want to use your laptop, you may 
do so, but please sit either near the sides or back of the lecture room 
 
Attendance Policy: You are adults: attendance is not mandatory.  Be aware that this 
course moves fast and covers a lot of material: it is very easy to get behind.  Coming to 
class is the best way to avoid that. 
 
Units: 

- Race and the labor market 
- Gender and the labor market 
- Minimum and living wages 
- Methods in labor economics research 
- Immigration and trade 
- Welfare and the Earned Income Tax Credit 
- Food assistance 

 


