
ix

This project, Productivity in Higher Education, came out of long discussions 
among National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) economists, espe-
cially those who study colleges and universities. We, as a group, believe that 
our understanding of how productive these institutions are has been recently 
transformed by much better data, to which we can apply much better analy-
sis. As a group, we believe we can be much more helpful to higher education 
policy makers than in previous years. We believe we can provide them with 
the evidence and tools they need in order to engage in meaningful self- 
evaluation and evidence- based planning. Our main concern, as economists 
who work in this area, is that we are getting far out in advance of leaders in 
higher education—that is, while these leaders believe that many questions 
cannot be answered or analyzed, we economists are confi dent that they are 
wrong in this regard. Specifi cally, although their intentions are excellent, 
they do not recognize the pace of advance in the economics of higher educa-
tion. We economists are determined to give them the full advantage of our 
data and tools, even if  we have to argue them into the idea that it is possible 
to be much better informed.

When we, as a group of NBER economists, took our arguments to NBER 
president James Poterba, he enthusiastically set us on the path toward writ-
ing this book and hosting the two conferences related to it. We thank him 
for his insight and support.

In addition, we wish especially to thank two people, and their associ-
ated foundations, who understood the promise—better evidence, better 
analysis—that we had to off er. These two people are Daniel Goroff  of the 
Alfred P. Sloan Foundation and Michael McPherson, then of the Spencer 
Foundation. (McPherson has recently retired from Spencer but remains 
active in higher education policy.) Goroff  and McPherson contributed to 
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this project with their thoughts, their advice, and their participation in our 
enterprise. We are also deeply grateful for the generous funding that we 
received from the Sloan Foundation and the Spencer Foundation, which 
made this volume and its associated conferences possible.

This volume benefi ted greatly from the feedback that we, the editors, 
and the authors received from participants in two conferences we held. 
Specifi cally, we wish to thank, for their comments and insights, Lawrence 
Bacow, Jeff rey Brown, Charles Clotfelter, Will Dobbie, Glenn Ellison, John 
Friedman, Joshua Goodman, Catharine Hill, Marguerite Joutz, David 
Lee, Bridget Long, Jed Marsh, Patrick Methvin, Philip Oreopoulos, Mar-
tha Pollack, Francesca Purcell, and Jeff rey Smith. We are also grateful for 
the thoughtful questions of Nick Anderson, Goldie Blumenstyk, Zachary 
Goldfarb, Neil Irwin, Doug Lederman, David Leonhardt, Dylan Matthews, 
Joshua Mitchell, Paul Tough, and Joshua Zumbrun.

Volumes like this depend on the generosity and hard work of many people. 
We are very grateful to the anonymous reviewers who gave us thoughtful and 
constructive feedback on all the chapters in the volume, greatly improving 
the quality of its scholarly contribution. We wish that we could thank you 
by name for this selfl ess service. We are extremely appreciative of Helena 
Fitz- Patrick, of the NBER Publications Department, who has shepherded 
this volume through to completion. We could not have done it without her. 
We also thank Charles Radin of the NBER and the extraordinarily consci-
entious NBER conference staff , all of whom provided invaluable support 
to our conferences.

Finally and most importantly, we acknowledge each of the authors whose 
work is represented in this volume. Their thought and rigorous analysis have 
advanced our collective understanding of productivity in higher education.


