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Introduction

When students are uncertain about own ability, information might affect their
academic choices. The thesis consists of three self-contained chapters that
explore different facets of this theme.

The first chapter studies theoretically and empirically the role of early grade
assignment in education choice, focusing in particular on mechanisms. The
main argument is that early grading affects differently the choices of students
with different academic ability and socioeconomic status.

The second chapter investigates empirically whether repeatedly surveying
compulsory school students affects their educational choices, attainment, and
long-run labor market outcomes. The basic idea is that educational surveys
might contain information relevant for the choices of the students.

The last chapter studies empirically whether, and how, students’ choices in
compulsory school are affected by peer ability. If students assess their academic
ability in relation to their classmates, peer ability might have an effect on their
academic choices.

A short summary of each chapter follows.

The Impact of Early Grading on Academic Choices:
Mechanisms and Social Implications

Does early grading affect educational choices? To answer this question, I exploit
a curriculum reform which postponed grade assignment in Swedish compulsory
schools. The staggered implementation of the reform allows me to identify
short- and long-term effects of early grading, for students with different aca-
demic ability and socioeconomic status (SES). When graded early on, high-
ability students (especially if high-SES) exhibit higher grades in compulsory
school, and are more likely to choose academic courses. Low-ability students
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react in the opposite way, with particularly negative reactions among low-SES
students. High school attainment increases for high-ability low-SES students;
college attainment decreases for low-ability low-SES students. None of these
effects carry over to the labor market. This suggests that early grades improve
the match between early education choices and academic ability, and reduce
over-investment in education. I show that the short-term effects are consistent
with predictions from a learning model in which children are uncertain about
academic ability, have different priors depending on SES, and use grading infor-
mation to re-optimize educational choices. I find no evidence of demotivating
effects for low-ability students, an alternative mechanism through which grades
might affect education choices, and the main motivation behind the grading
reform.

Rethinking Education Choices:
The Effect of Surveys

(with Juanna Schrøter Joensen and Greg Francisco Veramendi)

Can surveys affect investments in education? This paper examines whether indi-
vidual education choices and outcomes are affected by a survey posing questions
related to expectations and forward-looking behavior. We have administra-
tive data for the whole Swedish population to which an extensive education
survey was administered to randomly drawn samples of 3rd graders. This consti-
tutes a randomized social experiment for testing whether responding to survey
questions alters behavior. We observe complete educational and labor market
histories until the individuals are 31 years old. We have exogenous variation in
the timing of first surveys and when an additional survey was administered to
parents. The causal effect of the survey on both short- and long-run outcomes
is generally not significantly different from zero, independently of parental edu-
cation. We find, however, that being surveyed increases educational attainment
and job stability in the early career for some subpopulations. We will address
more specifically heterogeneity of the effect in future research.

Does Peer Ability Affect Education Choices?

Average classroom ability matters if children assess their ability relative to their
peers. I use detailed survey data on a cohort of Swedish 6th graders to estimate

https://sites.google.com/site/juannajoensen/
http://www.public.asu.edu/~gveramen/index.html
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the overall effect of classmates’ ability on students’ choices in compulsory
school. I show that variation in class ability within schools is unrelated to own
ability and other determinants of education choice. I find that a one standard
deviation increase in average class ability reduces by 2 percentage points the
probability of taking an advanced math course in grades 7 to 9. Peer ability
does not affect English course choices in grades 7 to 9, and whether students
choose academic tracks in high school. I look at underlying mechanisms and
show evidence that peer ability negatively affects students’ assessment of own
ability. The different reduced-form effects on math and English course choices
reflect different spillovers in performance: students benefit much more from
from having high ability peers in English, an interactive subject, than they do
in math. Finally peer ability does not seem to affect student’s motivation, class
interaction and parental support, but positively affects teacher interaction.
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