Nathan Schiff (52— &), Spring 2025
Syllabus for Graduate Urban Economics, Course #213119 (updated 1/3/2025)

e Class Location, Time, Contact Info: /Y%, room 106, Tuesdays, 18:00-20:35; nschiff@gmail.com
e  Office Hours: Tuesdays, 13:20-15:00, room 505 (BY APPOINTMENT: please email me first)
e Text: no textbook, all lectures and readings: https://nathanschiff.com/graduate-urban-economics-spring-2024

Course Description: We focus on canonical theories of urban economics and recent empirical evidence.

e Topics: We start by considering land use and residential location in a single city and the role of transportation
costs. We then study an individual’s location choice across cities and neighborhood choice within cities. We
move on to examining reasons for the existence of cities, focusing on the geographic concentration of industry
and why concentration can lead to higher productivity. We follow this with measurement of the geographic
concentration of industries and explore empirical methods for working with spatial data. Next, we consider
ideas from Trade in explaining the spatial distribution of economic activity (New Economic Geography) and read
recent empirical papers based on these ideas. If time permits, we will study Quantitative Spatial Models, a
recent innovation in modeling general equilibrium spatial patterns. We then study additional topics on location
choice, including the role of consumer amenities, place-based policies, and identification strategies. We finish
with an introduction to housing economics and the Chinese housing market. Throughout, we will examine
empirical evidence for urban economics theory, often focusing on evidence from China.

e Focus on China: China is undergoing a period of massive urbanization and is the country with the largest
number of cities with a population above 1 million. Many of the classical topics in urban economics, such as the
tradeoff between agglomeration economies and congestion externalities, are particularly important in China.
Further, specific characteristics of Chinese institutions and policies, such as the hukou (/7 1) system, make
some aspects of its urban development differ from those of North America and Europe. This makes China a
great subject for urban economic research.

Course Objectives: An important overall objective of this course is to help prepare students for research and therefore
there will be an emphasis on developing each student’s own research idea (see evaluation). After completing this course
the student will have an understanding of how economic theory guides research on cities and how current researchers
approach empirical urban economics questions, including some of the specific issues and methods of working with
spatial data.

Course Prerequisites: This course will cover both applied theory and empirical applications and should be suitable for
any PhD students and advanced masters students. The urban economics theory models we cover are straightforward
and simpler than material discussed in a first year microeconomic theory PhD class. The empirical papers we discuss will
use a range of techniques to deal with endogeneity, such as instrumental variables or regression discontinuity design.
Having familiarity with some of these techniques could be helpful, but is not a requirement, and | will also quickly review
these methods in class.

Course Assessment (tentative): Research Proposal (40%), Midterm Research Outline (25%), Referee Reports, Student
Presentations, and Homework (25%), Class Attendance and Participation (10%)

e Research Proposal and Midterm Outline: Since this course aims to encourage student research, students are
required to hand in a well-developed research proposal, complete with a literature review and preliminary
analysis, at the end of the class. Topics should be related to subjects covered in this course but do not have to be
exclusively urban economics questions; for example, Labor Economics students can propose research projects
on labor topics that utilize spatial data or deal with cross-city issues. In the middle of the semester students
must submit an outline of their research idea; | will grade this as the midterm and provide feedback and
suggestions.

e Homework: There will be a mock referee report on recent Job Market Papers in Spatial/Urban Economics,
problem set(s) on theory or estimation topics, and a brief presentation of a paper related to the class.
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