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Field of Study, Comparative Advantage, and College Admission Policies

Abstract:

College applicants with similar GPAs can possess vastly different field-specific skills. In this
paper, I provide new evidence on systematic heterogeneity in the returns to different fields
of study by college applicants’ pre-admission field-specific skills. This evidence allows me
to provide a rich description of the extent of comparative advantages in college education.
Using regression discontinuity designs, I compare applicants located close to admission
thresholds in Norwegian higher education institutions to estimate returns to different fields
of study. Specifically, I focus on applicants” math and language skills extracted from high
school diplomas, and provide evidence on heterogeneous impacts on graduation rates,
time-to-completion, and post-graduate earnings. I find that marginal applicants with higher
math grades have a significant comparative advantage in STEM fields, as compared to
applicants with similar GPA but lower math grades. Whether and not policymakers should
prioritize students based on their comparative advantage, however, depends on the
collateral impacts of priority rules on the pool of available applicants to other programs. To
shed light on this, I simulate counterfactual allocations of students to programs following a
hypothetical reform that targets applicants with high math scores to STEM programs. This
evidence has important implications for the optimal design of college admission policies.
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