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THE ACADEMIC JOB MARKET AS A PROBLEM OF 
INFORMATION AND UNCERTAINTY

Hiring Decisions Under Uncertainty

Academic hiring relies on limited interactions and standardized materials to evaluate 
candidates under uncertainty.

Role of Signaling in Hiring

Signals like research outputs reduce uncertainty by providing observable and 
credible information to evaluators. Can be easily compared across candidates

Challenges for Teaching Signals

Teaching ability is a weak signal because it is hard to observe and compare across 
candidates.

Guiding Graduate Students Strategically

Faculty should help students convert private skills into credible public signals aligned 
with hiring realities.
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Academic hiring is fundamentally a decision made under uncertainty. Hiring committees must evaluate candidates they have only interacted with briefly, often based on a limited set of standardized interactions such as application materials, a job market paper, and a campus visit. Because committees cannot directly observe many important attributes—future research productivity, classroom effectiveness, collegiality—they rely on signals. These signals help reduce uncertainty by conveying information that is observable, comparable, and credible across candidates. This framing is especially important for faculty who train graduate students, because the advice we give implicitly shapes which signals students choose to invest in. When graduate students are told to “focus on research” without additional nuance, they respond rationally by allocating effort toward the most visible and rewarded signals. Understanding the job market as a signaling environment helps explain why research outputs dominate hiring conversations even at institutions that care deeply about teaching. Research signals, such as a job market paper or publications, are public, standardized, and legible to a wide range of evaluators. Teaching ability, by contrast, is difficult to observe directly and therefore becomes a private or weak signal. This does not mean teaching is unimportant; rather, it means that without intentional signal amplification, teaching quality is underweighted in hiring decisions. For department chairs and faculty mentors, adopting a signaling lens clarifies our role: we are not merely encouraging skill development, but also helping students convert private attributes into public, credible signals. By explicitly naming this mechanism, faculty can give more honest, strategic advice that aligns student investments with how hiring actually works, rather than how we wish it worked.



PUBLIC SIGNALS VERSUS PRIVATE SIGNALS IN 
FACULTY HIRING

Public Signals in Hiring

Research outputs like job market papers, presentations, and publications are public 
signals visible to all evaluators.

Private Signals in Teaching

Teaching ability is a private signal, less observable and influenced by biases, making 
it harder to assess reliably.

Impact on Hiring Decisions

Public signals reduce hiring risk while private signals are treated cautiously, 
influencing faculty selection.

Enhancing Teaching Signals

Improving teaching-related signaling helps graduate students make their teaching 
abilities more visible and credible.
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A useful distinction in signaling theory is between public and private signals. Public signals are observable to all evaluators and interpreted in broadly similar ways. In the economics job market, research output functions as a public signal. The job market paper, seminar presentation, and publication record are all visible to the entire hiring committee and often to external letter writers. These signals are also highly comparable: committees are accustomed to evaluating research talks and papers, even across subfields. Teaching ability, in contrast, is largely a private signal. Most committee members never observe a candidate in the classroom, and teaching evaluations are institution-specific, noisy, and affected by well-documented biases related to gender, race, course level, and grading standards. As a result, teaching quality is harder to compare across candidates and therefore discounted. This asymmetry explains why research often dominates interviews and deliberations, even at teaching-oriented institutions. Importantly, this does not imply that committees do not care about teaching. Rather, they lack reliable, high-information signals. From a chair’s perspective, hiring is risk management. Public signals reduce perceived risk, while private signals are treated cautiously. For faculty mentors, the implication is clear: if teaching remains private, it will remain underweighted. The task is not to argue that teaching should matter more in the abstract, but to help graduate students transform teaching-related activities into signals that are more public, more credible, and more interpretable by hiring committees.



WHY RESEARCH DOMINATES INTERVIEWS AND 
CAMPUS VISITS

Research as Evaluation Standard

Research presentations provide a clear, standardized method for assessing 
candidates during interviews and visits.

Lack of Teaching Assessment Tools

Teaching lacks widely accepted, practical methods for fair evaluation during hiring 
processes.

Indirect Teaching Inference

Committees often infer teaching ability from candidates’ research communication 
skills due to limited direct teaching evaluation.

Implications for Graduate Students

Improving clarity and communication in research talks benefits both research and 
perceived teaching effectiveness.
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Research dominates interviews and campus visits not because it is the only valued dimension of faculty work, but because it is the dimension for which the market has developed the clearest evaluative technology. The job talk serves as a standardized assessment tool: every candidate gives one, every committee watches one, and norms exist for what constitutes a strong or weak performance. This makes research an efficient screening device. Teaching lacks an equivalent mechanism. Few departments require teaching demonstrations, in part due to time constraints and coordination costs, and in part because there is no consensus on how to evaluate a short teaching sample fairly. As a result, committees rely on what they can observe. Ironically, this means that teaching ability is often inferred indirectly from research presentations. Candidates who explain complex ideas clearly, motivate their work intuitively, and respond thoughtfully to questions are often perceived as strong teachers, even though the setting is a research seminar. This inference is imperfect, but it is rational given the information available. For graduate students, this creates an important incentive: improving communication and pedagogical clarity in research talks has dual returns. For faculty trainers, it highlights a missed opportunity. If we want teaching to matter more, we must either change hiring practices or help students supply stronger teaching signals within the existing structure. The latter is far more feasible in the short run and should shape how departments design teaching opportunities and pedagogy training for graduate students.



TEACHING AS A SOURCE OF DEPARTMENTAL 
POSITIVE EXTERNALITIES

Teaching Generates Positive Externalities

Effective teaching benefits departments by reducing student complaints 
and improving course evaluations.

Administrative Burden Reduction

Strong instructors in service courses lower administrative issues like 
grading disputes and classroom management.

Enhancing Departmental Reputation

Good teaching improves retention and student engagement, 
strengthening the department’s overall reputation.

Teaching as a Public Good

Framing teaching as a public good helps justify investments in pedagogy 
beyond research training.
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While teaching may be a weak hiring signal, it generates strong positive externalities once a faculty member is in the department. Effective teaching reduces student complaints, improves course evaluations at the program level, and builds goodwill among colleagues and administrators. In large departments, strong instructors in service courses lower administrative burdens by preventing recurring issues related to grading disputes, classroom management, or student dissatisfaction. From a chair’s perspective, these benefits are substantial. Good teaching also strengthens the department’s reputation among students, which can improve retention and engagement across the curriculum. These spillovers mean that teaching quality has value beyond the individual instructor’s classroom. However, because these benefits accrue after hiring, they are difficult to incorporate into ex ante hiring decisions without credible signals. This disconnect explains why teaching is often emphasized in annual reviews and departmental discussions, yet underweighted in initial hiring. For faculty training graduate students, it is important to articulate this clearly. Teaching is not irrelevant; it is simply under-signaled. By framing teaching as a departmental public good, faculty can justify investments in pedagogy training that might otherwise seem peripheral to research preparation. When graduate students understand that strong teaching generates goodwill and institutional capital, they can better appreciate why chairs value certain teaching experiences even if those experiences are not decisive for tenure.



“From 60% to 75% of college students never take economics, as Avi 
Cohen, Wendy Stock and Scott Wolla noted in a Dec. 11, 2023, Journal of 
Economic Education article. “Among students who do take introductory 

economics, for the vast majority, it will be the only economics course they 
ever take, and only 2 percent will go on to major in economics,”

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00220485.2023.2289969
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00220485.2023.2289969
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00220485.2023.2289969


WHY PRINCIPLES COURSES ARE 
HIGH-LEVERAGE TEACHING 
ASSIGNMENTS

Critical Role of Principles Courses

Principles courses serve as gateways into economics and impact 
student retention and major declarations significantly.

Challenges in Teaching Principles

Instructors must address diverse preparation and varying motivation 
while maintaining rigorous economic reasoning.

Institutional Value of Effective Teaching

Effective principles instructors stabilize enrollments and enhance 
department health and student satisfaction.

Signaling Teaching Competence

Concrete teaching experiences, like leading courses or recitations, 
provide credible evidence valued by hiring committees.
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Principles of economics courses occupy a uniquely important position within departments. They are typically high-enrollment, required for many majors, and serve as the primary gateway into the economics major. As a result, the quality of instruction in these courses has disproportionate effects on student retention, major declarations, and overall perceptions of the discipline. Departments value instructors who can teach principles effectively not because these courses are easy, but because they are difficult in ways that matter institutionally. Students in principles courses often have heterogeneous preparation, limited mathematical background, and varying motivation. Instructors must translate abstract economic reasoning into accessible frameworks without sacrificing rigor. From a chair’s perspective, faculty who can handle these courses well are invaluable. They stabilize enrollments, improve student satisfaction, and support the long-term health of the department. For hiring committees, evidence that a candidate can teach principles is therefore highly valued, especially at broad-access institutions. However, this value must be signaled. Merely stating an interest in teaching principles is insufficient. Concrete experience, such as serving as instructor of record or leading large recitation sections, provides more credible evidence. Faculty mentors should actively steer graduate students toward opportunities that expose them to principles-level teaching and help them document that experience in ways that hiring committees can easily interpret.

I do warn that search committees will make an opinion about your political beliefs simply from your selection of textbook. Know these biases and pick something you are comfortable with.



BUILDING AND INTERPRETING 
TEACHING SIGNALS
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The Teaching Signal Ladder: From Weak to Strong, Pedagogy Training and Publications as Credible Signals, What Committees Infer When Direct Teaching Is Unobserved



THE TEACHING SIGNAL LADDER: FROM WEAK TO 
STRONG

Hierarchy of Teaching Roles

Teaching roles vary in responsibility and observability, forming a ladder 
from grading assistants to instructors of record.

Signal Strength by Responsibility

Higher teaching roles demonstrate greater leadership and instructional 
responsibility, providing stronger hiring signals.

Value of Pedagogy Training

Formal pedagogy training and publications add significant signal strength 
by showing intentional teaching development.

Strategic Progression Importance

Progressing through teaching roles strategically matters more than 
accumulating many low-level experiences.
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Not all teaching experience conveys the same amount of information to hiring committees. Teaching signals can be organized into a ladder based on observability, responsibility, and cost. At the lower end are roles such as grading-only teaching assistantships. While common, these roles provide little information about a candidate’s classroom ability and therefore generate minimal differentiation. Leading discussion or recitation sections is a stronger signal, as it involves direct student interaction and instructional responsibility. Serving as a head TA or course coordinator strengthens the signal further by demonstrating leadership, organizational skills, and partial responsibility for course delivery. The strongest signal among teaching roles is serving as instructor of record, where the candidate has full responsibility for course design, assessment, and classroom management. As economists, we also see this as a revealed preference. They trust you to lead a course over others. Beyond roles, formal pedagogy training and pedagogy publications provide additional signal strength. These activities are costly in time and effort, observable on a CV, and indicate intentional investment in teaching. From a signaling perspective, the key is progression. Accumulating many low-level teaching roles does not substitute for moving up the ladder. Faculty mentors play a crucial role in structuring opportunities so that graduate students can climb this ladder strategically rather than accumulating undifferentiated experience.



PEDAGOGY TRAINING AND 
PUBLICATIONS AS 
CREDIBLE SIGNALS

Formal Pedagogy Training

Participation in teaching certificates and workshops signals 
intentional and credible skill development in teaching.

Pedagogy Publications

Publishing pedagogy research, especially with coauthors, 
demonstrates scholarly engagement and reflective instructional 
practice.

Signal Visibility to Hiring Committees

These pedagogy signals are recognized by hiring committees and 
reduce uncertainty about teaching competence.

Dual Benefits for Faculty Trainers

Encouraging pedagogy training improves teaching skills and 
increases job market visibility simultaneously.
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Formal pedagogy training and pedagogy-related publications are among the most credible teaching signals available to graduate students. Participation in teaching certificate programs, pedagogy workshops, or structured training initiatives signals intentional skill development rather than incidental experience. These programs are costly in terms of time and effort, which enhances their credibility under standard signaling models. Pedagogy publications provide an even stronger signal. They demonstrate engagement with the scholarship of teaching and learning and indicate that the candidate can reflect systematically on instructional practice. These signals are legible to hiring committees even if members do not specialize in pedagogy. They reduce uncertainty by providing third-party validation of teaching commitment and competence. For faculty trainers, encouraging participation in these activities serves two goals simultaneously: improving actual teaching skill and improving the visibility of that skill on the job market. This dual return makes pedagogy training a high-impact investment when designed thoughtfully and integrated into graduate programs.



EXAMPLES OF PUBLIC 
SIGNALS



WHAT COMMITTEES INFER WHEN DIRECT TEACHING 
IS UNOBSERVED

Indirect Teaching Inference

Hiring committees infer teaching ability indirectly through candidates' 
research presentation skills due to lack of direct observation.

Impact of Presentation Quality

Clear, well-structured, and engaging presentations lead to perceptions of 
strong teaching effectiveness by committees.

Preparing Graduate Students

Graduate students should develop pedagogical skills like audience 
awareness and pacing even for research presentations.

Aligning Academic Development

Departments can better integrate seminar culture, job preparation, and 
teaching development for comprehensive training.
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Because hiring committees rarely observe candidates teaching directly, they rely on indirect inference. Research presentations become proxies for teaching ability, even when committees do not state this explicitly. Candidates who present their research with clear motivation, logical structure, and accessible intuition are often perceived as better teachers. Conversely, candidates who rely heavily on jargon, skip foundational explanations, or struggle to engage the audience may raise concerns about classroom effectiveness. This inference process is imperfect, but it is rational given the information available. For graduate students, this means that pedagogical skills such as audience awareness, pacing, and explanation matter even in research contexts. For faculty mentors, it underscores the importance of coaching students on presentation skills not only as research training but also as implicit teaching preparation. Recognizing this mechanism allows departments to better align seminar culture, job market preparation, and teaching development, rather than treating them as separate domains.



COMMON MISTAKES AND 
MISALIGNED SIGNALS
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WHY SAYING 'I CAN TEACH ANYTHING' BACKFIRES

Negative Impact of Vague Claims
Saying 'I can teach anything' signals lack of preparation and reflection for specific teaching needs.

Importance of Specificity
Specific course knowledge and alignment with departmental needs increase credibility with hiring committees.

Role of Faculty Mentors
Faculty mentors should coach candidates to create realistic, thoughtful teaching statements tailored to needs.
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When candidates respond to teaching questions by saying, “I can teach anything,” they often believe they are signaling flexibility and enthusiasm. In practice, this response tends to backfire. Hiring committees interpret it as a lack of preparation or reflection about teaching needs. Departments hire to fill specific instructional gaps, particularly in high-demand courses such as principles, intermediate theory, or econometrics. A vague claim of universal competence provides little information about how a candidate would actually contribute. From a signaling perspective, specificity increases credibility. Candidates who can articulate which courses they are prepared to teach, how those courses fit departmental needs, and what experience supports those claims provide stronger signals. Faculty mentors should actively coach students to prepare thoughtful, realistic teaching statements. Emphasizing principles courses, where appropriate, can be especially effective. This advice helps students avoid inadvertently sending negative signals and aligns their responses with how committees interpret teaching claims.



THE FIRST-YEAR TEACHING 
REALITY FOR NEW PHDS

Expectation of Early Struggles

New PhDs often face initial teaching struggles due to limited formal 
pedagogy training and structural realities.

Transition to Diverse Classrooms

New faculty transition from selective institutions to classrooms with 
varied student preparation levels.

Curse of Knowledge Impact

Deep subject immersion can lead to overestimating students' prior 
knowledge, complicating teaching.

Value of Pedagogy Preparation

Early pedagogy training helps reduce adjustment time and reassures 
hiring committees of adaptability.
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Department chairs generally expect new PhDs to struggle in their first year of teaching. This expectation is not punitive; it reflects structural realities. Most doctoral programs provide little formal training in pedagogy. New faculty are often transitioning from highly selective institutions to environments with more heterogeneous student preparation. Additionally, they are deeply immersed in their subject matter, which exacerbates the curse of knowledge—the tendency to overestimate what students already understand. Recognizing this reality is important for setting appropriate expectations. For graduate students, understanding that initial difficulty is normal can reduce anxiety and defensiveness. For faculty mentors, it highlights the value of early pedagogy exposure that can shorten the adjustment period. Teaching signals that demonstrate awareness of these challenges and proactive preparation can reassure hiring committees that a candidate will adapt more quickly, even if perfection is not expected in the first year.



THE CURSE OF KNOWLEDGE 
AND STUDENT CALIBRATION

Curse of Knowledge Defined

New instructors struggle to adopt the novice perspective due to 
deep internalization of advanced concepts.

Importance of Student Calibration

Effective teaching requires adjusting explanations to student 
knowledge levels and backgrounds.

Role of Teaching Experience

Experience in recitations, principles courses, and pedagogy training 
helps signal understanding of student diversity.

Mentorship and Reflective Practice

Faculty mentors should discuss knowledge curse and encourage 
reflection to improve teaching credibility and effectiveness.
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The curse of knowledge is a persistent obstacle for new instructors, particularly those trained at highly ranked institutions. Graduate students often internalize advanced economic reasoning to such an extent that it becomes difficult to reconstruct the novice perspective. This leads to explanations that skip steps, assume familiarity with abstract concepts, or underestimate the time required for students to grasp foundational ideas. Effective teaching requires deliberate calibration to the student population being served. For departments with broad-access missions, this calibration is especially critical. Teaching signals that reflect awareness of student heterogeneity—such as experience in recitation sections, principles courses, or structured pedagogy training—can reassure committees that a candidate understands this challenge. Faculty mentors should explicitly discuss the curse of knowledge with graduate students and encourage reflective teaching practices that address it. Doing so not only improves classroom performance but also strengthens the credibility of teaching-related signals on the job market.



ACTIONABLE ADVICE FOR FACULTY 
WHO TRAIN GRADUATE STUDENTS
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DESIGNING STRUCTURED TEACHING PATHWAYS IN 
GRADUATE PROGRAMS

Progressive Teaching Roles

Structured pathways guide graduate students from low-responsibility to 
high-responsibility teaching roles, fostering skill growth.

Equitable Access to Opportunities

Clear pathways reduce inequities by ensuring fair access to valuable 
teaching experiences beyond informal selection.

Improved Documentation for Hiring

Structured teaching experiences help departments document student 
work clearly for hiring committee evaluation.

Faculty Mentorship Role

Faculty mentors advocate for and guide students through teaching 
pathways to enhance professional development.
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One of the most effective ways faculty can improve graduate student placement is by designing structured teaching pathways rather than ad hoc assignments. This involves creating a progression from lower-responsibility roles, such as recitation leadership, to higher-responsibility roles, such as head TA or instructor of record. Clear pathways allow students to build both skill and signal strength over time. They also make it easier for departments to document teaching experience in a way that is legible to hiring committees. Structured pathways reduce inequities by ensuring that access to high-value teaching opportunities is not purely informal or dependent on individual faculty preferences. From a chair’s perspective, such structures also improve teaching quality within the department by aligning responsibilities with preparation. Faculty mentors should advocate for these pathways and help students navigate them strategically.



HELPING STUDENTS 
CONVERT TEACHING INTO 
PUBLIC SIGNALS

Writing Detailed Teaching Letters

Faculty should write teaching letters with concrete 
examples rather than generic praise to strengthen public 
signals.

Encouraging Teaching Portfolios

Encourage students to create teaching portfolios that 
showcase their experiences and innovations in teaching.

Advising on Presentation Skills

Advise students on effectively presenting teaching 
experience in applications and interviews for stronger 
impact.

Normalizing Intentional Signaling

Normalize the idea that teaching needs intentional signaling, 
similar to research, to empower students.
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Faculty play a critical role in helping students convert private teaching experiences into public signals. This includes writing detailed teaching letters that provide concrete examples rather than generic praise, encouraging the creation of teaching portfolios, and advising students on how to present teaching experience effectively in applications and interviews. Small interventions, such as documenting enrollment growth, retention improvements, or course innovations, can substantially increase signal strength. Faculty should also normalize the idea that teaching needs to be signaled intentionally, just like research. By framing this process explicitly, mentors can demystify the job market and empower students to advocate for themselves more effectively. This approach aligns mentoring with the realities of hiring rather than aspirational norms.



KEY TAKEAWAYS FOR DEPARTMENTS AND 
CHAIRS

Teaching's Role in Hiring

Teaching alone rarely secures tenure but adds valuable 
positive externalities after hiring decisions are made.

Addressing Weak Teaching Signals

Departments should create structured teaching pathways 
and pedagogy training to strengthen teaching signals at 
hiring.

Optimizing Teaching and Research

Encourage teaching investments that complement research 
efforts to improve placement outcomes effectively.
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Several core lessons emerge from applying signaling theory to teaching in the academic job market. Teaching alone will not secure tenure, and faculty should be honest about this with graduate students. At the same time, teaching generates substantial positive externalities that chairs value deeply once a hire is made. The challenge is not the intrinsic value of teaching, but the weakness of its signals at the hiring stage. Departments can address this by creating structured teaching pathways, promoting pedagogy training, and helping students document and communicate their teaching effectively. By doing so, faculty can improve placement outcomes while also strengthening departmental teaching missions. Ultimately, the goal is optimization rather than maximization: helping students invest in teaching in ways that complement, rather than compete with, research signaling.
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