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Postsecondary Data GPS

Dear Data Enthusiast:

While higher education has long been recognized as a pathway to a better life, too many of the very students who could

gain the most from a college degree are left out, stop out, or drop out. Systemic barriers including inequitable and

confusing admissions processes, regressive �nancial aid policies, and housing and food insecurity, all contribute to

derailing students from the economic advantages offered by a postsecondary education. To tackle these systemic

inequities, policy change must begin at the institutional level and it must put low-income students and students of color

at the center.

The colleges and universities that have made the greatest gains in student outcomes and narrowed gaps between low-

income students, students of color, and their peers invariably cite data as an essential tool that enabled their success.

Inspired by these success stories, many institutions share that they want to use data more effectively but don’t know how

to begin. This Metrics Framework Guidebook is designed to help institutions do just that: get started. It frames the key

questions colleges should ask and offers tools and visualizations for institutions to use to inform their change

management and student success efforts.

In 2016, the Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP) released Toward Convergence: A Technical Guide for the

Postsecondary Metrics Framework, providing a set of detailed, �eld-driven postsecondary metrics built on lessons learned

from a decade of state and voluntary data collection initiatives. The metrics in the Framework were developed directly

from these initiatives’ efforts, which were created to �ll the gaps left by federal collections. Toward Convergence de�nes

the key performance, ef�ciency, and equity metrics that measure student access, progression, completion, cost, and post-

college outcomes for all students.

A primary goal of the Framework is for institutions to use these metrics to guide internal improvement efforts and better

serve all students, especially low-income students and students of color, on their campuses. However, institutions often

cite that they do not have the capacity and resources to fully explore and use their data. Alongside this challenge, they

sometimes fear that they have insuf�cient expertise to run complex statistical analyses and are unable to invest in new

software.

Based on this feedback, IHEP has developed this Metrics Framework Guidebook as a free resource for institutions who are

eager to begin using their data in truly meaningful ways. Designed for use by non-statisticians and statisticians alike, the

Guidebook is intended to serve as an easy-to-access tool for a variety of of�ces across campus to quickly transform

http://ihep.org/
https://datagps.ihep.org/
http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/toward-convergence-technical-guide-postsecondary-metrics-framework
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aggregate data into useful visualizations that uncover trends and issues in need of further exploration and to inform

institutional change efforts. Ultimately, this tool should help institutions build a culture of data-informed inquiry to

increase student success.

At the root of the development of the Framework is a belief that in order to promote equity and ensure success for all

students, particularly those who have been underserved by our higher education systems, institutions and other

policymakers must use data to understand how students are accessing, progressing, and succeeding at our institutions.

Asking these questions about how students move through the postsecondary pipeline will help institutions to assess how

well they are serving students and, ultimately, to improve.

We hope this inspires you and makes it easier to look beneath the surface and dig deeper into solving entrenched

inequities within higher education.

Sincerely,

Michelle Asha Cooper

Postsecondary Data GPS
A Guidebook for Navigating Data to Promote Student Success

By Konrad Mugglestone, Amanda Janice Roberson, and Mamie Voight
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  READ ONLINE

While we believe that the entire Guidebook holds value for all researchers, we

recognize that some may wish to only examine one particular element of the

higher education pipeline.

In all cases, we recommend reading the introduction �rst before turning to any

speci�c chapter of the Guidebook.
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Postsecondary Data GPS

Introduction
In Toward Convergence: A Technical Guide for the Postsecondary Metrics Framework, the

Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP) outlined key metrics that can inform institutional

leaders and policymakers about their institution’s performance across �ve speci�c

categories: access, progression, completion, cost, and post-college outcomes (Table I.1, below).

These metrics aim to measure student success throughout the postsecondary pipeline as

accurately and comprehensively as possible while considering data availability. Institutions

should be able to calculate the metrics using data from their existing information systems,

the National Student Loan Data System (NSLDS), the College Scorecard, the National Student

Clearinghouse , and national or state workforce records (if available).

Table I.1: The Postsecondary Metrics Framework

ACCESS PROGRESSION COMPLETION COST

POST-COLLE

OUTCOMES

PERFORMANCE Enrollment Credit

Accumulation,

Credit

Completion,

Gateway

Course

Completion,

Program of

Study

Selection,

Retention,

Persistence

Transfer,

Graduation,

Success,

Completers

Net Price,

Unmet Need,

Cumulative

Debt

Employmen

Earnings, Lo

Repayment,

Graduate

Education,

Learning

Outcomes

EFFICIENCY Expenditures

per Student

Cost of

Uncompleted

Credits,

Gateway

Completion,

Costs,

Change in

Revenue from

Change in

Retention

Time/Credits

to Credential,

Cost of Excess

Credits,

Completions

per Student

Student Share

of Cost,

Expenditures

per

Completion

Earnings

Threshold

EQUITY Enrollment by

at least

Preparation,

Income, Age,

Race/Ethnicity

Progression

Performance

at least by

Preparation,

Income, Age,

Race/Ethnicity

Completion

Performance

and Ef�ciency

by at least

Preparation,

Income, Age,

Race/Ethnicity

Net Price and

Unmet Need by

at least

Income

Debt by at

least Income,

Age,

Race/Ethnicity,

Completion

Status

Outcomes

Performanc

and Ef�cien

by at least

Income, Age

Race/Ethnic

Completion

Status
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This Guidebook will focus primarily on the �rst four categories: access, progression,

completion, and cost. Taken together, these categories represent the postsecondary pipeline,

or the hurdles that all students must clear to attain a credential. The Guidebook includes six

chapters. The �rst four detail each of the four core components of the postsecondary pipeline,

and the �fth examines the pipeline as a whole. These chapters are guided by the following

primary questions:

Access: Who enrolls at your institution? How does your institution’s student

demographics compare with those of your state or region, especially with respect to

racial and socioeconomic diversity?

Progression: Which students (disaggregated by race and socioeconomic status) are

meeting the key progression milestones—showing signs of early momentum—and which

students are not? What are the outcomes of students who do and do not meet key

progression milestones and benchmarks each year?

Completion: Who completes college and what factors help or hurt students in their

efforts to earn a credential? To what extent do completion gaps exist for key

underrepresented student populations?

Note: While post-college and workforce outcomes are important, we recognize that

most institutions have limited to nonexistent access to this kind of data. For this

reason, we include a brief section on post-college outcomes in the completion

chapter.

Cost: To what extent are institutions affordable for low-income and underserved

students, and is the institution making progress toward affordable higher education for

those who need it?

Cohort Analysis: How is a cohort of students moving through the institution and where

are the barriers to student success?

In each chapter, we will explore key research questions, the potential bene�ts of conducting

each analysis, the underlying metrics and de�nitions, the corresponding portions of the

cohort analysis, and additional questions that can inform future decision making.

Data visualization is a key component of the Guidebook. We embed examples of data

visualizations throughout the chapters and, at the conclusion of each chapter, we include

downloadable Excel templates with instructions for use. These template charts and graphics

will highlight essential patterns and trends for anyone wishing to conduct institutional

research, analyze postsecondary data, and share those insights with other stakeholders on

campus.

Sidebox I.1: Additional Guides in the Guidebook

Throughout the Guidebook, we share advice and stories collected from interviews with

practitioners who lead institutional research, evaluation, and change using quality data.

These individuals have extensive experience with collecting, cleaning, analyzing,

visualizing, and interpreting institutional data and implementing practical changes

based on the analytic results. Their valuable insight inspired many of the

recommendations we make in this Guidebook.

ACCESS PROGRESSION COMPLETION COST

POST-COLLE

OUTCOMES

Key Student Characteristics

Enrollment Status

Attendance Pattern

Degree-Seeking Status

Program of Study

Academic Preparation

Economic Status

Race/Ethnicity

Age

Gender

First-Generation Status

Key Institutional Characteristics

Sector

Level

Degree/Program Mix

Size

Resources

Selectivity

Diversity

MSI Status

Nontraditional Populations

Modality
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Interviewees

Throughout the guidebook, you’ll hear from these experts who have decades of experience

with institutional research and postsecondary data analysis.

Colin Chellman

Colin is the University Dean

for Institutional and Policy

Research at the City

University of New York and

served as the founding

director of the Of�ce of

Policy Research.

Jonathan Gagliardi

Jonathan is the Assistant

Vice President for Strategy,

Policy, and Analytics at

Lehman College. Previously,

he served as the associate

director of the Center for

Policy Research and

Strategy at the American

Council of Education (ACE)

in Washington, DC.

Zun Tang

Zun is the Director of

Institutional Research at

the City University of New

York. Previously, he served

as a Senior Research

Analyst in the same

department.

The sixth and �nal chapter includes technical considerations for using the downloadable

templates, as well as basic guidelines to ensure data privacy, security, and quality. When

using student data, keeping data private and secure is paramount, and this section highlights

ways to ensure that institutions proactively protect students from the improper disclosure of

their personally identi�able information and identi�cation in aggregate data sets. In an era

where one’s digital identity is increasingly important for �nancial security, employment, and

more, institutions must take great care in constructing their data systems to secure sensitive

data. The data quality section shares best practices for data cleaning and troubleshooting

data quality issues to minimize the privacy and security risks to students.

Almost all of the data we visualize throughout this Guidebook is illustrative of an actual

institution.  In partnership with the City University of New York (CUNY), our illustrations show

what an implemented version of these analyses looks like, highlighting the value of these

analyses in actual practice. However, we recognize that not all institutions have the same

context. CUNY is a diverse urban system with its own unique successes and its own unique

challenges. Even if your institution does not share these traits, the questions posed by this

Guidebook are still worth asking. Indeed, institutional administrators, faculty, and staff need

answers to the questions highlighted in these analyses because, without them, an accessible

and equitable higher education system will remain out of reach.

Data can serve as a powerful tool for institutional evaluation and self-re�ection. It should be

used to help institutional leaders and administrators to make decisions based on the best

available information. It should be used to assess institutional practices and to create an

environment that fosters student success. It should not be used to blame students or to make

excuses for poor outcomes. As Jonathan Gagliardi explains, “[data is] something that helps

you identify structural �aws because if there is an equity gap, if differences exist between

student groups, it suggests that something is off organizationally. Something isn’t being

delivered effectively, or an underlying design �aw may exist. Implementing structural

solutions can lead to changes that make a real difference in student outcomes.”  The tools

included in this Guidebook are intended to act as a �ashlight for institutions, helping them to

uncover these structural �aws, including institutional policies and procedures that can be

barriers to student success by asking and answering critical questions about outcomes,

particularly for low-income students, students of color, and other underrepresented students.

�. The National Student Clearinghouse is also extensively involved with the Postsecondary Data

Partnership (PDP), a program designed for institutions that are ready to scale up their data

efforts. For more information see Sidebox 5.1, or click here. 

�. Because the City University of New York represents a full institutional system, as opposed to a

single campus, cost and �nancial aid data was not easily accessible or uniform. On the one

hand, this illustrates the complexities of navigating and coordinating numerous distinct of�ces

for data collection, but on the other it illustrates how data and metrics are not one-size-�ts-all.

To address this problem, our cost analyses are based on national data representing public, 4-

year institutions. The cost data illustrated is sourced from the Beginning Postsecondary Student

Survey (04:09) sample. 

�. Gagliardi, J. (2019, March). Phone interview with A.J. Roberson and K. Mugglestone. 

2
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Getting Started
Before diving into the individual components of the Framework, we recommend taking a step

back and considering the questions in the following checklist:

How can data use inform or further institutional goals? – There is no more important

question to answer before beginning any data collection or analysis. Is your goal to

change institutional priorities? Is your goal to identify existing problem areas within the

institutional pipeline? Maybe you want to diagnose the root causes of racial or

socioeconomic equity gaps? Or, perhaps your goal is to �nd individual students and

provide personalized interventions to ensure academic success? Before taking on a data

project, it is most important to recognize where it falls in the bigger (or smaller) picture.

Consider the following examples of how quality data use can impact institutional

priorities at a macro or micro level:

Data use at 30,000 feet: Miami Dade

College developed and monitors key

performance indicators (KPIs) to provide

a high-level snapshot of its institutional

performance to leadership, faculty, and

staff. Data on performance metrics like

retention rates, completion rates,

transfer rates, and post-college

outcomes have allowed the institution to

predict success rates for students with

shared characteristics, identify high-risk

courses, and offer support interventions

for students in those high-risk courses.

Data use at 30 feet: Quality data use

can impact students at a personal level.

At California State University, Fullerton

(CSUF), advisors use a constantly-

updating dashboard to identify

individual students who are off track for

graduation and recommend

interventions. For example, one student

dropped a course during her last

semester at Fullerton. The dashboard

�agged her to an advisor, who found her

a �ve-week course to ful�ll the

requirements for graduation, and she

graduated on schedule.

As these examples illustrate, institutions can analyze aggregate trends (disaggregated

by student characteristics) and individual data to affect broad swaths of campus policy

or to serve individual students through real-time interventions. Knowing your goals

ensures you can design data collection, storage, and analysis in a way that meets your

needs.



Who needs to see, understand, and act on these data? – The target audience of an

analysis determines how you will want to present your �ndings, as different audiences

have different skillsets, preferences, and needs. Raw data, complex graphics, or data

tables may resonate with the trained statistician but are likely to fail to achieve the

desired effect among those with less experience—or less time to interpret the results.

Most likely, audiences will be far less familiar with data sources, terminology, and other

nuances than the person conducting the analysis. Furthermore, leadership may be more

interested in big picture comparisons and will want to see data in a way that guides

them toward action and solutions. Our downloadable templates are designed to provide

a strong starting point for clear and accessible data visualizations and essential

comparisons, but it may be necessary to develop additional graphics, depending on the

audience or topic. Jonathan Gagliardi identi�es just a few of the potential audiences for

whom he prepares data at Lehman College:

a. State legislators want to see how public funding is being spent and how public

institutions are serving students.

b. Institutional leadership wants to see a macro perspective for advancing student

success and closing equity gaps.

c. Faculty members want to understand the balance between class size, space

utilization, and course quality, and how grades may vary in and across their

courses based on student traits.

d. Department chairs want to build ef�ciency in course schedules and section design

to ensure higher on-time success rates.

e. Registrars want to monitor classroom space and ef�ciency.

f. The Of�ce of Advancement wants to monitor �nancial grants and partnerships.



4
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Once the data is in hand, it is worth noting that many analyses are possible with tools already

at most of�ces’ disposal. Institutions sometimes are intimidated about “data use,” worrying

that they must invest in new software, but this is not the case. For example, Microsoft Excel is

a low-cost and commonly available tool capable of data cleaning, analysis, and visualization

for an experienced user, and as Jonathan notes, “you can generally get to about 70 to 80

percent of the ideal model of a [data-informed] institution […] using existing data sources and

Excel. Who doesn't love Excel?”  Indeed, for this reason, our downloadable templates are

provided in a convenient Excel format.

Sidebox I.2: Analyzing Needs and Leveraging Existing Resources

After assessing what your institution has on hand to analyze data and disseminate data

on campus, you should consider what else the institution needs (if anything) to meet its

strategic goals. This could be a new partnership (such as with the National Student

Clearinghouse via the Postsecondary Data Partnership ) or a new tool. These deliberations

should include stakeholders across campus and focus on interoperability, data

governance, and data literacy. Zun shared a warning about acquiring new data analysis

tools: “Let’s say folks working on a project went out and procured a system/tool to store

and analyze their data. Then another group working on a separate project used a different

system/tool to store and analyze their data. Without planning and coordination, data

collected and stored in one system are not necessarily going to �ow into the other system

seamlessly. It’s much easier to plan ahead and procure systems where data can be

combined rather than having to �gure out what to do after procuring the systems and

�nding out that they don’t talk to each other.”

g. Enrollment Managers want more information about post-graduate outcomes to

help students maximize the value of their degree and to set the stage for lifelong

learning.

These represent only a fraction of the potential audiences and purposes for your

analyses, but each has unique needs and priorities. Furthermore, beyond the target

audience for an analysis, you may need to consider who else will work with the data

before presentation. If you are collaborating with other of�ces within an institution to

prepare data (and you should!), we recommend establishing clear lines of

communication to ensure that data are shared in the same format, that you are each

using the same metric(s) and calculation(s), and that everyone understands what each

data point means. From his experience with working in partnership with other

departments, Zun Tang explains, “You really need to have someone who knows what

those data points are […] [intended] to help you understand or help you interpret before

you can start thinking about evaluation. Like, what is the metric to calculate? What are

the �elds I should be pulling in? How should I de�ne the population for this purpose?”

These considerations will ensure the most ef�cient data collection, sharing, analysis,

and presentation.

5

What data or tools do you already have? – In many cases, institutions are able to

answer most questions using data that they already collect, even if it is not collected or

housed by the institutional research of�ce. For instance, cost data may be housed in the

�nancial aid of�ce, and admissions and enrollment data may be held by the admissions

of�ce or the registrar. More complex questions may require fostering partnerships with

other entities to maintain, track, or provide data (e.g., The University of Texas System

partnered with numerous state and federal agencies to develop the SeekUT system).

Understanding what information an institution already collects and has access to

enables better planning and resource management. It also reduces the likelihood of

redundant work, provided departments and of�ces have mechanisms in place to

securely share information.



6

7

8

Which students should you count, and how should you count them? – If you want to

understand an institution’s complete student population, then it is essential to count all

students. To do this, we recommend that institutions de�ne all cohorts—groups of

students who enter the institution sharing a common trait—based on their 12-month

enrollment population, instead of focusing only on the students who entered in the fall.

This allows an analysis to capture the additional students who start at other times in the

year. Institutions also should count full-time, part-time, �rst-time, and transfer students.
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�. The University of Texas System. (2019), SeekUT: About the data. Retrieved from the SeekUT
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�. For more information, see Sidebox 5.1, or click here. 

�. Chellman, C. (2019, February). Phone interview with A.J. Roberson and K. Mugglestone. 

Post-Implementation Considerations
(Reviewing and Re�ecting)
While implementing the Metrics Framework requires intentional planning, it is essential to

re�ect and consider the collection, analysis, and overall impact of the project after the

completion of each round of data work. This is especially important for projects that you

expect to repeat annually to ensure you are building valuable longitudinal data for the analysis

of trends. Periodically reviewing and re�ecting upon each completed analysis allows you to

In the table below, we offer recommendations for de�ning cohorts, and these same

de�nitions are used throughout the Guidebook. We recognize that an institution may

choose to place a particular focus on speci�c cohorts depending upon the students it

serves, however many of these disaggregates are already required by Integrated

Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) reporting, making the lift for additional

analyses smaller than it may seem on the surface.

Cohort De�nition

Enrollment

Status and

Attendance

Intensity

In conjunction, institutions should consider enrollment status (�rst-

time or transfer-in), and attendance intensity (part-time or full-time)

in order to develop four distinct cohorts (i.e., �rst-time, full-time; �rst-

time, part-time; transfer-in, full-time; transfer-in, part-time). Aside

from ensuring that all students are counted, distinguishing these

different categories of students is essential because they enter

college with unique advantages and challenges.

Credential

Level

Sought

Different degree types have different expected time to completion. By

distinguishing between non-credential-seeking, certi�cate-seeking,

associate’s-seeking, and bachelor’s-seeking students, institutions

can measure the varying persistence and completion challenges

across these cohorts accurately.

For a more detailed explanation of these cohorts, refer to pages 2.1-2.4 in the

Framework.

When should you conduct this research? – In order to ensure the most accurate and

current data, it is important to consider when to collect data or take a measurement.

Certain times within an academic year are better than others for data collection. For

instance, we recommend measuring a 12-month enrollment population for access and

enrollment analyses, which means it is likely that the best timing for up-to-date and

complete enrollment measurement would be at the start of the summer term (after all

students would have enrolled, but before the typical fall enrollment reset). Colin

Chellman explains the need for extensive planning when deciding when to collect data,

“For �nancial aid, what time of year is the best time to extract a �le that most accurately

represents the awards and disbursements students receive? Is that the �rst day of

classes? Should you wait until the middle of the semester? Should you wait until the

beginning of the second semester? You almost need a year in advance to plan the timing

of your data collection activities.”  For all data collected, you will want to consider when it

is ‘ripe’ to be measured in order to get the results that capture your student body most

effectively. While there is no perfect time to collect data, some opportunities or

moments-in-time may be better than others.
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re�ne your processes and better target data collection, time, and resources. Because you may

wish to plan your review process before beginning the project, we outline below several

essential questions that researchers should consider at the conclusion of a research project,

as well as the rationale for considering each.

�. What challenges did you face in data collection and analyses? – First, it is essential to

re�ect on process. Some challenges may be out of your control, but other challenges may

simply be resolved with more communication or different tools. In some arenas, such as

�nancial aid or admissions, data might need to be linked across several of�ces. In other

arenas, such as post-college outcomes, missing data may hinder your analysis.

Understanding where dif�culties occurred in previous work allows you to make

methodological adjustments to smooth the data collection, sharing, or analysis in future

efforts.

�. What did you learn from conducting these analyses? What surprised you? – This

second question is essential for understanding the purpose of the research. If nothing is

learned from the analysis, then little is gained from executing it, suggesting that the

analysis may unnecessary in the future. However, when you discover patterns, then you

can identify opportunities for future action. To effectively serve all students, institutions

must, at the very least, identify which students are not enrolling, which students are not

progressing, which students cannot afford to attend, and which students are not

completing their education.

Then, once patterns (or non-patterns) are established, one can ask: Why do these

patterns exist (or not exist)? This is essential to consider so that your institution can

design interventions. For example, at Colorado State University (CSU), an internal

assessment found a correlation between failure rates in foundational coursework and a

signi�cantly lower likelihood of graduation. By identifying foundational coursework as

linked to repressed graduation rates, the institution was able to make informed changes

in how the coursework was taught and alter the supports provided to students taking

these classes. Furthermore, CSU developed an early warning system to target

interventions toward struggling students, which led to much higher success rates.

�. Did the institution do something differently as a result of the analysis? And, did

outcomes for students improve? – This �nal question is the most important: it

measures impact. Data is most valuable when it leads to real, tangible improvements for

students. When equity gaps, high failure rates, or other problems are found but little

action is taken, or poorly-designed interventions do not improve outcomes, then

institutional researchers may need to consider how to expand or rework the analysis to

identify the problem more explicitly or persuasively. The ultimate goal of most

institutional data systems should not be simply to understand, but to change and

improve.

Depending on institutional goals or the scale of the project, you may want to consider many

other questions as well. Further, you should collaborate with other of�ces to avoid siloing

these questions and conversations. It is not enough for the institutional research,

institutional effectiveness, or another single of�ce to re�ect on these questions—all of�ces

which contribute to and use the data, along with of�ces that directly serve students, should be

part of the conversation on how to use data as a catalyst for student success and streamline

how data are shared, stored, and analyzed on campus. Frank discussions about how to most

effectively use and share data on campus create opportunities for data champions to emerge

and deepen a culture of data-informed decision-making.

The following chapters will walk through each of the major sections of the Metrics Framework

—access, progression, completion, and cost. Together, they represent a complete

postsecondary pipeline—the story of any student seeking to enter college and leave with a

degree in hand. For all analyses, we recommend that researchers consider where an analysis

falls within this pipeline in order to contextualize how the �ndings may affect the same

students as they progress through college. For instance, if research �nds signi�cant

disparities across race groups in progression metrics, then it is important to consider those

disparities and how they impact completion rates or time-to-degree for students in the lower-

performing groups—which may then have implications for cost as well. Considering the

sequential impact of each �nding will help to de�ne the questions to ask next as you work to

improve how your institution serves current and future students.

10
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��. Association of Public & Land Grant Universities. (2017), Turning student data into actionable

information. Retrieved from the Association of Public & Land Grant Universities website:

http://www.aplu.org/projects-and-initiatives/accountability-and-transparency/using-data-to-

increase-student-success/APLU_WhitePaper_COLORADO_C.pdf 
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Postsecondary Data GPS

Access

Key Research

Questions

Who is admitted to your institution? Who enrolls? Who earns enough

credits in their �rst year to have early momentum toward completion?

Underlying

Metrics

Enrollment: Twelve-month headcount that includes all undergraduate

students who enroll at any point in the calendar year.

Credit Accumulation: The percentage of students earning suf�cient

credits toward on-time completion in their �rst year (30 credits for full-

time and 15 credits for part-time).

Disaggregates First tier: academic preparation, race/ethnicity, economic status, gender

Second tier: receipt of Title IV aid, unmet need, STEM program

enrollment, age, race by gender, gender by STEM

For more detail on these underlying metrics, refer to page 3.2 in the Metrics Framework.

For students, access to college represents opportunity. Admission and enrollment are not the

guarantee of a degree, but they are early steps toward earning one. Unfortunately, for many

students, especially low-income students and students of color, access to a quality institution

that will serve them well remains elusive. Every institution, from the most selective to the

least selective, has room to improve on equitable access and enrollment. While much of the

public discourse around this topic focuses on the most selective institutions, White students

make up a large percentage of students at ‘moderately selective’ four-year institutions as

well.  Furthermore, even if an institution is accepting higher percentages of low-income

students and students of color, they may not do enough to make sure they enroll. Estimates

suggest 10 to 40 percent of accepted applicants do not enroll in a college or university in the

fall, and low-income students and �rst-generation students are especially at risk of ‘summer

melt.’

As a result, it is clear that equity gaps persist and as the nation’s demographics shift, so

should the programs and policies designed to foster access and enrollment in higher

education.  In order for a college to effectively serve its students and close access gaps, it

should understand which students are applying, are accepted, and are enrolling. Using these

data, institutional leaders can assess, implement, and improve policies and programs

designed to increase access and opportunity for all student populations.

The primary research question for measuring access is, “Who enrolls at your institution?”

Institutions should take this simple question and break it down based on the key student

characteristics from the Framework, including, but not limited to: academic preparation,

race/ethnicity, economic status, and gender. In other words, how well is the institution

doing at recruiting and enrolling a racially and socioeconomically diverse student body?

Institutions also should compare admissions demographics to their local community, state,

or the nation to benchmark their success at enrolling a student body that re�ects their service

area.

A secondary question for access is, “Who has early momentum at your institution?” This

�rst-year metric has signi�cant impact on later progression metrics—including �rst-year

retention—because this is when a student gets their �rst look at college coursework,

structures, and bureaucracies.  Students who take 15 credits or more in the �rst term are far

more likely to complete their �rst year and return to complete their degree.  Therefore, this is

a crossover metric that has implications for both access and progression, and again, we

recommend analysis by both �rst- and second-tier disaggregates.
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To diagnose inequities, institutions can then compare the demographics of their admitted

students, enrolled students, and students who meet year-one credit-accumulation

benchmarks, examining trends in yield and early momentum. To begin, Figure 1.1 (below)

breaks down CUNY’s entire admitted cohort by race, illustrating a �rst point of attrition for

students and whether enrolled students are enrolling part-time or full-time. Around 4 out of 10

accepted students choose to enroll elsewhere or not enroll at all, and a little over 1 in 10

students in this admitted cohort choose to attend CUNY but only part-time. Admitted Black

and Hispanic students are more likely to enroll at CUNY than their White peers, but a larger

share of enrolled White students attend CUNY part-time.

Figure 1.1: Loss of All Entering Students from Admissions to Enrollment by Race

After identifying who is most likely to enroll (or not enroll), we know where our �rst student

losses have occurred and who is more likely to be lost. This information – potentially allows us

to target direct outreach to those students after admittance. Figure 1.2 (below) helps us to

examine this enrolled population further. This graphic shows the percentage of these �rst-

semester students who met credit thresholds (15 credit hours for part-time, and 30 credit

hours for full-time). Most importantly, the darker colored sections illustrate the portion of

students who successfully met credit thresholds, highlighting a signi�cant racial gap

between White students and their Black and Hispanic peers on this metric. Because course

intensity is a predictor of continuing or stopping out, this gap may indicate a need for targeted

interventions to encourage Black and Hispanic students to maintain a heavier course load,

institutional engagement in order to promote completion of these courses, and creative

institutional solutions to help students of color persist, even if they are unable to enroll in

more credits because of work or family obligations. If these gaps are not addressed, racial

gaps will likely grow as students progress in their programs.

Figure 1.2: Loss of All Entering Students from Enrollment to Meeting Credit Thresholds by

Race
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For a big picture overview of where students are underrepresented, Figure 1.3 (below)

illustrates the diversity of the population reaching each phase of the access pipeline and

highlights gains and losses in group representation at each step. This table is particularly

useful for identifying which students are facing challenges in the access pipeline and where.

For example, consider the Hispanic population. The �rst three data columns illustrate that the

share of the full-time and part-time enrolled populations that identi�ed as Hispanic are larger

relative to the share of the admitted population that identi�ed as Hispanic. Given the results

illustrated in Figure 1.1, this �nding was expected, because Figure 1.1 showed that a greater

portion of the admitted Hispanic students enrolled in CUNY as compared to their peers.

However, among the population of students who met credit thresholds, Hispanic

representation is signi�cantly lower, re�ecting the relatively low percentage of enrolled

Hispanic students who completed 15 or 30 credit hours in the semester. By identifying where

student groups are over- or under-represented at each phase in the access pipeline,

institutions should be able to re�ne and target their interventions and initiatives to close

existing gaps in the pipeline.

Figure 1.3: Diversity of All Entering Students at Each Phase of the Access Pipeline, by Race

�. Eckerson Peters, E. & Voight, M. (2018), Inequities persist: Access and completion gaps at public

�agships in the Great Lakes region. Retrieved from the Institute for Higher Education Policy

website: http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/inequities-persist-access-and-completion-

gaps-public-�agships-great-lakes. 

�. IHEP analysis of 2015-16 data from the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS: 15-16),

a product of the National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education.

↩
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Computation by NCES PowerStats Version 1.0 on June 19, 2019. Variables: SELECTV3 and RACE.

Weight: WTA000. 

�. Castleman, B.L., Page, L.C., & Snowdon, A.L. (2013), Summer melt handbook: A guide to

investigating and responding to summer melt. Retrieved from the Harvard University Center for

Education Policy Research website: http://sdp.cepr.harvard.edu/�les/cepr-sdp/�les/sdp-

summer-melt-handbook.pdf. 

�. Eckerson Peters, E. & Voight, M. (2018), Inequities persist: Access and completion gaps at public

�agships in the Great Lakes region. Retrieved from the Institute for Higher Education Policy

website: http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/inequities-persist-access-and-completion-

gaps-public-�agships-great-lakes. 

�. Miller, A., Valle, K., & Engle, J. (2014), Access to attainment: An access agenda for 21st century

college students. Retrieved from the Institute for Higher Education Policy website:

http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/access-attainment-access-agenda-21st-century-

college-students. 

�. Lynch, M., Engle, J., & Cruz, J.L. (2011), Priced out: How the wrong �nancial-aid policies hurt low-

income students. Retrieved from The Education Trust website:

https://edtrust.org/resource/priced-out-how-the-wrong-�nancial-aid-policies-hurt-low-income-

students/. 

�. Haycock, K., Lynch, M., & Engle, J. (2010), Opportunity adrift: Our �agship universities are straying

from their public mission. Retrieved from The Education Trust website: https://edtrust.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/10/Opportunity-Adrift_0.pdf 

�. Offenstein, J., Moore, C. & Shulock, N. (2010), Advancing by degrees: A framework for increasing

college completion. Retrieved from The Education Trust website: https://edtrust.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/10/AdvbyDegrees_0.pdf. 

�. Stinebrickner, T., & Stinebrickner, R. (2012), Learning about academic ability and the college

dropout decision. Journal of Labor Economics. 30(4). 707-748. DOI: 10.1086/666525. 

��. Jenkins, D. & Bailey, T. (2017), Early momentum metrics: Why they matter for college

improvement. Retrieved from the Community College Research Center website:

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/early-momentum-metrics-college-improvement.html.

Additional Questions – How Campuses Can
Act on Their Findings
After identifying the access and enrollment patterns in your institution, it may become clear

that further research is needed. For instance, after looking at Figure 2 above, CUNY’s

researchers may decide that they should try to determine what is driving nearly 60 percent of

admitted Black freshmen to choose to attend college elsewhere or to forgo college altogether.

Is the college too expensive or failing to provide enough aid? Is transportation a challenge for

these students? Which schools are these students selecting instead? It is important to

consider what follow-up questions are necessary to better understand the equity implications

of the admissions and enrollment policies. Some examples include:

Who applies to your institution? – Institutions can only enroll the prospective students

who they effectively recruit to apply. If an institution is seeking to increase the diversity

of its enrolled class, a good place to start would be to determine if underrepresented

students are not applying. If so, the institution should examine who is being targeted by

institutional recruitment materials, as well as any structural application barriers (such

as application fees) that may deter these students from applying. In fact, on average,

low-income students apply to one college, compared to three applications among high-

income students.

Why do you admit particular students? – Institutions have broad latitude on how to

prioritize admissions to students. Some common admissions criteria drive structural

inequities among admitted students. For instance, the consideration of demonstrated

interest, early decision, legacy preference, or criminal history can have signi�cant

impacts on the demographics of your admitted student body.  Examining patterns

among admitted or rejected students may help to determine which factors are the most

impactful in your admissions process.

Why do some admitted students not enroll? – A number of potential factors may

explain why certain students enroll and not others. Below, we suggest a few of them:

What is the average unmet need of students who are admitted but do not

enroll? – Rising costs are ensuring that college affordability is one of the most

↩

↩

↩

↩
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↩
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↩

11

121314

http://sdp.cepr.harvard.edu/files/cepr-sdp/files/sdp-summer-melt-handbook.pdf
http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/inequities-persist-access-and-completion-gaps-public-flagships-great-lakes
http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/access-attainment-access-agenda-21st-century-college-students
https://edtrust.org/resource/priced-out-how-the-wrong-financial-aid-policies-hurt-low-income-students/
https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Opportunity-Adrift_0.pdf
https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/AdvbyDegrees_0.pdf
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/early-momentum-metrics-college-improvement.html


3/29/2021 Access | IHEP Postsecondary Data GPS

https://datagps.ihep.org/chapters/chapter-1/ 5/6

prominent factors in a student’s decision to enroll. Nearly 50 percent of students in

2016 said that �nancial assistance was a ‘very important’ factor in their decision to

attend a particular institution.  If students who do not enroll have high unmet

need, it may indicate that the institution should review policies around student aid.

Where do admitted students enroll, if not your institution? – Examining where

admitted students do enroll can provide insight into existing policies because a

direct comparison highlights institutional de�ciencies. This may answer questions

about institutional selectivity, reputation, affordability, program availability,

campus climate, and proximity, among other factors. Surveys of admitted non-

enrollees (perhaps administered when the student noti�es your institution of their

choice to not enroll) could be one way to explore this question.

Is this pattern a long-term trend? – Investigating trends over time may shed light on

the effectiveness of existing institutional policies, informing changes to those policies

and allowing better targeting of future interventions. For instance, the University of

Michigan recognized a long-standing shortage of low-income students applying and

enrolling in the institution. However, with an intervention consisting of targeted

recruitment materials designed to remind low-income students of Michigan’s tuition-

free guarantee, the application rate and enrollment rate among low-income students

who received the materials more than doubled relative to students who did not receive

these materials.  Recognizing the long-standing trend ensured a targeted solution.

��. Institute for Higher Education Policy analysis of U.S. Department of Education, National

Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS: 16) data. 

��. Eckerson Peters, E. & Voight, M. (2018), Inequities persist: Access and completion gaps at public

�agships in the Great Lakes region. Retrieved from the Institute for Higher Education Policy

website: http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/inequities-persist-access-and-completion-

gaps-public-�agships-great-lakes. 

��. Kahlenberg, R. (2010), Af�rmative action for the rich: Legacy preferences in college admissions.

New York, NY: The Century Foundation. 

��. Park, J. & Eagan, K. (2011), Who goes early?: A multi-level analysis of enrolling via early action and

early decision admissions. Teachers College Record. 113(11), 2345-2373. 

��. Eagan, K., Stolzenberg, E.B., Zimmerman, H.B., Aragon, M.C., Sayson, H.W., & Rios-Aguilar, C. (2017),

The American freshman: national norms (Fall 2016). Retrieved from the Higher Education

Research Institute website:

https://www.heri.ucla.edu/monographs/TheAmericanFreshman2016.pdf. 

��. Dynarski, S., Libassi, C.J., Michelmore, K., & Owen, S. (2018), Closing the gap: The effect of a

targeted, tuition-free promise on college choices of high achieving, low-income students.

Retrieved from the National Bureau of Economic Research website:

https://www.nber.org/papers/w25349. 

Cohort Analysis
Access is the entry point to the college pipeline, which will be built out in more detail

throughout this Guidebook. In the overview illustration below, access represents the top two

bars above the dotted line. This portion of the analysis provides the baseline for

understanding who is enrolling at the institution and at what intensity. Nearly half of all

potential �rst-time freshmen choose not to attend this institution, but among those who do,

only a small portion of enrolled students enter as part-time students. Institutions should use

disaggregated data pipelines to investigate which students are enrolling and assess equity in

enrollment, as well as equity in intensity. Without these considerations, any approach to

closing equity gaps lacks a concrete basis. The following chapters provide guidance for

institutions to examine which students are falling out of the pipeline and why. Those

subsequent pipeline elements will be grounded in this enrollment baseline.

Figure 1.4: Cohort Overview for First-Time Students
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Progression

Key Research

Questions

�. Which students are meeting the key progression milestones and

which students are not?

�. What are the outcomes of students who do and do not meet key

progression milestones and benchmarks each year?

Underlying

Metrics

On-Time Credit Accumulation Rate: The percentage of students earning

suf�cient credits toward on-time completion in their �rst year (30

credits for full-time and 15 credits for part-time).

Gateway Course Completion Rate: The percentage of students

completing college-level introductory math and English courses, tracked

separately, in their �rst year.

Retention rate: The percentage of students in a cohort who are either

enrolled at their initial institution or transfer to a longer program at the

initial or subsequent institution, calculated annually up to 200% of

program length.

Persistence rate: The percentage of students in a cohort remaining

enrolled or earning a credential at their initial or subsequent institution,

measured annually up to 200% of program length.

Disaggregates First tier: academic preparation, race/ethnicity, economic status, gender

Second tier: receipt of Title IV aid, unmet need, STEM program

enrollment, age, race by gender, gender by STEM

For more detail on these underlying metrics, refer to pages 3.3 - 3.9 in the Metrics

Framework.

While the two most important milestones for any student in higher education are entering

college and graduating with a degree, progression represents nearly every essential step in

between. How students and institutions perform during the progression phase of the pipeline

has enormous implications for both college completion and college affordability. Students’

failure to complete represents lost opportunity and sunk costs for each student and the

institution.  Furthermore, failure to adequately progress in college can result in devastating

�nancial outcomes. This is especially true if the students have taken on debt to pay college

costs—a trend that particularly impacts low-income students and students of color.  Student

borrowers who drop out of college are over �ve times more likely to default on student loans

than borrowers who �nish a bachelor’s degree.  Furthermore, even if students do not drop out,

inadequate credit accumulation often results in delayed completion. Each additional year a

student spends in college represents lost earnings and increased costs for the student, as

well as expenses for the institution.

In order to move students from enrollment to completion, it is imperative that institutions

understand who is successfully moving through the academic pipeline and hitting the key

milestones that research has shown to be leading indicators of degree completion. These

indicators include credit accumulation, gateway course completion, and high credit

completion ratios.  One study illustrates that due to academic momentum, full-time

students who complete 15 credits in their �rst semester (30 in the �rst year) are a massive 19

percentage points more likely to complete their four-year degree than those students who take

only one course less (12 credits per semester).
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Sidebox 2.1: Using Financial Aid Requirements to Incentivize Higher Enrollment

Intensity Can Be Damaging

While the evidence is clear that higher credit intensity generally improves graduation

rates, reduces the time to degree, and increases college affordability, some states and

institutions (see: the Minnesota State Grant  or Indiana’s Financial Aid system ) have

made completing 15 credits per semester mandatory for complete �nancial aid packages.

These programs reduce or entirely remove �nancial aid packages for students who take

fewer courses. Unfortunately, using �nancial aid as a performance-based incentive can be

more harmful than helpful—especially to low-income students. These students, in

particular, are facing greater �nancial challenges and are likely to work more hours off

campus, which can, in turn, make taking a full 15 credit hours per semester

unsustainable. This can result in a �nancial catch-22: unable to manage a full course load

for the much-needed grant aid, and unable to work the necessary paid hours, the student

is forced into attending college part-time or dropping out. There is also some evidence

that performance-based incentives encourage students to take easier courses in order to

manage their workload and to make sure their academic performance remains

satisfactory.  While we encourage 15 credits per semester as a key metric for

measurement, institutions should be careful not to punish students who do not meet the

threshold and should do everything they can to remove barriers in the way of students

trying to meet this goal.

While the quantity of credit hours attempted is important, which courses a student takes can

have meaningful effects on progression as well. Students who do not take and pass a

foundational gateway course in their �rst semester are approximately 1.7 times less likely to

persist to a second semester than those who successfully pass one.  Furthermore, a high

credit success rate is indicative of better academic performance, which is extensively

correlated with persistence. A student with a GPA of 3.0 after their �rst semester is 127 times

more likely to reenroll for their second semester than a student with a 2.0 GPA.  Nearly all

states have implemented some type of attainment goal, and institutions play an essential role

in reaching these goals.  However, institutions should be careful to look at data with a

student-centered mindset. The positive outcomes correlated with these progression metrics

are impressive, but institutions should not simply see great patterns and attempt to force

students into higher credit intensities just to meet attainment goals. Instead, institutions can

best serve students by digging below the surface to understand and address the progression

barriers students face. For instance, some institutions have diagnosed barriers to low credit

accumulation rates and then addressed those barriers by improving availability of the

required courses that are in high demand, implementing degree maps, and instituting

academic supports in the courses from which students drop, withdraw, or fail at high rates.

Other institutions have provided additional �nancial supports to students so they can

increase course loads and take summer courses.  Understanding and addressing barriers can

have enormous implications for equity by helping to close persistent completion gaps

impacting low-income students and students of color.  In order to plug the leaks in their

pipeline and help students from all backgrounds attain their degree, institutions should ask

several key questions to inform their interventions:

�. Which students are meeting key progression benchmarks (see table below), and

which students are not? Why?

�. What are the outcomes (in terms of retention, time-to-degree, and completion rate)

of students who do and do not meet key progression benchmarks each year?

Table 2.1: De�nitions and Benchmarks for Progression Metrics

Metric De�nition & Recommended Benchmark
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Metric De�nition & Recommended Benchmark

Credit Accumulation Rate The percentage of students earning suf�cient credits

toward on-time completion in the �rst year.

30 credits for full-time students.

15 credits for part-time students.

Does not include Advanced Placement, International

Baccalaureate, transfer, or non-credit remedial

coursework.

Closer to 100% is better.

Credit Completion Ratio Percentage of credits attempted that the student

passed (Grades: A, B, C, Pass, & (optional, if accepted)

D)

Closer to 100% is better.

Gateway Course

Completion Rate

Percentage of students completing college-level

introductory math and English courses tracked

separately in their �rst year.

Does include Advanced Placement, International

Baccalaureate, transfer, and College Level Exam

Program credits.

Closer to 100% is better.

Retention Rate Percentage of students in a cohort who are either

enrolled at their initial institution or transfer to a

longer program at the initial or subsequent

institution, calculated annually up to 200 percent of

program length.

Closer to 100% is better.

For more detail on these underlying metrics, refer to pages 3.3 - 3.9 in the Metrics

Framework.

To effectively answer these questions, institutions should collect data for each of these

metrics and then disaggregate and analyze the results.

For example, an institution should investigate how credit load relates to retention by race and

ethnicity. The analysis below illustrates retention rates by credit accumulation and enrollment

status, disaggregated by select racial and ethnic groups. From this analysis, it is evident that

all groups, whether enrolled part-time or full-time, are much more likely to return for a second

year if they have achieved moderate credit accumulation (above 24 credit hours for full-time

students, and above 12 credit hours for part-time students in an academic year), and that all

students see an additional boost in retention when students earn 30 credits (for full-time

students) or 15 credits (for part-time students) in their �rst academic year. For instance,

among �rst-time, part-time Latinx students, nearly 90 percent of students who met the 15-

credit hour threshold, and 84 percent of students who met the 12-credit hour threshold

persisted into the next academic year. In contrast, less than 40 percent of students who did

not meet the threshold persisted—an over 50 percentage point gap. However, fewer than a

quarter of part-time Latinx students are taking 12 or more credits, suggesting that if the

institution intends to increase retention among Latinx students, it should consider strategies

to help students take—and pass—heavier course loads.

Figure 2.1: Retention by Credit Accumulation, Race/Ethnicity, and Enrollment Status (First-

Time Freshmen)

http://www.ihep.org/sites/default/files/uploads/postsecdata/docs/resources/ihep_toward_convergence_low_2b.pdf#page=18
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Gateway course completion also has a notable impact on retention. The analysis below (Figure

2.2) indicates that �rst-time students who complete gateway courses in math or English are

more likely to persist than students who do not complete them.
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Figure 2.2: Retention by Gateway Course Completion, Gender, and Enrollment Status

(First-Time Freshmen)
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Beyond �rst-year retention snapshots, measuring progression requires longitudinal analysis

into a cohort’s second, third, fourth, �fth, or sixth year. Looking at the over-time perspective

allows for a better understanding of when students are most likely to drop out of the pipeline.

Figure 2.3 shows the percentage of students retained each year, combined with those who

completed their degrees, including in years �ve and six (for bachelor’s degree seekers),

disaggregated by race, credit accumulation, and English gateway course completion. First,

these charts illustrate that the positive effects of higher credit accumulation and gateway

course completion remain present over time. The gaps in retention between those who met

these benchmarks and those who did not are persistent, reinforcing the value of reaching

these milestones. Secondly, these charts show that the greatest drop-off of students occurs

between the second and the third year, but a signi�cant drop in retention occurs after the �fth

year, regardless of credit accumulation or gateway completion. Institutions might want to

consider what factors may be driving the timing of these drop offs.

More important, however, are some of the gaps that these charts can illustrate and the equity

implications they hold. Overall, these graphics show lower credit accumulation has a

multiplicative, negative effect over time, with widening gaps in persistence between students

who complete 30 hours compared to those who complete reduced credit levels. These gaps are

especially pronounced among White and Hispanic students (although still meaningful for

Black students), suggesting that maintaining a 30-hour course load is bene�cial and

impactful for all students.

Figure 2.3: Years 2-6 Retention by Credit Accumulation and English Gateway Course

Completion



3/29/2021 Progression | IHEP Postsecondary Data GPS

https://datagps.ihep.org/chapters/chapter-2/ 7/11

Colin illustrates how an institution like CUNY can see these same results and put solutions

into practice. He explains, “In the past six months, we’ve done a lot of work on credit

momentum, �nding supporting evidence that taking as many credits as you possibly can—as

early in your college career as you can—actually leads to better academic momentum and

graduating faster.” He continues, “That's led to major credit momentum campaigns, like

advertising campaigns, on most of our campuses.”  Indeed, in February 2018, CUNY publicly

launched the Academic Momentum Campaign, with advertisements around campuses to

remind students, “the longer you stay, the more you pay.”  While the program is in its infancy

and effectiveness has not been measured, CUNY institutions may start seeing results in the

coming years.

Data is often used to inform new interventions (like the Academic Momentum Campaign) for

students, but on occasion, good data use can save institutions resources on programs they

thought were helping students to progress but actually were ineffective. Colin elaborates:

We are in the midst of large-scale reform that was prompted by a series of analyses

that showed that the placement exams that we were using had no predictive value on

later college performance. So, we are spending a lot of money on placement exams

that don't actually tell us anything.

This example illustrates that good data use can reduce wasteful spending, and only a careful

analysis of progression metrics can ensure that particular processes and interventions are

useful at your institution.

�. Schneider, M., & Yin, L.M. (2011), The high cost of low graduation rates: How much does dropping

out of college really cost? Retrieved from the American Institutes for Research website:

https://www.air.org/resource/high-cost-low-graduation-rates. 

�. Johnson, N. (2012), The institutional costs of student attrition. Retrieved from the Education

Resources Information Center website: https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED536126. 

�. IHEP analysis of 2015-2016 data from the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:16) a

product of the National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education.

Computation by NCES PowerStats Version 1.0 on May 13, 2019. Variables: FEDPACK, RACE, and

TOTLOAN. Weight: WTA000. 

�. Miller, B. (2017), New federal data show a student loan crisis for African American borrowers.

Retrieved from the Center for American Progress website:

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-

postsecondary/news/2017/10/16/440711/new-federal-data-show-student-loan-crisis-african-

american-borrowers/</a>. 

�. Dannenberg, M. & Mugglestone, K. (2017), Making promises: Designing college promise plans

worth keeping. Retrieved from the Education Reform Now website: https://edreformnow.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/11/ERN-Making-Promises-Final.pdf. 

�. Offenstein, J. Moore C., & Shulock, N. (2010), Advancing by degrees: A framework for increasing

college completion. Retrieved from The Education Trust website: https://edtrust.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/10/AdvbyDegrees_0.pdf. 

�. Moore, C. & Shulock, N. (2009), Student progress toward degree completion: Lessons from the

research literature. Retrieved from the California State University website:

https://www.csuchico.edu/gradinitiative/_assets/documents/ihelp-student-progress-toward-

degree-completion.pdf. 

21

22

23

↩

↩

↩

↩

↩

↩

↩

https://www.air.org/resource/high-cost-low-graduation-rates.
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED536126
https://edreformnow.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/ERN-Making-Promises-Final.pdf
https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/AdvbyDegrees_0.pdf
https://www.csuchico.edu/gradinitiative/_assets/documents/ihelp-student-progress-toward-degree-completion.pdf


3/29/2021 Progression | IHEP Postsecondary Data GPS

https://datagps.ihep.org/chapters/chapter-2/ 8/11

�. Bel�eld, C., Jenkins, D., & Lahr, H. (2016). Momentum: The academic and economic value of a 15-

credit �rst-semester course load for college students in tennessee. Retrieved from the

Community College Research Center’s website:

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/momentum-15-credit-course-load.html. 

�. Minnesota Of�ce of Higher Education. (2017), Minnesota State Grant. Retrieved from the Of�ce of

Higher Education for the State of Minnesota’s website: https://www.ohe.state.mn.us/mPg.cfm?

pageID=138. 

��. Indiana Commission for Higher Education. (2015), Reforming student �nancial aid to increase

college completion. Retrieved from the Indiana Commission for Higher Education’s website:

https://www.in.gov/che/�les/2015_Indiana_Financial_Aid_Reform_13015_Pages.pdf 

��. Kinsley, P. & Goldrick-Rab, S. (2015), Making the grade: The academic side of college life among

�nancial aid recipients. Retrieved from the Wisconsin HOPE Lab’s website:

https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Kinsley_and_Goldrick-

Rab_Making_the_Grade.pdf. 

��. Flanders, G. (2017), The effect of gateway course completion on freshman college student

retention. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice. Vol. 19(1). 2-24.

Retrieved from: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1521025115611396. 

��. Ibid. 

��. Pascarella, E.T. & Terenzini, P.T. (1991), How college affects students. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-

Bass. 

��. Strategy Labs. (2016), States with higher education attainment goals. Retrieved from the Lumina

Foundation’s website: http://strategylabs.luminafoundation.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/10/State-Attainment-Goals.pdf. 

��. The Education Trust. (2013), Replenishing opportunity in America: Florida State University.

Retrieved from The Education Trust’s website: http://edtrust.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/10/2012_A2S_Case_Study_Florida_FINAL.pdf. 

��. The Education Trust. (2013), Replenishing opportunity in America: University of Wisconsin.

Retrieved from The Education Trust’s website: http://edtrust.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/10/2012_A2S_Case_Study_Wisconsin_FINAL.pdf. 

��. Sacramento State Financial Aid Of�ce. (2019). Pledge to take 15. Retrieved from the Sacramento

State University website at: https://www.csus.edu/excellence/take15/. 

��. Whistle, W. & Hiler, T. (2018), The Pell divide: How four-year institutions are failing to graduate

low- and moderate-income students. Retrieved from the Third Way’s website:

http://thirdway.imgix.net/pdfs/the-pell-divide-how-four-year-institutions-are-failing-to-

graduate-low-and-moderate-income-students.pdf. 

��. United States Census Bureau. (2019), Educational attainment in the United States: 2018.

Retrieved from the United States Census Bureau’s website:

https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2018/demo/education-attainment/cps-detailed-

tables.html. 

��. Chellman, C. (2019, February). Phone interview with A.J. Roberson and K. Mugglestone. 

��. CUNY Matters. (2018), Keep on moving on. Retrieved from the City University of New York’s

website: http://www1.cuny.edu/sites/matters/2018/02/16/keep-on-moving-on/. 

��. Chellman, C. (2019, February). Phone interview with A.J. Roberson and K. Mugglestone. 

Additional Questions – How Campuses Can
Act on Their Findings

When do students drop out—and why? - The importance of understanding when and

why students drop out cannot be understated, given that dropping out (especially with

debt) is the worst possible outcome for a student. While research shows, on average, the

highest rates of non-persistence occur between the �rst and second years of college,

digging beneath those averages can show that different students are following different

trends at different institutions (as is evident from Figure 2.3 above). Understanding

these patterns is the key to the development of targeted interventions to prevent

inequitable non-completion rates. For instance, Florida State University analyzed year-to-

year attrition rates and found that students of color and low-income students drop out

at high rates in subsequent years, instead of just the �rst year.  By disaggregating their

data and looking at longitudinal retention rates, they were able to identify and address

some of the challenges faced by these students. To understand why students are leaving,

institutions should survey students who leave or conduct interviews or focus groups

with enrolled students to collect qualitative data on the barriers they face to progression.
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What role do non-credit-bearing, developmental education courses play in

in�uencing retention and completion, and how many students are impacted? - Our K-

12 education system regularly fails to serve students adequately or equitably, resulting in

approximately one-in-�ve undergraduate �rst-year students entering college with

insuf�cient academic preparation and taking developmental education courses.  These

courses cost students additional time and money, delaying their entry into gateway

courses, and reducing their chances of completion.  To examine the scale and impact

of developmental education at your institution and to �nd ways to address these

barriers, consider the following questions:

How many students take non-credit-granting, developmental education courses,

and how many developmental courses do they take?

What interventions or reforms (e.g. corequisite developmental coursework) could

support success for students who enter with lower levels of academic preparation?

Which courses are the greatest barriers to credit completion ratios and why? -

Which courses—and course sections—have high DFW rates (“DFW” rates represent

the percentage of grades that are D, F, or W[ithdraw])? Are they high-enrollment

courses? Are they concentrated among speci�c faculty members? Are students

more likely to withdraw or earn a D or F when they do not reach the �rst-year credit

completion milestone? Answers to these questions can help you diagnose speci�c

barriers to credit completion and adjust faculty assignments or course

distributions.

What patterns do students show in selecting and changing majors or accumulating

excess credits, and what impact do those patterns have on completion rates? –

Understanding the different pathways students take toward completing their program is

essential for understanding persistence and graduation gaps. When students change

majors, courses that had previously been mandatory become electives, and students

must complete an entirely new series of coursework. Some of those mandatory courses

may be offered only once per year or may con�ict with other required courses. For these

reasons, there is evidence that students who determine their college roadmap earlier in

their college career are more likely to persist and complete. While needs will vary across

institutions, quality advising to help students select a good-�t major, careful course

scheduling, degree maps, and guided pathways—fully planned academic majors with set

course schedules from enrollment to completion—are all possible interventions that may

help to promote completion at your institution.

Are these patterns evident in long-term trends? – If there are identi�able patterns in

retention and persistence at your institution, then it is possible that these patterns have

existed for a long time. Investigating the long-term trends may shed light on the

effectiveness of existing institutional policies, allowing better targeting of future

interventions.
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Engagement website: http://www.ccsse.org/nr2018/Show_Me_The_Way.pdf. 

Cohort Analysis
As shown below, retention and persistence comprise the bulk of the cohort analysis. In order to

ensure that institutions are serving all students equitably, researchers should understand

how different groups of students persist year over year, and the pipeline analysis helps to

illuminate these patterns. If particular subgroups are failing to return at the same rate as their

peers, the pipeline analysis should be able to help identify which points in college progression

are the most hazardous for students and target their interventions accordingly. Take, for

instance, in the pipeline progression analyses of �rst-time Black students and �rst-time

Asian students (shown below). One can see marked inequities in enrollment and retention

patterns. Black full-time students are far less likely than their Asian peers to enroll at

moderate-to-high credit intensity. While retention and success rates among the students who

do enroll at higher intensities are largely comparable, at low credit intensity, the retention rate

and year-over-year attrition rates are substantially higher for Black students, especially after

their �rst-year. Therefore, these cohort analyses suggest that efforts to increase and maintain

higher credit intensity for Black students, especially during their �rst or second year, is a

pathway to more equitable retention rates—and ultimately, completion rates.

Figure 2.4: Cohort Analysis and Details

↩
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Postsecondary Data GPS

Completion

Key Research

Questions

�. Who succeeds in college and what factors can help or hurt

students?

�. To what extent do completion gaps exist for key underrepresented

students?

Underlying

Metrics

Graduation rate: The percentage of students in a cohort who earn the

credential sought at their initial institution, up to 200% of program

length.

Transfer rate: The percentage of students in a cohort who transfer into

longer programs at the initial or subsequent institution(s), up to 200%

of program length.

Success rate: The percentage of students in a cohort who either

graduate with the credential initially sought at the initial institution or

transfer to a longer program at the initial or subsequent institution(s),

up to 200% of program length (Graduation rate + Transfer rate).

Note: Each outcome rate should be captured at least at 100%, 150%, and

200% of program length.

Disaggregates First tier: academic preparation, race/ethnicity, economic status, gender

Second tier: receipt of Title IV aid, unmet need, STEM program

enrollment, age, race by gender, gender by STEM

For more detail on these underlying metrics, refer to pages 3.10 - 3.13 in the Metrics

Framework.

The importance of degree completion cannot be understated. The economic bene�ts a student

gains from higher education grow substantially once the degree is in hand.  Students who

complete a college credential or degree not only have higher employment rates, higher

earnings, and pay more taxes, but they are also less likely to smoke, more likely to exercise,

and are more likely to be involved in their community.  As a result, degree completion should

be the ultimate goal of every student and every institution.

Unfortunately, broad inequities in�uence who completes and gets to reap the rewards of a

college credential. For instance, nationally, Black undergraduate students graduate with

bachelor’s degrees at a rate nearly 25 percentage points lower. At the associate level, the gap is

over 8 percentage points lower, and it may be even larger if the graduation rate accounted for

part-time and transfer students.  Persistent completion gaps only serve to further exacerbate

existing disparities.

Postsecondary institutions have the opportunity to make real impact on completion rates.

Some institutions have narrowed or closed racial gaps in college completion, and they

invariably have done so through a concerted focus on using data to inform change.  By

asking critical questions about student outcomes, disaggregating data, uncovering the

inequities embedded in policies and practices, and implementing solutions, colleges and

universities can increase completion rates and close completion gaps.

All institutions should be asking: Who succeeds in college and what factors can help or hurt

students? To what extent do completion gaps exist for key underrepresented student

subgroups? And, when answering these questions, institutions must count all students and

all possible outcomes.
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Institutions should calculate a graduation rate, transfer rate (particularly if transfer is a key

mission of the institution), and a success rate for four cohorts of students: �rst-time, full-

time; �rst-time, part-time; transfer-in, full-time; and transfer-in, part-time. While these

proposed metrics go beyond the scope of typical federal reporting standards, each is essential

in telling the full story of an institution’s success. First, by capturing the completion rates of

all students, including those who transfer into the institution or attend part-time, institutions

ensure that they are paying attention to the needs of all their students. Secondly, for many

institutions, especially two-year colleges, the transfer of students into longer programs can

and should be considered a success, regardless of whether or not the student earned a

credential before transferring. Finally, the overall success rate incorporates both graduation

and transfer into a big-picture, overarching success metric. This complete portrait of student

success better positions institutions to develop and re�ne programs that can close gaps

between race and income groups.

Sidebox 3.1: Why Lehman College Counts All Students

To highlight the importance of looking at the completion rates for all students, instead of

just �rst-time, full-time students, consider Lehman College, where Jonathan Gagliardi

estimates federal completion rate requirements would ignore up to 70 percent of new

undergraduate students in a typical year.  Jonathan expands upon the moral and

practical imperative to measure success rates for everyone on campus: “We have a

campus that is full of transfers. We have a campus full of folks who have stopped in and

who have stopped out because the average age of an undergraduate student is 27. So,

you've got students who are a little older, you've got students who really do re�ect the new

normal of undergraduate students.” Explaining further, he says, “[This] really does have

implications for how we look at and what we measure in terms of success. Our transfer

graduation rate is something that is important not just to us, but it's really important to

CUNY given the fact that our community colleges and our four-year campuses have a

hand-in-glove relationship, as these partnerships lead to the creation of buildable,

stackable tiered credentials that really end up having a huge impact on our ability to

deliver an affordable, high-quality education.”

Because completion positions students to reap the full bene�ts of their postsecondary

education, these metrics, disaggregated, represent an opportunity to illustrate a key

component of institutional success to national, state, and institutional leadership. Leadership

should care not only about maintaining a high rate of success overall but also about equitably

distributing that success across groups. Furthermore, long-term trend evaluations show the

progress (or a lack thereof) being made by an institution’s efforts.

Beyond measuring progress using disaggregated success rates, much of the diagnostic work

of understanding low success rates and large racial and economic success gaps requires

using the progression metrics in Chapter 2. An analysis like the one below links one of those

progression metrics—credit accumulation—to completion in a way that unpacks the broader

completion gaps and unearths avenues for improvement.

Figure 3.1: Completion Rates of All Entering Students by First-Year Credit Accumulation

and Race

6
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A clear pattern emerges from this analysis: As students take more credits, they are more likely

to complete. A closer look shows several more detailed and useful �ndings. For instance, these

analyses illustrate that meeting the 30-credit threshold results in the highest completion
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rates, but students experience a substantial boost in their likelihood of completion even if

they only meet the 24-credit threshold. Interestingly, the impact of meeting higher credit

thresholds is actually greater among part-time students than their full-time counterparts. As

a result, these data suggest that part-time students could especially bene�t from

institutional efforts, such as creative course scheduling or enhanced �nancial aid policies, to

increase credit accumulation. Finally, these statistics illustrate a somewhat equitable effect of

24 credit hours across racial and ethnic groups. However, among full-time students, the rise in

completion rates among students completing 30 credit hours relative to students who only

take 24 credit hours is about 8 percentage points higher for White students than their Black or

Hispanic peers.

Figure 3.2 Completion Rates of All First-Time Students by Gateway Course Completion, Race,

and Attendance Status
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Figure 3.2: illustrates completion by gateway course completion among �rst-time freshmen.

Most strikingly, completion rates either double or nearly double for students who complete

either a Math or an English gateway course in their �rst year of college. More importantly,

however, these data show that gateway course completion can help to close equity gaps. The

difference in graduation rates between White students and students of color who did not

complete a gateway course is signi�cantly larger than the gaps among students who did. For

instance, full-time White students who did not complete a math gateway course have a 38

percent completion rate, while Black students in the same situation only have a 20 percent

completion rate—an equity gap of 18 percentage points. In contrast, the difference in

completion rates between full-time White and Black students who did complete the Math

gateway is only 7 percentage points (51 percent relative to 44 percent). As a result, this data

would suggest that encouraging all students, but especially students of color, to take �rst-

year gateway courses—and providing the support they need to complete those courses—is a

powerful tool for closing completion gaps.
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�. Ma, J., Pender, M., & Welch, M. (2016), Education pays: The bene�ts of higher education for

individuals and society. Retrieved from The College Board’s website:

https://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/�les/education-pays-2016-full-report.pdf. 
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education statistics 2018. Tables 326.10 & 326.20. 2014 cohort of �rst-time, full-time,

degree/certi�cate seeking students. 150% regular time. Retrieved from the National Center for

Education Statistics website: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/current_tables.asp. 

�. The Education Trust, (2016), Using data to improve student outcomes: Learning from leading

colleges. Retrieved from The Education Trust’s website: https://edtrust.org/wp-

content/uploads/2014/09/HigherEdPG2_UsingDatatoImproveStudentOutcomes.pdf. 

�. Nichols, A.H. & Evans-Bell, D. (2017), A look at Black student success: Identifying top- and

bottom-performing institutions. Retrieved from The Education Trust’s website:

https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/A-Look-at-Black-Student-Success.pdf. 

�. Gagliardi, J. (2019, March). Phone interview with A.J. Roberson and K. Mugglestone. 

�. Gagliardi, J. (2019, March). Phone interview with A.J. Roberson and K. Mugglestone. 

Additional Questions - How Campuses Can
Act on Their Findings

Do students have equitable access to high-impact practices? – While there is some

debate about the cumulative effect of high-impact practices (HIPs), some evidence

points to potential positive completion effects of practices such as �rst-year seminars,

writing-intensive courses, collaborative assignments, study abroad, and student-faculty

research.  However, some of these opportunities, such as study abroad, require

additional resources to participate, which may exclude low-income students.

Determining whether all students have an opportunity to participate in these programs

would be useful for improving equity on campus.

Of the students who stop-out, who reenrolls? Who completes? – In the United States,

approximately 1 in 5 adults have some college but no degree, meaning that they stopped

out after completing some coursework.  This represents an enormous pool of students

who could reenroll and complete their degrees. Understanding which students are most

likely to return to school after leaving enables targeted engagement and interventions

tailored to these students’ unique circumstances.

Of students still enrolled at 200% of program time or students who stop out, how

many are near completion (e.g., fewer than 15 credits remaining)? – Students who are

near completion but fail to complete represent one of the greatest tragedies in the higher

education system. They have invested the vast majority of the resources and work to

complete a degree but reap only a small portion of the potential reward. If your analyses

�nd that your institution has a large number of these near-completers, it should

consider developing a “degree reclamation” program by communicating with and

implementing solutions to reenroll these students and help them across the �nish line.

Why are students transferring? Are there institutional barriers to students

completing at your institution? – There are good and bad reasons for high transfer

rates, and the only way to understand the reality for your institution’s outgoing transfer

students is to ask why they are leaving. It is possible that they leave to transfer for a

higher degree (e.g. transferring from community college to a bachelor’s degree program).

This is a positive transfer outcome. On the other hand, if students are transferring due to

dissatisfaction or because of institutional barriers to completion (e.g., poor academic

supports, poor advising, high costs), it is important to determine what the reasons are so

that they can be addressed.

How long does it take transfer students to complete their degrees? How many credits

do students lose upon transferring in? Do completion rates for transfer students vary

by the number of credits the students bring into the institution? – Transfer students

generally bring some course credit with them, but on average, students who transfer

from a community college to a public four-year institution lose 22 percent of previously

earned credits.  Institutions should use data to examine the rami�cations of their credit
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acceptance policies and consider the unique supports that their transfer students may

need.

What non-academic circumstances affect our students and their ability to complete?

– Every institution serves a unique student body with unique needs. Determining what

those needs are and meeting them can be the key to increasing completion rates. For

instance, CUNY serves a student body that is older, is more likely to have children, and

lives in an expensive urban environment. Recognizing this, they implemented CUNY

ASAP, a guarantee that provides a comprehensive array of supports to meet these needs

head on, leading to higher completion rates for ASAP recipients.

Are these non-completion patterns evident in long-term trends? – If there are

identi�able patterns in non-completion (i.e., completion rate gaps between racial/ethnic

groups), then it is possible that these patterns have existed for a long time. Investigating

the long-term trends may shed light on the effectiveness of existing institutional

policies, allowing better targeting of future interventions.

�. Kuh, G.D. (2008), High-impact educational practices: What they are, who has access to them, and

why they matter. Association of American Colleges and Universities: Washington DC. 

�. Findley, A. & McNair, T. (2013), Assessing underserved students’ engagement in high impact

practices. Retrieved from the Association of American Colleges & Universities website:

https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/�les/�les/assessinghips/AssessingHIPS_TGGrantReport.pdf.

��. Wheatle, K., Taylor, J., Bragg, D., & Ajinkya, J. (2017), The potential of degree reclamation: A path to

reclaiming the nation’s unrecognized students and degrees. Retrieved from the Institute for

Higher Education Policy’s website: https://degreeswhendue.com/wp-

content/uploads/2018/09/Wheatle-Taylor-Bragg-Ajinkya-2017.pdf. 

��. Ibid. 

��. Government Accountability Of�ce. (2017), Students need more information to help reduce

challenges in transferring college credits. Retrieved from the Government Accountability Of�ce

website: http://www.gao.gov/assets/690/686530.pdf. 

After Completion – Post-College Outcomes

While post-college outcomes are not represented in the pipeline, both students and

institutions gain enormous value from information on how students fare in the workforce

after completion. Students are making one of the most important, expensive

investments of their life, coupled with taxpayer investment, so it’s important to measure

the return on that investment, for both the individual and society. Institutions can use

these post-college outcomes, such as median earnings, employment rates, and debt-to-

earnings ratios, to measure the effectiveness of their own programs, as well as their

alignment with workforce demands.

Regrettably, with the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008, the federal government

banned the U.S. Department of Education’s own data agencies from collecting the data

necessary to calculate these workforce outcomes comprehensively at the national level.

In the absence of federal action, a number of states and institutions have attempted to

compile these data on their own. These data are valuable, yet incomplete.

The challenge for most institutions looking to measure post-college outcomes is that it

is costly, time-consuming, and regularly requires building extensive relationships with

other departments outside of higher education. Some institutions have used survey data

to capture information on students after graduation, but this approach is highly

burdensome and unreliable.  Furthermore, this kind of survey data is duplicative with

information that is typically already produced by state agencies.

Most institutions simply do not have the capacity to collect additional post-graduation

data on students, and thus must rely on state-level workforce commissions and labor

departments. Even if the data is made available, institutions need to consider additional

expenditures on privacy and security considerations – ensuring that employment,

earnings, loan, and tax data is all con�dential and secure. However, if an institution is

able to expend the effort, the results can be rewarding.
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The State Council of Higher Education for Virginia (SCHEV), for instance, has developed

the Virginia Longitudinal Data System (VLDS), a collaboration of state agencies designed

to allow for the analysis of education and workforce data in a secure environment.  In

this system, deidenti�ed data is matched across systems to allow for longitudinal study

of post-college outcomes, while ensuring no single agency holds the full dataset. Lehman

College is another institution that invests the resources, pulling data from New York’s

Department of Labor to look at employment rates and incomes of Lehman graduates.

Jonathan Gagliardi explains:

We're excited because what we're seeing is that a Lehman education really does

have a transformative effect for our students who have worked hard to earn their

degree. It's a ladder for upward mobility. It provides folks with an opportunity to

move into the middle class and represents a huge growth in wages and an

expansion of opportunity, particularly with our graduate programs, which

ultimately provide a high quality of life and just a happy life for the people who

end up coming here.

Unfortunately, the problem with matching students to in-state Labor Departments is that

students who leave the state are unable to be captured, and this represents a signi�cant

portion of students. One estimate suggests that 16 percent of young adults (aged 22-24)

with bachelor’s degrees moved between states in the last year.  To address this transient

population, when the University of Texas system developed SeekUT, they not only linked

records from the Texas Workforce Commission but also developed a partnership with the

U.S. Census Bureau to capture former students living and working outside of Texas’s

boundaries.

Ultimately, measuring post-college outcomes allows institutions to help students reap

the return on investment that they seek. When graduates of a program are failing to �nd

work, or �nding work with low pay, an institution should look inward to determine why. Is

the institution’s reputation in that �eld of study falling short among employers? Are

professors and lecturers inadequately conveying the material? Are course materials out

of date? Are graduates not passing a key licensure exam? Is there insuf�cient labor

market demand for a particular �eld of study? Has the institution counseled students

about the most appropriate internship pathways and career development opportunities

to make them attractive candidates to employers? These kinds of questions can be

spurred by a review of program-level economic outcomes, and ultimately, these internal

audits can help an institution better serve its students. In the end, the approaches taken

by the institutions above may be productive but require resources and effort that are

unrealistic for most institutions.

��. Higher Education Opportunity Act, Public Law 110-315, 110th Congress, (2008). 

��. Zinn, R. (2016), Classroom to career: Leveraging employment data to measure labor market

outcomes. Retrieved from the Institute for Higher Education Policy’s website:

http://www.ihep.org/sites/default/�les/uploads/postsecdata/docs/resources/leveraging_employment_data_0.pdf

��. Virginia Longitudinal Data System. (2019), About VLDS. Retrieved from the Virginia Longitudinal

Data System website: https://vlds.virginia.gov/about-vlds. 

��. Gagliardi, J. (2019, March). Phone interview with A.J. Roberson and K. Mugglestone. 

��. Kelchen, R. & Webber, D.A. (2018). Examining the interstate mobility of recent college graduates.

Educational Researcher. 47(3). Accessible at

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0013189X17753124. 

��. The University of Texas System. (2019), SeekUT. (Austin, TX). Retrieved from:

https://seekut.utsystem.edu/ 

Cohort Analysis
In the completion component of the cohort analysis, we focus separately on the students who

complete and those who do not in order to try to understand the factors that led to these

outcomes. By disaggregating this analysis for different student groups, like Pell Grant

recipients, students of color, and students who have or have not met college readiness

thresholds, institutions can see where in the college pipeline different types of students are
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facing the greatest barriers and can work to address institutional policies that are creating or

exacerbating these barriers by offering interventions to provide needed institutional support.

Consider the same cohort comparisons as illustrated in Chapter 2, comparing the college

pipeline of the 2011 cohort of �rst-time Black and Asian students (below). In particular, this

pipeline analysis illustrates that Black students who take lower numbers of credits per

semester have a much lower completion rate (illustrated by the “dotted” texture) than their

Asian peers at years 4, 5, or 6. Meanwhile, their completion rates among higher credit intensity

enrollees are equitable. Such an analysis again indicates that institutions interested in

closing completion gaps should investigate what challenges are holding back Black students

from enrolling at higher credit intensity rates and should target interventions to address these

barriers.

Figure 3.3: Cohort Analysis and Details
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Postsecondary Data GPS

Cost

Key Research

Questions

To what extent is the institution affordable for low-income and

underserved students?

Is there a cost threshold at which unmet need correlates with

noncompletion?

Underlying

Metrics

Net price: The average cost of attendance (COA) for an institution less all

grant aid in a given year.

Unmet need: The average net price for an institution less the average

expected family contribution (EFC) in a given year.

Disaggregates First tier: race/ethnicity, Pell Grant receipt, number of credits enrolled,

income quintiles

For more detail on these underlying metrics, refer to pages 3.14 - 3.18 in the Metrics

Framework.

College is one of the most expensive and important investment decisions that a student will

make in their life. Ideally, the full cost of college should be manageable for any student

through reasonable family contributions to college savings and a part-time, minimum wage

job.  However, for many students, institutions fail to meet this basic threshold.  As a result,

even though research shows that college pays off, students are (understandably) sensitive to

pricing and affordability challenges.  Student perceptions of how affordable particular

institutions are can impact institution choice or enrollment intensity.  As a result, low-income

students are more likely to attend two-year community colleges, which regularly demonstrate

lower success and completion rates. Finally, affordability challenges can affect a student’s

ability to progress and complete.

As might be expected, low-income students feel the brunt of high college prices. Nationally, 57

percent of Pell Grant recipients (compared to 27 percent of those who did not receive Pell) took

out loans to pay for college.  There are also racial equity considerations, as 51 percent of Black

students (compared to 40 percent of White students) took on student loans in the 2015-2016

academic year, and racial wealth gaps place borrowers of color in a more precarious situation

with regard to repaying their loans than White borrowers from families with greater average

wealth.  Therefore, in order for institutions to maintain their role as engines of economic

mobility and equity, they should prioritize their limited �nancial aid resources toward

students from low-income backgrounds and students of color. As institutions consider

�nancial aid and affordability for their students, institutions should ask questions such as:

To what extent is the institution affordable for low-income students and students of

color?

Is there a threshold at which unmet need correlates with noncompletion?

By calculating commonly used metrics like net price and unmet need, disaggregated by

income and race, institutions can explore which students are facing the greatest �nancial

dif�culty and determine to what extent this dif�culty impacts their ability to persist and

graduate. Then, institutions will have data as a foundation to make changes to the �nancial

aid award processes to help those students who need �nancial assistance the most. The

precise relationship between affordability and completion is unique to each institution and

factors like socioeconomic status, state and institutional investment in need-based aid, and

net price of the institution may impact it.

While other chapters of this Guidebook make use of systemwide data from CUNY, the

institution-speci�c nature of �nancial aid data make the development of system-wide

analyses dif�cult. Because of these challenges, we illustrate these cost metrics using
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nationally representative data for all �rst-time students at public four-year institutions, as

derived from the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). The

template for this chapter, however, still functions in the same way as previous chapters and

will produce a graphic when aggregate data are entered.

In Figure 4.1, below, a relationship exists between having no unmet need and completion. The

�rst bar, as shown, represents all students with no unmet need. These students have a 13-

percentage point higher 6-year completion rate than students with a low or moderate amount

of unmet need. Indeed, evidence suggests that even a small amount of unmet need can derail

a student’s progress to degree completion.  Therefore, in order to ensure that an institution is

equitably serving all of its students, it must address cost barriers and data show that meeting

all unmet need would have dramatic positive effects.

Figure 4.1: 6-Year Completion Rates by Unmet Need After EFC (Quintile)
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Weight: WTA000. 
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racial wealth gap: Why policy matters. (Demos: Washington, DC). Retrieved from the Demos

website: https://www.demos.org/sites/default/�les/publications/RacialWealthGap_1.pdf. 

��. Jones, J. (2017), The racial wealth gap: How African-Americans have been shortchanged out of the

materials to build wealth. Retrieved from the Economic Policy Institute website:
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and success for low-income students in the regional public four-year sector: Tuition and

�nancial aid. Retrieved from the HCM Strategists website at:

http://hcmstrategists.com/maximizingresources/images/Tuition_Paper.pdf. 

��. In this analysis, a signi�cant portion of the second unmet need quintile has $0 in unmet need.

As a result, the �rst unmet need quintile, as visually represented, includes all individuals with

$0 in unmet need, while the second unmet need quintile, as shown, only includes individuals

with unmet need from $1 to $858. If it were possible to separate the students, it is likely that the

second unmet need quintile would have an even higher average completion rate. 

Considerations
Researchers may face several unique challenges when accessing and using �nancial aid data

on some campuses, compared to other types of institutional data, data ownership being the

primary obstacle. The �nancial aid of�ce primarily holds data on �nancial aid, so utilization of

these data will require cross-campus data sharing. As Zun Tang explains, “I think the biggest

challenge for this project [is] analysis of the state �nancial aid, or of the �nancial pieces,

because my of�ce doesn’t have direct access to the �nancial aid data. Or, maybe we do have

access to some of the data, but we don’t know what they mean.”  It is essential that

institutions encourage secure sharing and use of data across campus of�ces and use of

common data dictionaries so that the people who need information to make decisions can

access and understand it. Process and resource constraints within different of�ces on

campus may be barriers to data access and it is essential that of�ces collaborate (and are

given the latitude and resources to do so) to ensure that affordability and cost are analyzed

alongside the phases of the pipeline.

Second, guidance from the U.S. Department of Education and the National Association of

Student Financial Aid Administrators has raised questions about how institutions can share

and use �nancial aid data for research and institutional improvement purposes. While recent

public discourse and work from national partners has clari�ed some issues, the �eld may

need a clari�cation in the next Higher Education Act reauthorization to ensure that

institutions can utilize their data to make decisions.

��. Tang, Z. (2019, February). Phone interview with A.J. Roberson and K. Mugglestone. 

��. McPherson, P, & Keller, C. (2018), Letter on FAFA Data and PTAC guidance. Retrieved from the

Association for Institutional Research website: https://www.airweb.org/docs/default-

source/documents-for-pages/dpag/9-24_aplu-air_letter_on_fafsa_data_ptac_guidance.pdf?

sfvrsn=28b4c193_2. 

Additional Questions - How Campuses Can
Act on Their Findings

What percentage of the institution’s grant aid is targeted toward the lowest income

students (i.e., lowest income quintile, Pell Grant recipients)? Toward students of

color? How has this trend changed over time? – Nationally, the percentage of state aid

distributed based on �nancial need has decreased since the early 1980s.  This decline

has occurred despite the fact that, on average, a dependent student from the lowest

income quintile will need to �nance an amount equivalent to 157 percent of their

household income to pay one year’s net price at a four-year college. At the highest

income quintile, students only need to spend 14 percent.  Answering these questions

about the distribution of institutional �nancial aid will determine how much your

institution prioritizes aid to the students who need it most and will illustrate where

priorities may need to change.
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How do students’ unmet need amounts change year-to-year, and what impact do

those changes have on persistence and completion? – Many institutions have set

eligibility periods for �nancial aid—often enough for an on-time completion—but then

only offer limited aid for a �fth or sixth year (in a four-year program). Some institutions

offer more aid in the �rst year than in subsequent years, leaving students with

unexpectedly high bills when they return to school their second year. For instance, the

University of Arizona’s Arizona Assurance grant offers up to $2,000 per year for four years

and up to $7,300 for housing only for the �rst year.  Changing the amount of aid a

student receives each year can dramatically impact the costs that a student has to cover

to complete, can make it harder to plan �nancially, and can force a student who is near

completion to drop out if they exceed their aid eligibility. Examining the patterns of

annual unmet need alongside persistence rates may help to target aid as students

progress through the higher education system.

What hidden costs are students facing? – While the standard Cost of Attendance

calculation includes non-tuition costs like transportation and books, students face

numerous other �nancial challenges that are not always measured. For instance, one in

four college students is a parent, which potentially results in a need for child care during

classes.  Or, perhaps the car a student uses to get to the university unexpectedly needs

a repair. These kinds of costs can entirely throw off a student’s budget, cause additional

stress, and push a student to drop out of school. Given that half of undergraduate

students report that they would struggle to cover an unexpected $2,000 expense,

institutions should explore the types of �nancial hurdles students are facing outside of

the standard cost of attendance.

��. The College Board. (2019), Trends in student aid: 2018. Figure 23A. (New York: NY). Retrieved from

The College Board website: https://trends.collegeboard.org/student-aid/�gures-tables/need-

based-and-non-need-based-state-grants-undergraduate-student-over-time. 

��. IHEP analysis of 2015-2016 data from the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:16) a

product of the National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education.

Computation by NCES PowerStats Version 1.0 on May 17, 2019. Variables: DEPINC, BUDGETAJ,

TOTGRT. Weight: WTA000. 

��. The University of Arizona Of�ce of Scholarships and Financial Aid (2019), 2019-2020 Arizona

Assurance Program, information for current high school seniors. Retrieved from the University of

Arizona Of�ce of Scholarships and Financial Aid’s website:

https://�nancialaid.arizona.edu/types-of-aid/arizona-assurance/high-school-seniors. 

��. Noll, E., Reichlin, L., & Gault, B. (2017), College students with children: National and regional

pro�les. Retrieved from the Institute for Women’s Policy Research website: https://iwpr.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/02/C451-5.pdf. 

��. Eckerson Peters, E., Roberson, A.J., & Voight, M. (2019). The cost of opportunity: Student stories of

college affordability. Retrieved from the Institute for Higher Education Policy website at:

http://www.ihep.org/sites/default/�les/uploads/docs/pubs/ihep_student_voices_full_report_v6_web_pages.pdf.

Cohort Analysis
While the pipeline does not visualize cost, institutions should explore the �nancial aid and

pricing factors that relate to access, progression, and completion patterns. At each stage of

the cohort analysis, institutions should consider the unmet need of students who reach

certain benchmarks and those who do not to examine the impact of pricing and �nancial aid

policies. For instance:

What is the unmet need among students who are accepted and enroll at your institution,

compared with those who are accepted and do not enroll? More targeted �nancial aid

practices could enhance yield among low-income students or students of color.

How does unmet need compare across students who earn 24 or 30 credits in their �rst

year and those who do not? Students with insuf�cient �nancial aid may reduce their

course load to work more hours or to reduce tuition costs.

How does unmet need vary across students who remain enrolled and those who stop

out? High costs may be causing students to leave college before they complete their

studies.
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The Cohort Analysis
Each of the elements of a student’s college experience—from application and enrollment,

through progression, to completion—combine to form a meta-analysis that we have referred to

throughout this Guidebook as the ‘pipeline analysis.’ A visualized pipeline analysis shows

institutions the full story of a cohort at a single glance. Each piece of the pipeline builds on the

previous piece and provides an opportunity for institutions to follow students as they enroll,

advance, and graduate, illustrating where students are most likely to succeed, stop, or drop

out—and providing hints as to why. Therefore, the value of a pipeline analysis is its capacity to

diagnose barriers at each step of the way and to provide additional guidance for interventions

and solutions to address those barriers.

While individual pieces of the pipeline analysis have been highlighted throughout this

Guidebook, this chapter will expand upon the usefulness of this tool. The example pipeline

illustrated throughout this chapter has been constructed for �rst-time, full-time Hispanic

students enrolled in the senior colleges of CUNY. Because the factors that in�uence

completion will vary based on enrollment status and attendance intensity, we recommend

developing pipeline analyses for each of the four cohorts recommended in the Metrics

Framework (�rst-time, full-time; �rst-time, part-time; transfer full-time; transfer part-time)

and for each level enrolled at the institution (bachelor’s-seeking, associate-seeking,

certi�cate-seeking). The pipeline should also be disaggregated by race/ethnicity, age, and

gender. As you build out your pipeline analysis and notice the patterns across a total cohort,

consider essential questions from each of the prior chapters. This pipeline should provide you

with further insights on the primary questions explored in all previous chapters.

Sidebox 5.1: The Postsecondary Data Partnership

If institutions or institutional systems want to scale up their data involvement, the

Postsecondary Data Partnership (PDP) represents a possible next step for analysis. When

institutions sign up for the PDP, they submit two data �les, a cohort and a course �le

twice a year to the National Student Clearinghouse. This cohort data �le uses metrics

aligned with the Metrics Framework. In turn, the Clearinghouse cleans, validates, and

aligns the data, providing each institution with a �le that enables easier analysis. The

Clearinghouse also includes interactive Tableau dashboards so that institutions can

visualize performance indicators and equity gaps and download these visualizations for

distribution. For more information on the PDP, click here. The PDP provides consistent

calculations of the metrics across all types of institutions, including peer benchmarking.

The �gure below provides a high-level overview of the Guidebook’s pipeline dashboard. The

top-line graphic illustrates the complete pipeline. Students enter the pipeline by being

admitted to your institution and then enrolling. Each subsequent level of the pipeline

represents one year of progression, showing relevant statistics related to retention, and

(starting in the fourth year) graduation. Each step of the pipeline also shows how students

compare by key progression measures such as a gateway course completion and credit

intensity (in the version shown, students are broken down by credit intensity). Below this top-

line graphic is a table version of the same visualized data.

Figure 5.1: Cohort Analysis for First-Time Hispanic Students

http://ihep.org/
https://datagps.ihep.org/
https://studentclearinghouse.org/colleges/pdp/
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The topline graphic represents the best visual for analyzing access and �rst-year momentum

(See: Chapter 1 – Access). The top two bars (above the dotted line) illustrate what percentage of

accepted Hispanic students did not enroll or enrolled elsewhere as well as the initial credit

intensity and part-time/full-time status of those who did enroll. These visualizations are

useful for providing answers to the following primary questions related to access:

�. Who is admitted to your institution? Who enrolls? 

Most institutions, from the most selective to the least selective, have room to improve

on equitable access and enrollment. While much of the public discourse around this

topic focuses on the most selective institutions, White students make up a large

percentage of students at ‘moderately selective’ four-year institutions as well.  

Building a diverse class requires a focus on both admissions and yield. Indeed, as shown

above, failure to enroll represents the largest single cut to the potential student body in

this example (37% of accepted �rst-time Freshman Hispanic students did not enroll).

Estimates suggest 10 to 40 percent of accepted applicants do not enroll in their college

or university in the fall, and low-income students and �rst-generation students are

especially at risk of this ‘summer melt.’  Institutions can use their data to take a hard

12
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look at who they are accepting, and of those students, who they need to focus efforts on

in order to enroll a diverse class.

�. Who earns enough credits in their �rst year to have early momentum toward

completion? 

This �rst-year metric has signi�cant impact on later progression metrics—including

�rst-year retention—because this is when a student gets their �rst look at college

coursework, structures, and bureaucracies.  Students who take 15 credits or more in the

�rst term are far more likely to complete their �rst year and return for a second.  The top

line analysis shown above veri�es this �nding, and also demonstrates that the vast

majority of CUNY’s Hispanic �rst-time students enroll in fewer than 12 credits. This

�nding may indicate that the institution should explore ways to accelerate momentum

for students who are only able to take 12 credits because of work or family obligations

and to urge students to take 15 credits if at all possible.

Next to the tabular data is a graphic that focuses solely on the progression and completion of

the enrolled cohort in order to allow for a closer look at trends for students who do enroll. The

data illustrated from year 1 to year 5 show the retention rate (shown in solid colors) of each

student population. Years 4 and 5 also illustrate the percentage of that subset that has

completed their degree (shown in a dotted pattern), alongside the retained population.

Focusing �rst on the retained population allows for a longitudinal look at progression (see:

Chapter 3). Therefore, this pipeline may be useful for answering the following primary research

questions related to progression:

Figure 5.2: Cohort Analysis for First-Time Hispanic Students with Additional Completion

Breakout

4
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�. Which students are meeting the key progression milestones and which students are

not? What are the outcomes (retention and completion) of students who do and do not

meet key progression milestones and benchmarks each year? 

Results from these analyses will vary from institution to institution. In these examples,

there is evidence that full-time students who complete 15 credits in their �rst semester

(30 in the �rst year) are 19 percentage points more likely to complete their four-year

degree than students who take only one course less (12 credits per semester).  However,

while the number of credit hours attempted is important, which courses are taken can

also have meaningful effects on progression. As shown in chapter 2 (Figure 2.2),

students who take and pass a foundational gateway course in their �rst semester are

much more likely to persist to a second semester than those who do not take or pass

one.  Furthermore, a high credit success rate is indicative of higher academic

performance, which is highly correlated with persistence. A student with a GPA of 3.0 or

higher after their �rst semester is 127 times more likely to reenroll for their second

semester than a student with a 2.0 GPA or higher.  

In the pipeline analysis shown above, it is clear that these patterns hold among �rst-

6

7
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time Hispanic students at CUNY (your institution’s results may be different). Year 1 (and

beyond) retention rates are much higher for full-time students who took 12 or more

credits, and this pattern persists over time. For instance, 82 percent of Hispanic

students who enrolled with high credit intensity (15 or more credits) remained at the

institution going into year 4, compared to only 33 percent of students who took fewer

than 12 credits in their �rst year. Therefore, the vast majority of CUNY’s student attrition

falls among students taking lighter course loads.

Researchers should examine results with a focus on what an institution can do to better serve

students, and that requires meeting students where they are. A simple reaction to these

�ndings might be that more students should take 15 credits, and certainly the institution

should encourage students to take heavier course loads when possible. However, the

institution should also recognize that students take lighter course loads for a variety of

practical and necessary reasons. Some may need to work longer hours to afford tuition and

living costs. Some may need to devote time to raising children or caring for ailing family

members. To truly serve students, institutions must recognize and adapt to students’ needs.

For example, a school could consider offering more short-term summer or winter sessions to

help students accumulate credits quickly, or solicit student feedback on course scheduling to

ensure they can access enough courses at convenient times to maximize their course load, or

offer on-campus work or childcare opportunities to help students balance school with other

obligations.

Figure 5.3: Completion Breakout for Cohort Analysis of First-Time Hispanic Students

Years 4 and 5 include completion rates alongside retention, and year 6 shows only completion

(see Chapter 4). Comparing longitudinal completion data across student attendance patterns,

enrollment intensities, and demographics in pipeline analyses can help to determine not only

inequities in overall completion rates but also inequities in time-to-degree, a factor that can

impact cost signi�cantly for students. The pipeline analysis provides further context for each

of the following primary questions related to completion:

�. Who succeeds in college and what factors can help or hurt students? 

Graduation is one key indicator of success, but for many institutions, especially 2-year

colleges, the transfer of students into higher-level degree programs can and should be

considered a success as well. The analysis of success rates presented in this Guidebook

incorporates both of these means of success—graduation and transfer—into a big-

picture, overarching metric. By analyzing the students who complete, transfer

(downward, laterally, or upward), or do not complete, institutions are able to paint a full

portrait of student success, making them better positioned to develop and re�ne
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programs that can close remaining gaps. 

The pipeline analysis shown above illustrates that higher credit intensity drives higher

completion rates. Furthermore, perhaps unsurprisingly, higher credit intensity leads to

faster time-to-degree among these students. Of high credit intensity students who

entered year 4, 65 percent completed their degree during that year. In contrast, only 50

percent of low credit intensity students entering year 4 graduated that year.

�. To what extent do completion gaps exist for key underrepresented students? 

At many institutions, broad inequities characterize who completes and gets to reap the

rewards of a college degree. For instance, nationally, Black students graduate with

bachelor’s degrees at a rate nearly 40 percent lower than their White counterparts—and

at the associate level, over 25 percent lower.  Measuring institutional completion gaps

is a �rst step toward increasing awareness about racial and socioeconomic inequities

and providing educators and administrators with a baseline tool help narrow them. 

To consider this question, disaggregated pipeline analyses can be placed side by side for

comparison. The example analyses shown below show marked differences in the credit

intensity taken by Black and White students. Given the better, much higher completion

rates seen among higher credit intensity students, this gap illustrates a need to �nd

solutions to the barriers holding students of color from taking larger course loads

throughout their college experience. Comparing trends like these allows researchers to

diagnose clear inequities in completion and time-to-degree.

Figure 5.4: Completion Breakout for Cohort Analysis of First-Time Black and First-Time

White Students

10
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�. Flanders, G. (2017), The effect of gateway course completion on freshman college student
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Final Considerations
Outside of providing further insight into these primary research questions, the pipeline

analysis should foster new questions as well. Any noticeable pattern in the pipeline should be

extensively examined to look for an explanation and to seek solutions (e.g., student success

interventions/programs, institutional policy or procedure change). Institutions should engage

with students when crafting these explanations to avoid mistaken assumptions about

student behavior and to better understand what institutional policies and practices are

impacting the trends shown in the data. Qualitative research through conversations with

students can add richness to the quantitative data and help point more directly toward

solutions.
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Data Considerations and Template
Instructions

Operating the Templates

Data Input: Basics and Navigation
Each Metrics Framework Guidebook Template workbook contains multiple tabs or worksheets.

You will notice the navigation tabs at the bottom left-hand corner of your screen. The exact

names and number of tabs will vary between workbooks, but the yellow tabs allow for data

entry and green tabs contain the graphical displays. Therefore, to begin using your workbook,

you will want to start with data input on the yellow tabs.

To prevent any inadvertent erasing of formulas, all calculation cells are locked. In the data

entry tab, you will enter values into the yellow cells. All other cells will calculate as necessary,

so you only need to enter whole numbers.

Aside from the yellow boxes, the data entry tabs are set up with consistent visual cues across

workbooks. First-time freshmen (�rst-time in college, FTIC) data entry areas will have green at

the top, while transfer/prior-credit data entry areas will have orange at the top. Slightly darker

shading tops denominator columns (total numbers of students in the cohort), while lighter

shading tops numerator columns (numbers of students meeting a particular criterion). If the

shading is dif�cult for you to see, each column is clearly labeled as “numerator” or

“denominator” to help you understand how it will be used in a calculation.

Checking for Completeness in Your Data
At the top of each data entry table is an “overall” row. For the given cohort of data, enter the

overall �gures �rst. All of the templates are designed such that the values of a particular

subgroup (e.g., all possible values of Gender) add up to the total you specify in the overall row

for that column; otherwise, your graphics will be distorted.

In the header row for each subgroup in a table, there is a “summation check” that will compare

your overall value to the sum of the values you have provided for the subgroup. The left-hand

side of Figure 6.1 provides an example of what your sheet will look like when your subgroup

values total up to the overall value—you will see the words Total Match in green. This indicates

that your data were entered correctly. Likewise, the right-hand side of Figure 6.1 shows what

happens when your subgroup values do not total the overall value (in red). In this example, the

subgroup total comes up short and is therefore negative, indicating a data input error.

Figure 6.1. Demonstrating the Total Match feature

All subgroups are equipped with an “unknown” option so that it is easier to properly categorize

all of your students within each demographic. While it is encouraged for you to explicitly enter

values of zero, a blank will be treated the same way.

Most data entry sheets also include a column displaying a percentage of total to the right of

each yellow data entry column. The percentages calculate automatically using the overall

value at the top of the column as a denominator. This feature is designed to provide a sense of

http://ihep.org/
https://datagps.ihep.org/
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data completeness and offer some instant metrics. If all students are categorized into values

of a demographic subgroup, these percentages should total 100 percent.

Using the Graph Filters
Once data has been entered in the yellow data entry tabs, the graphs in the green graphical

display tabs will automatically populate. In the interest of creating the most compelling

displays, three comparisons are always present: full-time versus part-time, �rst-year credit

accumulation level, and gateway course completion. Two more levels of speci�cation—student

classi�cation and demographic—are controlled by drop-down menus. When you change the

selection in the drop-down menus, the graphical displays will follow suit.

Access, Progression, and Completion
Classi�cation: Available choices are (a) All Entering Cohort, (b) First-Time/Freshmen

(FTIC), and (c) Transfers/Prior Credit. In the Data Entry tab(s), you will separately enter

values for FTIC and Transfer. All Entering Cohort values are calculated by adding the FTIC

and Transfer values together, so there is no need to enter this total manually.

Demographic: Available choices are (a) Race, (b) Gender, (c) Age, (d) Readiness, and (e)

Pell. If you select any demographic other than Race (see below), the graphs will �ll with

all available data. The graphs are designed to simultaneously show the results of up to

four subgroup values within a demographic; in these cases, there is always an “All

Students” category up top, followed by the speci�c breakouts.

Race Groups: If you select Race in the Demographic drop-down, you must select which

speci�c racial/ethnic groups you want to see in your graphs. This is achieved by using

the drop-downs in the Race Group selectors. The visualized values will appear in the

same top-to-bottom order in which the drop-downs appear.

Pipeline
The drop-down selectors in Pipeline for classi�cation and demographic work similarly to those

of the Access, Progression, and Completion workbooks, but because the graphs are set up to

show only one subgroup at a time, there is a drop-down box labeled Sub-Selection.

The Sub-Selection drop-down is dynamically linked to the value shown in the Demographic

selector box. Once you select your demographic category, click on the Sub-Selection box to

choose one of the options. Please note that changing the Demographic value will not

immediately yield a change in Sub-Selection; you must click on the Sub-Selection box to then

change the value and subsequently the graph.

Cost
The Cost template is comparatively simplistic, due to the nature of the data being displayed.

The only selector available is for viewing data either by Pell status, unmet need quintile, or

race.

Print-Friendliness
All green (graph) tabs are set up so that you can print the graphics on standard 8.5” x 11” paper

in a properly arranged fashion. The selected �lters will show up at the top of each page as well

as the title.

Speci�c Template Considerations

Access
Overview

The Access template breaks down the milestones of potential and actual students into three

stages: (1) admission, (2) enrollment, and (3) �rst-year credit accumulation. Likewise, the data

entry sheets follow suit with these stages.

Some data elements, such as college readiness or Pell status, are only available once a

student enrolls at an institution. Therefore, the Admitted Students table only contains race,

gender, and age information, for students seeking admission as either �rst-time-in-college or
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transfer (another demographic that can be gathered at the admission stage). Once a student

reaches enrollment status, college readiness and Pell metrics can be gathered, as well as full-

time and part-time status.

Pipeline

This graph allows you to gain a sense of how students of different subgroups compare in the

�rst part of their educational pipeline: out of all students who are admitted, what percentage

do not enroll and what percentages do enroll at different credit-taking intensities (full-time

and part-time) and meet different credit-earning thresholds in the �rst year. For this graph,

“meeting credits” is represented by earning at least 24 credits in the �rst year as a full-time

student or at least 12 credits in the �rst year as a part-time student. The graph is arranged so

that the darker colors (meeting credits) are at left, followed by lighter colors (not meeting

credits), and �nally the not enrolled group.

Only race, gender, and age are available options, as no admissions data are available for the

other disaggregates.

Loss

This two-graph set breaks the pipeline graph into two parts to help determine where in the

initial education pipeline students may be disappearing. In the admissions-to-enrollment

graph, the focus is on enrollment versus non-enrollment, with a breakdown for full-time and

part-time. The denominator is the number of students admitted. In the second graph,

enrollment-to-credits, the number of students enrolled serves as the denominator, with a

focus placed upon credit-earning momentum in the �rst year once enrolled.

All demographic options are available, but the Phase 1 (admissions-to-enrollment) will be

blank if either readiness or Pell status is selected.

Diversity

The focus on this tabular output is tracking the changes in diversity at each phase of

enrollment. Percentages accompanying counts are for the column; for example, the

percentage of Black students out of students of all race categories. The change percentages,

accented by arrows, show the change in that subgroup’s share as compared to the previous

phase. This table is a quick way to determine if a percentage share of a particular subgroup

changes notably between admission and enrollment, as well as between enrollment and the

categorization of meeting adequate credits in the �rst year.

Progression
Overview

The Progression template examines retention for both the short-term (�rst-year) as well as the

longer term (years 2 through 5). You will notice two yellow data entry tabs. The �rst, labeled for

Year 1, has three sets of tables (FTIC and Transfer) for three different categorizations of

students as of the end of their �rst year: (a) credit accumulation after the �rst year, (b)

whether or not the student completed Gateway English as of the �rst year, and (c) whether or

not the student completed Gateway Math as of the �rst year. We suggest you pay close

attention to the table headers to ensure you’re entering full-time and part-time students in the

right locations.

The second data entry tab asks you to consider the same cohort of students and enter their

outcomes as of two, three, four, and �ve years after entering your institution. In the interest of

space, no percentages are calculated alongside these �gures, but the “Total Match” error-

checking mechanism is still present. Also, please note that full-time and part-time are

separated into consecutive tables, as well as the fact that you do not need to re-enter your

denominators—this is why those cells are colored with a gray background.

For most of the data being entered, you should consider a combined outcome of being

retained or graduating. However, in the all-encompassing pipeline analysis (found in the

separate Pipeline workbook), you will likely want to break out what percentage of those

students retained in Years 4 and 5 are still enrolled versus those who graduated. Therefore, the

Years 2-5 Data Entry sheet provides a speci�c set of columns for enrollees graduating (and

only graduating) after four or �ve years. These data will be copied over for the Pipeline

workbook but not used anywhere in the Progression workbook.
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Credit Accumulation

This set of graphs (one for full-time students, one for part-time students) helps to give a quick

visual of what percentage of enrolled students were retained after the �rst year. Each

subgroup value is clustered together, with each of three bars representing high, moderate, or

low numbers of credits earned in the �rst year.

Gateway Courses

The graphics on this tab function identically to those on the Credit Accumulation tab but

re�ect retention as broken down by gateway English course completion (top two graphs) and

gateway Math course completion (bottom two graphs), respectively.

Longitudinal Retention

Using all of the data entered, this panel of line graphs shows �ve-year trends for each

subgroup. Each small graph within a panel represents one subgroup (e.g., Black or female or

receiving Pell grants), with each line within the graph representing either a credit-earning

category or a gateway course completion category.

Completion
Overview

The Completion template is designed to display 6-year graduation information for the same

cohorts for which you have provided data in the other tabs. The data entry tab should take a

similar form as that of the Year 1 progression data entry tab; there are three sets of tables (FTIC

and Transfer) for three different categorizations of students as of the end of their �rst year: (a)

credit accumulation after the �rst year, (b) whether or not the student completed Gateway

English as of the �rst year, and (c) whether or not the student completed Gateway Math as of

the �rst year. We suggest you pay close attention to the table headers to ensure you’re

entering full-time and part-time students in the right locations.

Credit Accumulation

This set of graphs (one for full-time students, one for part-time students) helps give a quick

visual of what percentage of enrolled students graduated after six years from start. Each

subgroup value is clustered together, with each of three bars representing high, moderate, or

low numbers of credits earned in the �rst year.

Gateway Courses

The graphics on this tab function identically to those on the Credit Accumulation tab but

re�ect six-year graduation as broken down by gateway English course completion (top two

graphs) and gateway Math course completion (bottom two graphs), respectively.

Cost

The Cost template is designed to display six-year graduation information by cost category. We

understand that these variables are often hard to obtain, so the options are not as diverse as

in the other templates. Disaggregation options include the quintile in which a student’s

unmet needs fall (unmet need quintile) and Pell recipient status. The Cost tab contains the

graph that shows the distribution of whether students completed a credential within six

years; the switchable category selection will change the graphical display.

Pipeline
Overview

The Pipeline visualization is designed to provide a complete, birds-eye overview of Access,

Progression, and Completion. In the interest of not having you re-enter data, there is no data

entry tab in this workbook. Rather, a separate �le (Metrics Framework Guidebook – Pipeline

Data Copy Macro) provides you with a single-click solution to load the Pipeline workbook with

whatever data you have entered in the other three workbooks. Speci�c instructions for

operating this macro are located within the macro �le itself.

Graphs



3/29/2021 Data Considerations and Template Instructions | IHEP Postsecondary Data GPS

https://datagps.ihep.org/chapters/chapter-6/ 5/6

The �rst, large graph in the Pipeline workbook displays the entire cohort from admission to six

years out from enrollment. A few things to keep in mind:

Admitted will always show 100 percent at the top.

Enrolled percentages and bars are out of the Admitted n-size (located in the graph’s

title).

For Years 1 through 6, the size of the bars uses the denominator of admitted students,

but the percentages in the labels use the denominator of that speci�c group’s enrolled

students. For example, if you had 2,000 admitted students and of those, 500 students

who enrolled full-time and were in the high credit-earning group, and 400 of those

students returned, the label would read 80 percent (400 returning students out of 500

students in the enrolled, full-time, high-credit group) but the length of the bar would

represent 20 percent (400 students out of 2,000 total admitted students). The purpose of

this is to demonstrate the overarching pipeline of the entire process, so the never-

enrolled students are still present throughout.

Starting in Year 4, the colored retained bars are split into graduated (textured, patterned)

and still enrolled (solid). If you did not enter any data into the “graduated only” area of

the Progression tab, however, all students are grouped into the solid, retained category.

All of the outcomes in the large graph up top are presented in tabular format below the graph.

This may be helpful if you have very small group sizes that would otherwise be lost.

A smaller graph to the right of the table outlines only the progression-completion portion of

the pipeline. In this case, the size of the bars uses the denominator of all enrolled students

(with the n-size up top in the graph’s title), but the percentages in the labels, as with the large

graph at the top, use the denominator of that speci�c group’s enrolled students.

General Data Guidance
To ensure that you are making the most of your data templates while protecting student

privacy and con�dentiality, we recommend you keep the following concepts in mind.

Follow all state and federal laws related to data privacy and security. For a guide to

federal privacy law, review this resource: Protecting Privacy and Information Security in a

Federal Postsecondary Student Data System. We also recommend that institutions

develop or attend staff trainings on data privacy, security, and con�dentiality.

Create a data team! As you build inter-/intra-of�ce collaborations, bring interested

parties together on a regular basis to interpret results and develop metrics

collaboratively.

You may not have data for all the �llable boxes, and that is okay. For example, college

readiness is not necessarily a measure that is collected for transfer students. The boxes

for entry are available in case your institution does collect that information.

Before �lling out all of the templates, think ahead to the data you have available. When

all of the templates are brought together (aside from Cost), they form one pipeline of

students. Pick a cohort and �ll in the information with consistent �gures (i.e., the

denominators of students) across all of the workbooks for the best results.

Pay attention to your sample sizes when thinking of the most compelling graphical

choices. For example, at an institution of 5,000 students, narrowing in on a subgroup of 8

students is not necessarily useful. Minimum group sizes should be 10 and, more

preferably, 25. Further, though these templates only require input of aggregate data,

small sample sizes can also allow for re-identi�cation. Data should be maintained on a

secure server, not transmitted through email, and small sample sizes should be avoided

due to their capacity to produce highly variable results. Instead, aggregate small sample

sizes into rolling cohorts as needed.

The templates are designed to show speci�c �gures and primarily to help you see the

larger picture of potential gaps in student performance at your institution. The graphs

are designed to show striking contrast when differences are present.

Use data wisely—for good and not for evil. Data can illuminate positive and negative

patterns. As an institution, you should be striving towards better results, but those

results need to come from better institutional practices targeted at removing hurdles in

the way of student success. In general, students are doing the best they can with what

http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/protecting-privacy-and-information-security-federal-postsecondary-student-data
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they have, so use data to remove those hurdles, instead of blaming students for

unsuccessful outcomes.

Never stop looking! When results are compelling, dig deeper with new analyses.

Supplement data with qualitative research by talking to students and conducting focus

groups. The key to addressing barriers to success is knowing exactly what they are, and

students can tell you exactly where to start (or continue) searching.

  CHAPTER 5

http://www.ihep.org/privacy-policy
https://datagps.ihep.org/chapters/chapter-5/

