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Executive Summary

There is currently a heated debate underway about
the true value of post-secondary education (PSE).
While the college wage premium (the earnings gap
between bachelor’s or post-baccalaureate degree
holders and those with less education) shows
persistent advantages for degree holders for the
last 50 years, the premium is unequal across race/
ethnicity, gender, age, undergraduate major, and
geography within the US.* This disparity raises a
critical question: Are US higher education insti-
tutions achieving their dual goals of promoting
“economic efficiency and social equity”??

In this context, the research and strategic invest-
ment organization Strada Education Network is
seeking to answer the following question: How

do we effectively and transparently measure the
socioeconomic lift associated with 2 and 4-year
post-secondary education? This report summarizes
our research partnership with Strada Education
Network. Building on existing research and calcu-
lations, we offer analysis of critical decision points
for both financial and non-financial mobility mea-
surement and recommendations to integrate the
best of existing approaches.

This report will build upon existing research and
calculations to offer recommendations on how to
capture the socioeconomic impact of post-second-
ary education, incorporating both financial and
non-financial outcomes.
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Background &
Context

Goals of Measuring Socioeconomic
Mobility

Historically, a college education has been viewed

as the vehicle of the American Dream, promising to
lift students who have historically been under-re-
sourced out of poverty and into sustained financial
security. The college wage premium (the earnings
gap between bachelor’s or post-baccalaureate de-
gree holders and those with less education) shows
persistent advantages for degree holders for the last
50 years (Figure 1), nominally indicating that col-
leges are still delivering economic lift to graduates.

Figure 1. Changes in Real Wage Levels
of Full-Time US Workers by Sex and
Education, 1963-2012
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However, the college wage premium is highly in-
consistent across student demographics. As seen in
Figure 1, the premium is higher for men than it is for
women, and these unequal outcomes are also seen
across age, race/ethnicity, undergraduate major,
and geography within the US.?

The college wage premium is just one way to mea-
sure the value of post-secondary education. When
we examine absolute income mobility (defined as
the “fraction of children who earn more than their
parents”in real dollars) we see a concerning trend:
While children born in 1940 had more than a 90%
chance of earning more than their parents, a child
born in 1980 would only have about a 50% chance
of earning more - a precipitous decline.

Figure 2. Mean Rates of Absolute
Mobility by Cohort
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While the wage premium demonstrates average
outcomes of PSE completion across all student
subgroups, it hides meaningful variation in out-
comes by institution and student characteristics.
This disparity leads us to ask: How do we effectively
and transparently measure the socioeconomic lift
associated with post-secondary education? Most
importantly, are US higher education institutions
fulfilling their dual goals of promoting “economic
efficiency and social equity” for the lowest income
and most underrepresented students?

Audience

As a research and strategic investment organization
dedicated to removing barriers to post-secondary
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pathways, Strada Education Network actively con-
tributes to measurement research and validation of
actionable insights to increase access. To this end,
Stradais actively engaged in updating the ACE/Car-
negie Classification of Institutions of Higher Educa-
tion, a descriptive index of institutional types that
doesn’t currently include a socioeconomic mobility
measure. Our literature scan and measurement
recommendations contribute to Strada’s consid-
erable knowledge base of what students value in
education and indicators of student success beyond
completion.®

For this research, our partners at Strada identified
two primary audiences within the wide PSE land-
scape: 2- and 4-year higher education institutions
and policymakers. While students and families
remain the ultimate stakeholders and motivation to
better track mobility outcomes associated with PSE,
a lack of information integration presents an on-
going barrier to sharing mobility data directly with
students to inform their decision-making.” For each
of these audiences, we adopted a guiding question
to consider the type of evidence most relevant and
compelling to their goals.

(1) Policy Makers and Funders: How does
PSE contribute to educational attainment
and economic development?

State-level data for policymaker audiences focus on
educational attainment measures such as enroll-
ment counts and graduation rates. While mean-
ingful, these unadjusted counts can be misleading
when compared across sub-groups or colleges with
different levels of academic preparation.® For exam-
ple, high institutional graduation rates may reflect
students who ‘will do well no matter what’ rather
than specific institutional investments in students
success.

H

Core to policymakers’ priorities are 1) labor mar-
ket issues associated with PSE and 2) educational
consumer protection. Inequities in access coupled
with increasing demand for highly skilled workers
is costly and associated with persistent economic
losses.® Through the lens of consumer protection,
programs with persistently poor return on student
investment such as for-profits targeted by the
Obama-era College Scorecard™ may be identified

and subject to penalties. In both cases, transparent
data on student outcomes and institutional access
can reveal institutional effectiveness in preparing
graduates for financially sustaining careers.

(2) Institutions: How can we build know!-
edge about mobility outcomes, approach
investment empirically, and get resources to
students?

Core to institutional decision-making is the bur-
den of evidence needed to ground investment in
mobility practices and remain aligned with their
specific educational goals, such as robust research
or professional preparation. Creating evaluation
criteria capable of comparing like institutions rather
than using a single metric for all is a primary goal of
the current revisions to the ACE/Carnegie Classifica-
tion of Institutions of Higher Education according to
Mushtaq Gunja, Executive Director of the Carnegie
Classification Systems.!! Institutions play a critical
role in social mobility, evidenced by research show-
ing that both low and high-income students who
attend the same college have similar earnings after
graduation,’ and lower income students are more
likely to end up attending colleges with lower return
on investment (ROI).23

(3) Students and Families: How will stu-
dents ‘like me’ do at a particular college, and
how will this investment affect my future?

Students are the ultimate stakeholders of PSE, and
much ROl research is aimed at effectively communi-
cating the relative return on educational investment
at specific institutions and program types to these
stakeholders.* However, significant barriers to
centralized data access and practical constraints on
student decision-making (e.g., prohibitive reloca-
tion costs) currently constrain the utility of stu-
dent-facing outcomes. The goal to provide students
with meaningful decision-making guidance persists
across the PSE and workforce landscape, and Stra-
da Education Network currently approaches this
work through influencing institutional actions by
providing actionable research.
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Scope

The post-secondary landscape encompasses many
forms of accredited and nonaccredited training,
short-term credentialing, and degree programs. In
partnership with the Strada Education Network, we
narrowed the focus of this report to consider mo-
bility measurements for 2- and 4-year institutions
which confer associate’s and bachelor’s degrees.

We sought to focus on institutions that “beat the
odds” in generating high mobility rates or those
“institutions that consistently move students up
the income ladder at levels that are far above what
would be expected of them.”*> In particular, minori-
ty-serving institutions (MSls) including Historically
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and His-
panic Serving Institutions (HSIs), frequently have a
mobility rate twice that of non-MSiIs.'* A key compo-
nent of their effectiveness as agents of mobility is
the significantly greater degree of access they offer
to lower-income students. Identifying meaningful
measures of student access and outcomes of both
financial and non-financial mobility is discussed in
the following sections.

Methodology

We completed our research in two phases. We first
conducted a literature scan where we reviewed
relevant research on inequities in students’ access
and outcomes and existing socioeconomic mobility
measures. We identified the relative strengths and
drawbacks of different measurement approaches
and considered critical decision-making points.

Socioeconomic measures that we reviewed include:

The U.S. Department of Education’s College
Scorecard

Opportunity Insights’ Mobility Report Cards
Third Way’s Economic Mobility Index

Washington Monthly’s College Guide and
Rankings

PayScale & CollegeNET’s Social Mobility
Index for U.S. Higher Education

Gates Postsecondary Value Commission’s
Equitable Value Explorer

The Foundation for Research on Equal
Opportunity (FREOPP)’s Comprehensive
Return on Investment Analysis

Georgetown University Center on Education
and the Workforce’s Colleges Where Low-In-
come Students Get the Highest ROI

In our second phase, we drafted recommendations
refined through a series of conversations with
members of the Strada Education Network team,
Harvard Project on Workforce Faculty and Staff, as
well as other experts in the field:
Ruth Watkins | Strada Education Network
Dave Clayton | Strada Education Network

Nichole Torpey-Saboe | Strada Education
Network

Rachel Lipson | Project on Workforce
Bob Schwartz | Project on Workforce
Joe Fuller | Project on Workforce

David Deming | Project on Workforce, CLIMB
Initiative

Matt Sigelman | Project on Workforce, Burn-
ing Glass Institute

Mushtaq Gunja | ACE
Nidia Bafiuelos | U of Wisconsin-Madison

Jeff Strohl | Georgetown CEW
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Key Findings &
Recommendations

Background: Financial Measurements

While PSE is strongly associated with higher earn-
ings on average, there is significant variation in

the relationship between degree completion and
earnings across institutions and student groups.
Current approaches to estimating the financial ben-
efit of PSE can be grouped into two types: absolute
and value-add measures. Each measure discussed
has unique tradeoffs, reflecting the complexity and
constraints of representing financial mobility across
time, geography, programs, and institutions.

Absolute Financial Measures

Absolute financial measures calculate a living
wage floor to estimate the proportion of PSE com-
pleters who meet or exceed it. The simplicity and
transparency of an unadjusted benchmark (which
PSE completers are expected to surpass) make it a
desirable tool for researchers and policymakers de-
veloping federal incentives and penalties. Existing
benchmarks include proportions such as 150% of
the federal poverty line (College Scorecard’s current
metric), 120% of the average high school gradu-
ates’ earnings,'” and raw universal thresholds like
$35,000 per year.:®

Importantly, these measures are frequently framed
as fundamental floors to easily exceed rather than
earnings goals to aspire to.” There is an important
tradeoff between identifying unsatisfactory pro-
grams that will be penalized (e.g., College Score-
card) or setting more comprehensive benchmarks
for sustained economic wellbeing. ‘Family sustain-
ing wage’ falls into the second category, considering
family composition and wealth (e.g., assets, etc.)
alongside wages to yield a more meaningful, local-
ized, and technically complex metric.?

Value-Add Financial Measures

Value-add measures aim to estimate PSE’s finan-
cial value by comparing actual student outcomes to
those predicted to have taken place without PSE. In

this way, these measures attempt to capture the net
distance of ‘lift’ for specific student groups, rather
than simply report if graduates meet or exceed a
chosen baseline.

To calculate the student ‘lift’ resulting from PSE
(and by proxy estimate how much individual institu-
tions contribute to student success) this approach
seeks to predict where students began prior to PSE
in various ways. Two key indexes tracked are family
income (represented via Pell eligibility, free and
reduced lunch) and student academic preparedness
(represented through GPA, SAT, and admissions
essays.?!

Importantly, there is a strong correlation between
family income and these standardized measures of
academic preparedness, so collinearity is a concern
with this approach.
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Figure 3. Recommendations

RECOMMENDATIONS SUMMARY

‘ Our Recommendation

Decision Point

Which financial outcomes should be tracked

to identify the economic value of PSE?
(Absolute threshold, Return on Investment
[ROI], or Relative)

What is/are the most meaningful point(s) in
time to measure financial outcomes?

What level of analysis supports meaningful
comparison across programs and institutions
with similar goals?

How do we differentiate the “lift” of an
institution or program from other underlying
determinants?

How should we consider rates of student
completion?

How do we measure cost and calculate ROI?

How can measuring mobility help
operationalize institutional access?

What is the role of student loan debt in
measuring socioeconomic mobility?

‘ We recommend a two-part measure

with an absolute threshold and an ROI
metric

We recommend capturing financial
outcomes at two time points: 2 years post
PSE, and again 10 years following graduation

We recommend collecting financial

outcomes data both on the institutional level
and program level to evaluate how well those
with similar academic goals perform, rather
than comparing raw outcomes

We recommend controlling for measures of

family income as well as academic
preparedness when measuring institutional
and program level outcomes

We recommend increased collection and

reporting on measures for graduates and for
students that don’t complete

We recommend reporting separate cost and

ROI from the perspective of students as well
as institutions and policymakers

We recommend reporting disaggregated
outcomes by student subgroup.

While we don’t recommend including
student debt outcomes directly in the
socioeconomic mobility measure, we
strongly advise institutions and policymakers

| to monitor the debt outcomes of their

students and consider what actions they can
take to provide their students the best
financing options possible.

Why/How it works

For the absolute threshold, we suggest embracing a
living wage proxy. While this represents a relatively
low bar, it offers a meaningful and transparent
baseline. (Additional details on integrating ROl into
value measurement can be found in response to
question 4 and question 6 below.)

While accurate and actionable in the short term, in the
long term this data will reveal trends over an 8-year
period, tracking graduates from early-career well into
mid-career

By nuancing institution-level data with program-level
data, schools and policy makers will be able to examine
how students studying similar subjects perform across
different institutions, and not just which institutions
are associated with the most economic mobility
overall.

Not controlling for academic preparedness could
have the consequence of mistaking institutional
and programmatic effectiveness for the
institutions and programs that enroll the students
that are already furthest ahead academically

This will help students and families have as much

information as possible, and give institutions and
programs incentive to consider students that don’t
complete, and ways to support students to the finish
line.

For students we recommend reporting ROl as a dollar

figure, and for institutions and policymakers we
suggest reporting ROl as a percentage, since
institutions and policymakers make multiple

investments.

Disaggregated outcomes can 1) more clearly reveal

how well an institution serves students from
historically under resourced backgrounds at both
income-diverse as well as predominantly low-income
institutions, and 2) weight a mobility score based on
the percentage of students from low income
backgrounds.

Student loan debt can have long-term impacts on

students’ credit and economic participation, should
they find themselves unable to make loan
payments or be financially burdened by those
payments. High debt impacts homeownership,
small business formation, and retirement security,
among other adverse effects that run counter to
mobility

Citation: Recommendation Summary - Financial Measurements, developed by authors
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Recommendations: Financial
Measurements

In our analysis of existing socioeconomic measures,
we identified several divergent approaches with
relative benefits and tradeoffs. These can be orga-
nized into eight guiding questions and resulting
decision points. For each, we’ve summarized the
perspectives and practices to date, then proposed
our recommendation for how to move forward.

1. Which financial outcomes should be
tracked to identify the economic value of
PSE (Absolute threshold, Return on Invest-
ment [ROI], or Relative)?

While most existing measures of the financial value
of PSE rely on student earnings data, there are vari-
ous recommended baselines that earnings data are
compared to. Three primary approaches currently
exist:

1. Some compare earnings outcomes to an ab-
solute threshold (including College Score-
card and Gates PVC)

2. Others attempt to measure ROI (such as
Third Way, FREOPP, and Georgetown CEW)

3. Others consider earnings outcomes rela-
tive to quintiles or the medial (Opportunity
Insights and Gates PVC)

We recommend a two-part measure with an
absolute threshold and an ROI metric. For the
absolute threshold, we suggest embracing a living
wage proxy. While this represents a relatively low
bar, it offers a meaningful and transparent baseline.
(Additional details on integrating ROl into value
measurement can be found in response to question
4 and question 6 below.)

2. What is/are the most meaningful point(s)
in time to measure financial outcomes?

In existing measures and through expert interviews,
we encountered divergent views on the best time
point to capture financial outcomes. The ideal is to
choose a point that is both accurate and actionable
so that the data can be used to guide institutional

decision-making and policy incentives. Current
practices from Workforce Innovation and Oppor-
tunity Act (WIOA) Common Measures? and College
Scorecard rely on outcomes captured two quarters
and two years after PSE completion, respectively,
with the goal of guiding continuous improvement
and market alignment in a quickly changing skills
landscape.” These two organizations represent the
shorter timeline camp, collecting student outcomes
data relatively soon after students complete PSE.
On the other hand, Opportunity Insights advocates
for collecting student outcomes data ten years
following PSE completion to avoid drawing con-
clusions from early career turbulence which fails to
predict longer-term outcomes.** %

One innovative model, FREOPP, takes a combined
approach integrating the relative strengths of the
strategies above by combining two-year post-gradu-
ation outcomes from College Scorecard with Amer-
ican Community Survey data from the U.S. Census
Bureau to predict outcomes over a 30-year career.?®

We recommend capturing financial outcomes at
two time points: 2 years post-PSE, and again 10
years following graduation. While two-year data
from a FREOPP-like approach can guide timely
investment decisions, the second time point will
serve as a check of initial assumptions. While ac-
curate and actionable in the short term, in the long
term this data will reveal trends over an 8-year peri-
od which could later be factored into future predic-
tions, having tracked graduates from early-career
well into mid-career.

3. What level of analysis supports meaning-
ful comparison across programs and insti-
tutions with similar goals?

Most socioeconomic measurements report out-
comes on an institution-wide level, including
state-level data and private data sources that
institutions opt into (such as Emsi Burning Glass,
now known as Lightcast). More recently, outcomes
have also been reported on the more granular level
of individual programs and field of study within an
institution, as reflected since 2015 in the College
Scorecard.”

We recommend collecting financial outcomes
data both on the institutional level and program
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level to evaluate how well those with similar
academic goals perform, rather than comparing
raw outcomes. Comparing earnings outcomes at
the program level will help address the growing
concern that institutions with the highest financial
outcomes are also the institutions with the highest
concentration of STEM majors. To illustrate this
concern, take the following example: Computer
Science (CS) majors are likely to make more money
than Education majors in the current and projected
US employment landscape. Therefore, a school
with more CS majors will perform better on institu-
tion-level outcomes than schools with fewer CS (or
other STEM) majors.?® By nuancing institution-level
data with program-level data, schools and policy-
makers will be able to examine how students study-
ing similar subjects perform across different institu-
tions, and not just which institutions are associated
with the most economic mobility overall.

4. How do we differentiate the “lift” of an
institution or program from other underly-
ing determinants?

To measure economic mobility or “lift” it is import-
ant to distinguish the value added by institutions
from differences arising from serving different
demographics of students. Washington Monthly
and CollegeNET currently attempt to address this
confounding factor by controlling for the percent-
age of students that are Pell eligible.

In The Returns to College(s): Relative Value-Added
and Match Effects in Higher Education, authors
Mountjoy and Hickman make a compelling point
that differences in outcomes of institutions can

be explained by differences in enrolled students’
college applications: “Students who face the same
choice sets of college admissions tend to have
relatively similar graduation and earnings outcomes
regardless of where they end up enrolling.”* This
finding reveals that student success may be more
closely linked to student profile when entering PSE
than to the PSE institution itself.

To differentiate the “lift” of an institution or pro-
gram from other underlying determinants, we
recommend controlling for measures of family
income as well as academic preparedness when
measuring institutional and program level out-
comes. Not controlling for academic preparedness

could have the consequence of mistaking insti-
tutional and programmatic effectiveness for the
institutions and programs that enroll the students
that are already furthest ahead academically. A risk
in our recommended approach is that academic
preparedness is often estimated via measures that
are closely correlated with family income, such as
standardized tests and application essays.* For this
reason, strategies attempting to control for both
family income and academic preparedness need

to be mindful of concerns of collinearity. While this
presents a challenge, we feel that it is worthwhile
to attempt to control for both family income and
academic preparedness.

“Students who face
the same choice sets
of college admissions
tend to have relatively
similar graduation and
earnings outcomes
regardless of where
they end up enrolling”

Mountjoy and Hickman, The Returns to
College(s): Relative Value-Added and Match
Effects in Higher Education.

5. How should we consider rates of student
completion?

A complicating factor in measuring financial out-
comes for students of various institutions and
programs is that not all students graduate. FREOPP
reports “raw” outcomes for graduates, along with
adjusted outcomes assuming that non-gradu-

ates will “fail to realize the economic benefits of a
college degree.”® Gates PVC and College Scorecard
both collect earnings data for graduates as well as
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for students that don’t complete.

We recommend increased collection and report-
ing on measures for graduates and for students
that don’t complete. This will help students and
families have as much information as possible, and
give institutions and programs incentive to consider
students that don’t complete, and ways to support
students to the finish line

6. How do we measure cost and calculate
ROI?

Most measures that predict the ROI of educational
investments take the perspective of the student as
a consumer, including Third Way, Georgetown CEW,
and FREOPP. These existing measures vary in terms
of the expenses they include and exclude from a
student’s total cost. Most use net tuition, whereas
CollegeNET makes a case to use sticker tuition.
Many measures include a variety of other expenses
including books, internet, etc. (including George-
town CEW and Gates PVC). However, many of these
measures are somewhat split on whether to include
living expenses (Georgetown CEW, Gates PVC) or the
opportunity cost of lost wages (FREOPP).

After calculating the student cost, these measures
specify a formula to calculate ROI. Measures are
somewhat split on whether to calculate ROl as a
percentage as Third Way does, or dollar figure as
Georgetown CEW and FREOPP do.

+ Toreport ROl as a percentage, measures use
a formula such as:

* ROI % = earnings value add / cost

+  Toreport ROl as a dollar amount, measures
use a formula such as:

+ ROI$ =earnings value add - cost

+ This approach is sometimes referred to as
Net Present Value (such as at Georgetown
CEW)

The Urban Institute makes a strong case to also
consider cost and ROl from the perspective of
institutions and policymakers, noting that “a highly
subsidized public college may be a great financial
deal for students because of the low relative price,
but state policymakers could see the college as a

poor investment relative to other institutions that
would make more efficient use of the same public
resources.”*?

Having considered the plethora of measurement
approaches currently in practice, we recommend
separately reporting cost and ROI, from the per-
spective of students as well as institutions and
policymakers. Providing measures of the ROI for
students is a critical question for both our primary
audiences (institutions and policymakers) as well as
our secondary audience of students and families.

To measure student-facing costs we suggest includ-
ing net tuition, other expenses, and the opportu-
nity cost of lost wages. While we don’t recommend
including all living expenses, we recommend
including any increase in living expenses that
arise from attending a program, such as needing
to move somewhere closer to campus that is more
expensive.

For students, we recommend reporting ROl as a
dollar figure. This is because ROl as a percentage
is most relevant when an investor has the option to
combine multiple investments, but in the case of
enrolling in a program, often a student is choosing
only one program. Combining multiple programs
may result in lower ROL.

Providing measures of the ROI from the perspec-
tive of institutions and policymakers will also be
valuable since these are our primary audiences. For
institutions and policymakers, we suggest re-
porting ROl as a percentage since institutions and
policymakers make multiple investments.

7. How can measuring mobility help opera-
tionalize institutional access?

Since mobility is a measure of how far students
advanced from where they began, the degree of
institutional access to students who come from
under-resourced backgrounds must be included
alongside outcomes. Unfortunately, the most acces-
sible institutions have historically been associated
with the lowest completion outcomes, a sign that
there is a mismatch in what schools with the most
access can deliver to their students.*

Several existing measures such as Opportunity
Insights and Third Way estimate institutional access
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alongside earnings outcomes, while others (College
Scorecard, Gates PVC) offer disaggregated results
to reveal outcomes by student subgroup, including
those coming from low-income backgrounds.

We recommend reporting disaggregated out-
comes by student subgroup, in a model like No
Child Left Behind.**** Disaggregated outcomes

can 1) more clearly reveal how well an institution
serves students from historically under-resourced
backgrounds at both income diverse as well as
predominantly low-income institutions, and 2)
weight a mobility score based on the percentage

of students from low-income backgrounds. Addi-
tionally, a disaggregated approach is a simpler and
more transparent calculation that could support
identifying institutions and programs that also offer
high value-add to higher-income students after con-
trolling for their relative advantages, supporting the
identification of practices with broad application.

8. What is the role of student loan debt in
measuring socioeconomic mobility?

Student loan debt is a crucial consideration in the
overall measurement of socioeconomic lift result-
ing from PSE, as this variable can have a significant
impact on ROI. While student loans should ideally
enable learners to pursue a degree, the reality is
that not all student loans are created equal. For
example, private loans are characterized by high
interest rates and don’t offer income-based repay-
ment options or refinancing, as federally backed
student loans do.*

Student loan debt can have long-term impacts on
students’ credit and economic participation, should
they find themselves unable to make loan payments
or be financially burdened by those payments.

High debt impacts homeownership, small business
formation, and retirement security,* among other
adverse effects that run counter to mobility.

Inflexible loans (e.g., those with high early repay-
ment fees) disproportionately impact borrowers
without other options.*® Students may not be
eligible for federal aid due to family income or
restrictions around aid recipients being first-time,
full-time (FTFT) students. Many students simply do
not complete the FAFSA due to its complexities and
hurdles for low-income students (the forthcom-
ing FAFSA Simplification Act should increase the

number of applications but will not take effect until
2023.* For these students, private, often inflexible
loans may be the only way to pursue PSE.

Importantly, even students who do qualify for feder-
al aid may still struggle to afford higher education.
Pell grants empower some of the most disadvan-
taged Americans to pursue higher education, but
their purchasing power relative to the skyrocketing
cost of PSE is decreasing. In the 1970s the maximum
Pell award covered roughly 80% of the cost of a
4-year degree. Today, however, the maximum Pell
grant amount covers just around 30% of the cost of
the same degree.® Declining state appropriations
for higher education have increased tuition costs as
well* 2 and these rising costs mean students take
on more debt to meet the shortfall.

While we don’t recommend including student debt
outcomes directly in the socioeconomic mobility
measure, we strongly advise institutions and pol-
icymakers to monitor the debt outcomes of their
students and consider what actions they can take
to provide their students with the best financing
options possible.

Recommendations: Measuring
Non-Financial Outcomes

In addition to the financial outcomes associated
with PSE completion, researchers caution that “...
focusing exclusively on monetary returns to invest-
ment in education seriously underestimates the
overall value of schooling to workers.”*

There is a growing consensus that it is important
to see beyond numeric averages alone and iden-
tify the social benefits of PSE. Several approaches
and indicators fall under the broad umbrella of
non-financial outcomes PSE. From hard to atomize
‘power skills’ like thoughtful leadership, to discrete
indicators like voter registration, these outcomes
include a wide array of emerging indicators not yet
related to one another in a systematic way.* Im-
portantly, these differing approaches to measuring
non-financial benefits may highlight the divergent
goals of higher education institutions and unique
conceptions of what ‘quality’ in programming and
learning experiences means.
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“...focusing exclusively
on monetary returns
to investment in edu-
cation seriously under-
estimates the overall
value of schooling to
workers.”

Baum and Espinosa, Exploring the Im-
portance of Low Wage, High Social Value
Careers

Existing, nationally available data about discrete,
and often binary, behaviors is currently used for the
correlational analysis of PSE completion. These dis-
crete indicators include health, civic engagement,
and social services behaviors such as smoking,
health insurance coverage, voter activity, donations,
volunteerism, and receipt of social services bene-
fits.®

While these indicators offer the benefit of using
existing data and promising to expand the picture
of socioeconomic status beyond financial outcomes
alone, there isn’t sufficient evidence to suggest
these indicators capture direct social benefits of
PSE rather than measuring the secondary impacts
of earning a living wage. We are cautious about
framing a health behavior such as smoking cessa-
tion as a social benefit of PSE completion because
of the many factors which contribute to health
choices.*® We suggest further analysis of this cor-
relational data before creating a recommendation
or incentive using a health, civic engagement, or
social services benchmark.

The second type of evidence currently used to
measure the non-financial benefits of PSE is student
self-reported data about the impact of their educa-
tional experience on their lives. Often collected via
surveys such as the Strada Gallup project,* relevant
metrics include the degree of perceived relevance

of their education, the social value of the career
they choose, and their perceived accomplishment

and life satisfaction. We recommend investment
in scaling the collection and analysis of self-re-
ported student data, suggesting increased im-
plementation of satisfaction surveys such as the
Strada Gallup. These consumer surveys focus on
why educational consumers choose the educational
pathways they do.*

We recommend embedding these survey instru-
ments into routine student enrollment, application,
and matriculation procedures to the extent possi-
ble, and suggest a few additional areas of benefit
to students possible to include positive impact of
parental education on child development* and the
cultural capital associated with underrepresented
students who complete their education.

Conclusion

In a time in which the American Dream seems to be
fading,* it is perhaps more important than ever for
post-secondary education to be a source of mobil-
ity. A necessary step before being able to identify
institutions, programs, and practices that are deliv-
ering on this promise, is to first answer:

What is socioeconomic mobility and how do
we measure it?

In this report we presented our thoughts and
recommendations on how to answer this question.
In considering financial measures we frame our rec-
ommendations around eight core decision points,
including:

1. Which financial outcomes should be tracked
to identify the economic value of PSE (Abso-
lute threshold, Return on Investment [ROI],
Relative)

2. What is the most meaningful timepoint to
measure financial outcomes?

3. What level of analysis supports meaningful
comparison across programs and institu-
tions with similar goals?

4. How to distinguish the “lift” of an institution
or program from other underlying determi-
nants?
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8.

How to consider rates of completion?
How to measure cost? How to calculate ROI?

How can institutional access be operation-
alized in measuring mobility?

What is the role of student loan debt?

We also made recommendations on how to better
capture the non-financial aspects of socioeconom-
ic mobility including further research on the link
between post-secondary education and health and
civic engagement outcomes, identifying best prac-
tices for driving student survey engagement, and
possible research areas for further exploration.
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