
Context

Student success has occupied a significant place 

in state and federal accountability systems for 

more than a decade, particularly as measured by 

persistence and graduation rates. The focus on 

these indicators appears to be increasing, driven 

by a combination of forces:

Student expectations. As higher education has 

become a more universal expectation, prospects 

for successful completion are increasingly under 

question by consumers.

Fiscal limitations. The recent economic slump and 

its resulting impact on finances in Washington, 

D.C. and the statehouses has increased the focus 

on value added and return on investment issues. 

Increasing focus on higher education outcomes 

over inputs. At the state level, this trend 

has been unfolding for a number of years, 

encouraged by metrics such as the National 

Center for Public Policy and Higher Education’s 

Measuring Up series. In Washington, growing 
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federal interest in this area can be traced in part 

to No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) requirements 

and in part to the pending reauthorization of the 

Higher Education Act (HEA).

Emerging competition. On the international front, 

a narrowing gap in college completion between 

the United States and other industrialized nations 

is focusing more attention on student outcomes. 

Domestically, the growth and strengthened 

presence of the for-profit sector is sparking more 

aggressive competition for public resources, 

which in turn is increasing emphasis on 

performance measurement.

In this environment, the ability to account for 

student progression and success will only grow in 

importance. Unfortunately, current data systems 

and analytical approaches (especially at the federal 

level) fall short, offering limited and sometimes 

misleading information about our campuses; this 

restricts the ability of policymakers and campus 

leaders to improve policy and practice. Several 

new methodologies and initiatives currently under 

consideration deserve discussion and debate.
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Observations

1. Existing completion measures reflect an 

obsolete model of the “traditional” college 

student. Better measures are needed to 

capture the full range of institutional activity 

that increasingly includes part-time, non-

continuous, and multi-institutional student 

enrollments. 

 Current completion metrics, which stem from 

the federal Student Right to Know Act (1990) 

and are collected via the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) Graduation Rate 

Survey (GRS), describe only what happens to 

first-time, full-time freshmen within six years of 

entering an institution. Because this model fails 

to capture many kinds of successful outcomes, 

it misrepresents reality for numerous institutions 

and therefore needs to be improved. 

2. Simple completion measures largely reflect 

the characteristics of entering students—the 

more selective the institution, the higher the 

graduation rate. If completion measures are 

used to address institutional accountability, 

more comprehensive analyses are needed.

 Students enter higher education with different 

levels of academic preparation, socioeconomic 

backgrounds and personal/professional 

situations. Research has documented a number 

of “risk factors” that make it more difficult 

for students to persist and graduate. Many 

public colleges and universities are charged 

by their states to serve precisely those 

students most at risk of non-completion, as 

their mission is to extend access to historically 

disadvantaged and underrepresented groups. If 

completion measures are to be used in judging 

institutional performance, appropriate data 

and a methodology that accounts for external 

influences on student persistence are necessary.

 The Higher Education Research Institute at 

the University of California at Los Angeles 

has developed such a methodology. By 

studying student attainment data from 262 

institutions, the Institute has identified factors 

that distinguish completers from dropouts; 

this information is then used to calculate an 

“expected” completion rate for each institution. 

For example, a public university and a private 

liberal arts college may both have actual 

completion rates of about 55 percent, leading 

one to conclude they are “equally effective” 

in retaining their students. However, applying 

the expected graduation rate for those 

institutions results in a different conclusion. 

The liberal-arts college, based on its entering 

student body, would be expected to graduate 

68 percent of its freshmen, and thus is not 

meeting expectations. Conversely, the public 

university would be expected to graduate 

only 40 percent of its freshmen, and thus is 

performing beyond expectations. This approach 

allows administrators and policymakers to sort 

out the effects of institutional selectivity from 

institutional practices. 

3. New means for gauging student success 

will require significant—and potentially 

controversial—changes in data collection and 

analysis.

 States have been the primary users of 

graduation rates as measures of institutional 

performance and accountability. Though state- 

and system-level reporting of graduation rates is 

heavily influenced by the federal methodology 

(GRS), many states and university systems 

have the capacity to better account for student 

persistence and completion through unit record 

data systems (inter-institutional databases 

that track individual students throughout their 

postsecondary career). This enhanced capability 

is limited in that it varies widely by state/system 

and largely does not operate across states and 

systems. 

 This situation may change. To meet growing 

federal interest in institutional accountability, 



NCES is currently exploring the feasibility 

of developing a nationwide unit record data 

system that would encompass all postsecondary 

students. This would replace the GRS and 

enable a more accurate and comprehensive 

accounting of student transfer and completion, 

as well as net price (sticker price minus aid) paid 

by students and families. Some members of the 

higher education community, including AASCU, 

the American Council on Education (ACE), 

and the State Higher Education Executive 

Officers (SHEEO), support a national unit record 

feasibility study.

 The proposed study would examine a range 

of issues, including institutional capacity and 

data integrity/privacy. The latter issue is of 

particular concern to a number of institutions 

and student groups, and has been cited as a 

reason for not pursuing a unit record approach. 

Another concern raised by unit record skeptics 

is cost-effectiveness—even if a unit record 

system can be developed and provides better 

data, is it worth the cost (human and financial)? 

Proponents of the feasibility study argue that 

such an examination can answer precisely 

those questions and concerns, and that other 

avenues may be open if a nationwide unit record 

system is not feasible or advisable. For example, 

the Lumina Foundation has explored ways to 

achieve better student progression data through 

linkage of existing databases.

4. Better student outcomes data can lead to 

better practice and policy, but state and 

campus responses must account for public 

colleges’ and universities’ historical access 

mission. It would be shortsighted to “solve” the 

graduation rate problem by limiting access. 

 Earlier this year, the Education Trust published 

a report identifying several high-performing 

institutions—those that show much higher 

graduation rates than would be expected, 

compared to institutions with very similar 

students, and those that had rapidly increased 

their graduation rates. Currently, AASCU, the 

Education Trust, and the National Association 

of System Heads (NASH) are partnering in a 

study of public institutions that are especially 

successful in promoting student completion, 

with the aim of identifying promising practices. 

Using the results of the study, the partnership 

will offer tools and strategies for institutional 

leaders committed to boosting campus 

graduation rates while honoring the charge 

by their respective states to provide broad 

educational opportunity. Initiatives such as this 

serve as an attempt to counter implicit policy 

incentives for public colleges and universities 

to raise their graduation rates by raising their 

admissions standards (and thus move away from 

the access mission).

Conclusion

Social, political, and economic forces are 

converging to ensure that student success—

particularly as reflected by the graduation rate—

will remain a key policy objective at the state and 

federal levels. If real progress is to be made on 

this objective, better data systems are needed 

to promote better public policy and institutional 

practice. The stakes in this arena are high: 

continued competitiveness in the global economy.
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