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Is college “worth it”?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/is-college-worth-the-money-gallup-poll-2024/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/20/podcasts/the-daily/is-college-worth-it.html
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• www.postsecondaryvalue.org
• www.changebydegrees.net
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Challenges - concepts
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Concepts 
are muddy



Earnings

Social 
Mobility

Value
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Interlocking concepts …

Earnings
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Social 
Mobility
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Interlocking concepts …

Earnings

Access

Opportunity

Non-
Economic 

Value



Challenges - audiences

• Students and families
• Community members 

and local leaders
• Policymakers and 

legislators 
• Employers and industry 

partners
• Internal campus 

community
• Alumni and donors
• Media and general public
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Concepts 
are muddy

Multiple 
Audiences



Challenges - purposes

1. Communicate Value
2. Foster Accountability
3. Drive Change
4. ??
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Concepts 
are muddy

Multiple 
Audiences

Varying 
Purposes



Challenges – Data limitations
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Concepts 
are muddy

Multiple 
Audiences

Varying 
Purposes

Data is 
fragmented 

& limited



Challenges – Others
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Concepts 
are muddy

Multiple 
Audiences

Varying 
Purposes

Data is 
fragmented 

& limited
? ?



What would you like to do next?

REVIEW PRIMARY DATA 
SOURCES FOR 

EARNINGS, VALUE, & 
SOCIAL MOBILITY

DESCRIBE RESEARCH 
ON VALUE IN MICHIGAN

CONTINUE 
DISCUSSION?
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Earnings: Data sources and Datasets

National / 
Public

• College 
Scorecard

• Post-
Secondary 
Educational 
Outcomes

• Smaller Efforts
• Derived Data

Private / 
Commercial

• Payscale
• Burning Glass 

/ EMSI

State

• Michigan
• ~24 other 

states

University

• Graduation / 
Alumni 
Surveys

• Others
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Other national:
American Institutes for Research Launch my Career; 
American Association of Community College Voluntary Framework of Accountability; and 
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) Common Measures.

Variations in Methodology
Median or Mean?
Level of Granularity
Institution x credential level (x program/major/industry/occupation)
Other demographic breakdowns?
Cohort
Entry cohort (all students who started at a given time) or
Exit cohort (all students who finished with a given credential at a given time)
Earnings for non-completers?
Include students continuing their education?
Include periods of very low or no earnings in measure?



https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/data
https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/data
https://lehd.ces.census.gov/data/pseo_experimental.html
https://lehd.ces.census.gov/data/pseo_experimental.html
https://lehd.ces.census.gov/data/pseo_experimental.html
https://lehd.ces.census.gov/data/pseo_experimental.html
https://www.payscale.com/college-salary-report
https://www.burningglassinstitute.org/


Earnings: Advantages of National Sources
• Can compare to peer and aspirational institutions that  are in 

other states.
• Includes students who are working in other states than the 

institution they attended.
• Possibly compare state-level outcomes.
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College Scorecard
• Combines Financial Aid, Census, 

and IPEDS data.

• A new update on June 13, 2024.  
Institutional level  earnings data 
previously last updated in 2018.

• Has both entry and exit cohorts.

• Disaggregated by
• FAFSA income level
• Gender
• Dependent / independent status

• Includes only financial aid 
recipients.

PSEO
• Combines Census and 

State/Institutional data.

• New update on June 11, 2024.

• Credential Recipients only.

• No demographic disaggregation.

• Incomplete coverage (not all states 
and institutions represented.)

• Includes flows of students across 
industries and regions.
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Earnings: Private Commercial Data
• Burning Glass and EMSI – focus on providing earnings data for 

occupation/industry/location/years of experience combinations.
• Payscale – Survey-based earnings information. 

• College Salary Report. https://www.payscale.com/college-salary-report

• Pros:
• Includes students who work in a different state than the institution they 

attended.

• Cons:
• Sampling.
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https://www.payscale.com/college-salary-report


Earnings: State Longitudinal Data Systems
• Advantages

• Might have race/ethnicity, first-gen, program/major, age and other forms of 
disaggregation.

• Might have earnings or other data for non-completers.
• Might have longer earnings windows.
• Includes students who did not receive Federal Financial Aid

• 25 states link earnings data to student records (that are available 
publicly via web)

• Others refer to college scorecard or provide market data re earnings.

• The Current State of Earnings Data
• https://live-postsecondary-value-commission.pantheonsite.io/wp-

content/uploads/2021/10/PVC_Harmon.pdf
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Varies by:
Whether data are reported for graduates only or for starting cohorts that include non-completers (only MI and MA).
What time interval (first year and fifth year most common)
Whether adjustments are made for periods of no (or low earnings)
Whether students who have re-enrolled are included.
What level (bachelors, associates, sub-associates certificates, masters, etc) of educational attainment is included.
What demographic breakdowns are included.
Measures
Most states produced either a median earnings level (17 states) or an average earnings level (eight states).  Some states produced both of these measures, and other measures states produced included earnings growth, pre-post earnings, and median hourly wage.


https://live-postsecondary-value-commission.pantheonsite.io/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/PVC_Harmon.pdf
https://live-postsecondary-value-commission.pantheonsite.io/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/PVC_Harmon.pdf


Two deeper questions: Value and Social Mobility

• Value: is college “worth it”?  Is a student better off, 
considering the time, effort and expense of a four-year 
post-secondary degree.  (ROI)

• Social Mobility:  How far does a student move 
economically from their circumstances before college?  
Are their economic circumstances improved more that 
would have happened if they did not attend college?

• Most of the national measures and indices of value and 
social mobility use College Scorecard earnings data.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
College has many benefits, for individuals, families, communities, workforces, and society as a whole. 




Value: Key measures and datasets
1. Postsecondary Value Commission Equitable Value 

Explorer
• Compares median earnings to four thresholds.
• T0: Median Earnings for High School Graduate + cost of attendance.

2. Third Way Price to Earnings Premium
• Total Average Net Price / (Post-Enrollment Earnings – Typical Salary 

of a high school graduate)
• i.e. # of years before earning more than a high school graduate after 

accounting for cost of college.

7/15/2024 Monica Brockmeyer, Change By Degrees, LLC 
www.changebydegrees.net 23

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Approaches to measuring value:
Mean or Median Earnings
Doesn’t consider cost of education or regional variations in earnings
Comparison with Thresholds
Low threshold for accountability purposes.  
High threshold for improvement purposes. 
Investment to Earnings Ratio
Typical Cost of attendance to earnings or
Typical Debt to earnings.
 Earnings Growth (pre- and post-college)


https://equity.postsecondaryvalue.org/datatool
https://equity.postsecondaryvalue.org/datatool
https://www.thirdway.org/report/2023-price-to-earnings-premium-for-four-year-colleges


Value: Key measures and datasets

3. Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce
• Estimates Net Present Value at 10 and 40 years after starting 

college.
• Does not compare to the expected earnings of not going to 

college.

4. US News and World Reports Best Value Schools
• Doesn’t consider earnings.   

• Largest component is ratio of academic quality to price.
• Also: percent receiving need-based aid, percent receiving 

grants/scholarships, discount rate.
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https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/roi2022/
https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/rankings/national-universities/best-value


Social Mobility: Measures and Datasets
1. Postsecondary Value Commission Equitable Value 

Explorer
•  T3: 60th percentile income (state data)
•  Compare median earnings for lowest income students with 

T3.

2. Third Way Economic Mobility Index
• Uses Price to Earnings Premium value measure.
• Economic mobility index = percentile rank of PEP for low-

income students x percent Pell-eligible students
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Social Mobility Approaches:
Generally, social mobility approaches build on earnings or value/ROI data and consider “distance traveled” from an economic starting point for student or their families.
Compare student income after college with income level of family.
College Scorecard.
Compare student income or value data with economic conditions of student’s community of origin.
Raj Chetty’s Opportunity Atlas


https://equity.postsecondaryvalue.org/datatool
https://equity.postsecondaryvalue.org/datatool
https://www.thirdway.org/report/2023-economic-mobility-index


Social Mobility: Measures and Datasets
3. Opportunity Insights Mobility Report Card

•  Raj Chetty, et. al. used de-identified tax records and DoE data 
to link family income, college attendance and parental 
income.

•  Data available in NYT Upshot column.

4. CollegeNet Social Mobility Index
• More of an opportunity index than a social mobility index.
• Index includes Student Economic Background, “Ethos,” Tuition 

Level, Graduation Rate, Early Career Salary, Endowment 
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https://opportunityinsights.org/paper/undermatching/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/01/18/upshot/some-colleges-have-more-students-from-the-top-1-percent-than-the-bottom-60.html
https://www.socialmobilityindex.org/
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Goals
• Quantify the disparities in educational outcomes.
• Examine the full spectrum of post-secondary 

credentials.
• Generate actionable recommendations.
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• Assessing the Value of Post-Secondary Education in Michigan: An Equity-Focused Analysis

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Goals: �Quantify the disparities in educational outcomes: Identify the specific demographic groups that experience the greatest and least benefits from post-secondary education, and uncover the driving factors behind these differences.
Examine the full spectrum of post-secondary credentials: Assess the relative value and impact of various educational pathways, including bachelor's degrees, associate degrees, and vocational certificates.
Generate actionable recommendations for policymakers: Inform the development of targeted interventions and policy reforms that promote equity, expand access, and enhance the overall effectiveness of the post-secondary education system.

Methods:�Integrated complementary datasets: Leveraged the Equitable Value Explorer (EVE) dataset for long-term (10-year) income outcomes and the Michigan School Data (MISchoolData) dataset for detailed demographic breakdowns by race, ethnicity, and gender, enabling an equity-focused analysis.Compared diverse student populations: Analyzed income outcomes for students who enrolled in any post-secondary institution using EVE data, and compared these to outcomes specifically for college graduates using the MISchoolData, providing insights into the varying returns on different educational pathways.Aligned data sets: Utilized common variables across both datasets, such as median earnings, credential levels, and institutional sectors, to enable comparisons and identify trends.Weighted averages: Employed weighted averages of median incomes to aggregate data at the state level and by various demographic groups, accounting for the varying sizes of student populations within each institution.




Methods
• Integrated datasets

• EVE data
• National
• Based on college scorecard
• Has thresholds
• Uses entry cohorts

• State of Michigan data
• Uses exit cohorts (all students with a credential)
• Has breakdowns by race/ethnicity and by program/major
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Goals: �Quantify the disparities in educational outcomes: Identify the specific demographic groups that experience the greatest and least benefits from post-secondary education, and uncover the driving factors behind these differences.
Examine the full spectrum of post-secondary credentials: Assess the relative value and impact of various educational pathways, including bachelor's degrees, associate degrees, and vocational certificates.
Generate actionable recommendations for policymakers: Inform the development of targeted interventions and policy reforms that promote equity, expand access, and enhance the overall effectiveness of the post-secondary education system.

Methods:�Integrated complementary datasets: Leveraged the Equitable Value Explorer (EVE) dataset for long-term (10-year) income outcomes and the Michigan School Data (MISchoolData) dataset for detailed demographic breakdowns by race, ethnicity, and gender, enabling an equity-focused analysis.Compared diverse student populations: Analyzed income outcomes for students who enrolled in any post-secondary institution using EVE data, and compared these to outcomes specifically for college graduates using the MISchoolData, providing insights into the varying returns on different educational pathways.Aligned data sets: Utilized common variables across both datasets, such as median earnings, credential levels, and institutional sectors, to enable comparisons and identify trends.Weighted averages: Employed weighted averages of median incomes to aggregate data at the state level and by various demographic groups, accounting for the varying sizes of student populations within each institution.




Findings from EVE Data
1. Post-secondary credentials significantly increase earnings in 

Michigan, especially for bachelor's degree holders.
2. Michigan students who start college typically earn enough 

within 10 years to exceed their investment, with higher premiums 
for public institutions.

3. While Michigan ranks in the middle for overall median income, 
it stands out for exceeding the minimum economic value of 
college, indicating strong returns on investment.
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ASSESSING THE VALUE OF POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION IN MICHIGAN: AN EQUITY-FOCUSED ANALYSIS

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Median earnings are higher in Michigan for people with post-secondary degrees and credentials. The median earnings for bachelor's degree holders is $47,200 one year after graduation, compared to $20,200 for those with a high school diploma and no post-secondary credential.
Ten years after starting college, median earnings for Michigan students (completes and non-completers together) exceed that of those with high school degrees, plus enough to recoup the cost of their investment in post-secondary education.  For example, students enrolling in a four-year program enjoy a median educational premium of $11,447 for private institutions and $22,514 for public institutions. These results hold for students attending all four-year institutions, almost all community colleges, and some post-secondary credentials.
Compared to other states, Michigan ranks 23rd in median income for students who started post-secondary education in 2008 or 2009, with a median income of $50,547.  Michigan ranks 10th in the amount it exceeds the minimum economic value of college, providing a median educational premium of $13,702.




Findings from State of Michigan Data
1. Significant gender and racial/ethnic income gaps exist for 

Michigan degree holders, particularly for bachelor's degrees.
2. Field of study greatly impacts earnings, with Engineering and 

Architecture leading and Biology and Life Sciences trailing.
3. Gender and racial/ethnic disparities are most pronounced in 

the highest-paying fields like Engineering, Computers, and 
Business.
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ASSESSING THE VALUE OF POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION IN MICHIGAN: AN EQUITY-FOCUSED ANALYSIS

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There are gaps in median income and other outcome measures for graduates by gender and race/ethnicity, with the median earnings for White bachelor’s degree holders $9,000 more than for Black bachelor’s degree holders and median earnings for men with bachelor’s degrees $15,200 higher than for women.
Earnings outcomes vary by field of study, ranging from $32,100 after one year in Biology and Life Sciences to $71,328 after one year in Engineering and Architecture.
Gender and racial/ethnic differences in earnings outcomes for degree and credential holders vary by field of study.  Generally, the most lucrative programs, including Engineering, Architecture, Computers, Business, Health and Computers, had the widest disparities.




Recommendations
• Promote the Value of Higher Education: Launch a data-driven, targeted communication campaign 
highlighting the benefits of higher education, especially for underserved populations.

• Expand Equitable Access: Ensure universal access to college, providing early intervention, academic 
support, and financial aid to historically marginalized groups.

• Diversify High-Earning Fields: Increase representation of underrepresented groups in lucrative STEM 
and other high-demand fields through targeted recruitment, revised curricula, and enhanced support.

• Combat Wage Inequality: Advocate for fair compensation practices and eliminate discriminatory 
practices in the workforce to ensure equitable pay for equal work.

• Maintain Affordability: Continue efforts to keep tuition low and/or provide financial aid to maintain 
Michigan's strong return on investment in higher education.
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ASSESSING THE VALUE OF POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION IN MICHIGAN: AN EQUITY-FOCUSED ANALYSIS

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Targeted Communications and Data Driven Storytelling.  A collaborative effort involving key stakeholders such as the state of Michigan, regional initiatives, college access organizations, and colleges and universities, should promote a comprehensive, data-driven communications strategy around the value of post-secondary education. This strategy should target historically marginalized groups in Michigan. All involved entities must highlight overall economic advantages, long-term returns, and Michigan-specific success stories. Transparency about existing disparities is essential, as is the emphasis that college remains a pathway to opportunity for all populations. Messages tailored for specific audiences – including prospective students, parents, K-12 educators, community leaders, and policymakers – will maximize impact.  Partnerships will ensure broad dissemination in diverse communities.   Compelling data visualizations from this study (e.g., charts demonstrating long-term returns compared to high school graduates, infographics on disparities) should be utilized alongside testimonials and case studies to resonate with different audiences.  This decentralized multi-stakeholder approach requires coordination to ensure consistent narratives while leveraging the expertise and reach of organizations across the state.  Continuous evaluation will enable adjustment and refinement of this strategy to maximize impact and promote a more positive, data-supported public narrative about the value of higher education.
Universal and Equitable Access to Higher Education: Our analyses confirm that post-secondary education generally provides economic benefits at every level, across racial groups and for both men and women.  While smaller racial disparities exist at the associate degree level than at the bachelor’s and master’s degree levels, more people of color are concentrated at certificate and associate degree levels, contributing to income disparities.  
The pathway to college should be open to all individuals who are prepared to commit to their education, necessitating not only the opportunity to enroll but also comprehensive support to achieve success. This involves early intervention to address disparities, enhanced guidance for college and career planning, streamlined processes for making informed college and financial aid decisions, and targeted efforts to make higher education more affordable for students who have been historically excluded.
Michigan compares favorably to other states in exceeding the Minimum Economic Value threshold, especially Michigan Public Universities for their combination of relatively lower cost and higher earnings.  Efforts should continue to maintain lower tuition rates and/or to provide more financial support to those who need it.  
Fair Representation in High-Earning Fields: Disparities in income often result from the specific fields that students pursue, with certain degrees leading to higher earnings. In Michigan, Engineering, Architecture, Computers, Statistics, and Mathematics and Health fields of study had the highest median wages and had proportionately more Asian and White graduates.  The trend of occupational segregation exacerbates racial, ethnic, and gender disparities in income, often linked to the choice of major.  However, neither student choice nor academic preparation explain the stratification of historically excluded students by major. Addressing this requires more than guiding student choices; it involves increasing capacity in high-demand, high-paying majors and revising curricula, particularly in STEM, to broaden access and encourage diverse participation. (It’s important to note however, that median earnings and educational premiums are higher for students with a bachelor’s degree in lower-paying programs or majors than for those in associate degrees or other post-secondary programs.)
Addressing Wage Inequality in the Workforce: Wage disparities, even among individuals with similar educational backgrounds, often result from occupational segregation and various forms of discrimination. We found that these inequalities were not uniform across field of study and often widened over time.  Ensuring that all workers are compensated equally for the same work, irrespective of race, ethnicity, or gender, is imperative for achieving labor market equity.
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