NONCREDIT
RESEARCH COLLABORATIVE

Summary: How federal data shortchange the community college

Romano, R. M., & D’Amico, M. M. (2021). How federal data shortchange the community
college. Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning, 53(4), 22-28.

The Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) is the most widely used
federal dataset on postsecondary institutions in the United States. IPEDS is widely used to
provide accurate and timely data on enrollments, finances, and student outcomes.

Yet the ways in which IPEDS data are used to describe community colleges does not
always paint an accurate picture of the sector. There are three central problems: Measuring
enrollments using full-time equivalents (FTEs) rather than headcounts; defining the
community college sector in a way that undercounts enrollment; and the exclusion of
noncredit course enrollments that falsely suggests a higher level of per-student
expenditures than is the case.

Use of FTEs. The FTE combines part-time and full-time students into a single enrollment
measure based on a full-time equivalent of 15 credit hours. For example, five students
each taking one three-hour course would equal one 15-hour FTE. But many part-time
students access the same services as full-time students and therefore use more services
than the FTE measure allots them. If a state allocates funding to all colleges based on their
enrollment count expressed as FTEs, it may shortchange colleges with large numbers of
part-time students. Since most community colleges serve a large number of part-time
students, they are more likely than four-year colleges to be disadvantaged by FTE-based
funding.

Definition of community colleges. Researchers rely on IPEDS to define the set of
community colleges and four-year colleges. But IPEDS reclassifies community colleges as
four-year colleges as soon as they offer baccalaureate degrees, even though those these
colleges award very few such degrees and continue to operate as they always have. This
leads researchers to undercount enrollment in community colleges. In addition, funding to
four-year colleges may appear lower than it really is because the reclassified colleges are
still being funded by state governments at community college levels.

Excluding noncredit enrollments. Colleges report enrollment in credit programs leading
to a credential to IPEDS, but not enrollment in noncredit programs. But the revenues and
expenditures for all courses, credit and noncredit alike, are reported to IPEDS. So, when
researchers estimate expenditures or revenue per FTE at institutions, the college appears
to be receiving more funding than it actually does, because the numerator is based on all
educational offerings, both credit and noncredit, while the denominator is based only on
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enrollmentin courses leading to credit. No national data are available on the effect of this
mismatch. But a review of nine systems in eight states found that the extent of expenditure
overestimation depends on the number of noncredit courses being offered by a system,
ranging from 25.2% in North Carolina to only 2.9% in Tennessee.



