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Context. A critical issue in higher education is determining the cost and amount spent at
each college to educate students. The most common comparative measure used is the
ratio of expenditures or revenue per full time equivalent (FTE) student. This information is
reported by institutions to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS),
the primary federal dataset on higher education delivery and financing. However,
researchers have identified a flaw in the calculation of expenditures per student when
using IPEDS data. Colleges report enrollment in credit programs leading to a credential, but
not enrollment in noncredit programs. Yet the expenditures and revenues for all courses,
credit and noncredit alike, are reported to IPEDS. This causes the ratio to overstate the
expenditures or revenues per student by an unknown amount.

This study calculates the extent to which the standard expenditure per student ratio
misrepresents actual expenditures. Since data on noncredit enrollment has never been
collected at the federal level, the researchers collected it at the state level.

Methodology. Researchers obtained data on noncredit enrollment from four states and
five community college systems. They also compiled the enrollment and expenditure data
used to compute the standard ratio from IPEDS, taking additional measures to ensure
comparability with the noncredit enrollment data.

Findings. In all five systems, adjusting the ratio to include noncredit enrollment resulted in
lower expenditures per student (Table 1). However, there is a large difference between the
systems resulting from differences in the level of noncredit activity.

Table 1: Summary of community college noncredit activity for four states and the
impact of expenditures per FTE student, 2012-2013.
Mean Noncredit FTEs as Mean adjusted

Systems Difference

expenditures/FTE % of credit FTEs expenditures/FTE

New York (SUNY) $ 12,495 4.1% | $ 12,008 $ 487
New York (CUNY) $ 15,971 28.0% | $ 12,479 $ 3,492
California $ 12,811 6.1% | $ 11,780 $ 1,031
North Carolina $ 14,726 27.6% | $ 11,016 $ 3,710
New Jersey $ 10,949 9.1% | $ 10,036 $ 913
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Takeaways. The addition of noncredit students reduces the traditional estimate of
expenditures per FTE student. All of the colleges in these states have less to spend per
student than is commonly understood. Since community colleges are frequently criticized
for low student completion rates and studies have found completion to be sensitive to
institutional funding, these findings are policy-relevant. A full national-level estimate,
however, will require IPEDS to collect national-level data on noncredit enrollments.



