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With another college rankings season officially under our belts, an age-old question
persists: Do college rankings actually reflect the purpose of our higher education
system? Or do they just reproduce existing inequities by rewarding the same wealthy,
selective schools that primarily serve students who were already set up for success?

The good news is that a handful of well-known ranking publications have recently
attempted to address the implications of this latter question by incorporating

metrics that look at the outcomes of lower- and moderate-income students into their
methodologies.! For example, even the controversial US News College Rankings—
known to focus more on student selectivity rather than student outcomes—now takes
into account the proportion of low- and moderate-income students who graduate
from an institution.? Some publications have even gone a step further by looking at
the proportion of traditionally underserved students who enroll in each institution, in
addition to how well the school sets them up to succeed:

Yet, despite these efforts, historical prestige tends to outweigh student outcomes in
the most popular rankings, resulting in the same highly-selective and well-resourced
schools getting shuffled around the best colleges lists year after year. And instead of



questioning why these schools don’t admit their fair share of low-income students
or students of color, these rankings continue to reward schools based on how many
students they exclude—not how many they truly serve.

We are in dire need of a completely different approach to assessing institutions of
higher education. Instead of prioritizing reputation and selectivity, we propose a new
rating system known as the Economic Mobility Index (EMI) that attempts to answer
the question: “If the primary purpose of postsecondary education is supposed to be
to catalyze an increase in economic mobility, which schools are succeeding in that
goal?” The following analysis is designed to give policymakers, researchers, and
consumers a better way to assess which colleges are delivering on that promise for
low- and moderate-income students—and which ones are falling woefully short.

Creating an Economic Mobility Index

To assess the degree of economic mobility that institutions of higher education
provide, we examined which schools enroll the highest proportion of students from
low- and moderate-backgrounds AND provide them with a strong return on their
educational investment. This index builds upon previous rounds of research focused
on generational mobility, most notably Harvard economist Raj Chetty’s inter-
generational mobility studies comparing students’ post-enrollment incomes to those
of their parents.4

Our first step in creating the EMI was to determine the return on investment that the
average low-income student obtains from attending a particular institution of higher
education. To do this, we use our Price-to-Earnings Premium (PEP) metric that looks
at the time it takes students to recoup their educational costs based off the earnings
boost they obtain by attending an institution. In particular, we looked at the PEP for
low-income students, defined as those whose families make $30,000 or less upon
their enrollment in college. The data show that many institutions provide low-income
students enough of an earnings premium that allows them to pay down their higher
education costs within five years or less. However, others show these students unable
to pay down their costs even fifty years later—or worse—provide no return on their
educational investment whatsoever.

Price-to-Earnings Premium Calculation

Total Average Net Price / (Post-Enrollment Earnings - Typical Salary
of a High School Graduate) - Number of Years to Recoup Net Cost

The PEP metric and our previous analyses of it are useful in that they allowed us to
see how well institutions serve the low-income students they enroll. However, taken
alone, the metric fails to account for the share or number of low- and moderate-
income students a school serves. So, when looking at the PEP exclusively, a highly-
selective school that admits only a handful of low-income students each year could
come out looking good—even though they are not serving the purpose we articulated
or contributing to real economic mobility. Therefore, we have added onto our analyses
by looking at the proportion of Pell Grant students (low- and moderate-income
students who receive a federal grant to cover a portion of tuition costs) an institution
enrolls—in addition to the PEP an institution produces for its low-income students—
to provide us with a much fuller picture of the mobility a school is producing.

Third Way - 2



To create the EMI, we used the results from our PEP analysis on the outcomes of
low-income students at 1,320 bachelor’s degree-granting institutions and multiplied
their comparative rank by the percentage of Pell Grant recipients that each institution
enrolls (download all of the data here)>

More information on the EMI methodology can be found in the appendix.
How Institutions Fare on the EMI

Schools that Provide the Quickest Return on Investment for Low-Income
Students Actually Provide Little Economic Mobility

Many institutions that show the best PEP for their low-income students, like Duke
and Stanford University, also perform well on traditional college rankings. That’s
because the few low-income students who attend these institutions are often
extremely high-achieving, benefit from their expansive institutional resources, and
are able obtain a strong economic premium after earning their degrees. However, our
EMI shows that the reach of these institutions to help low-income students obtain
economic mobility is extremely limited—in large part because they admit such a
small share of low-income students to begin with.

Top Ten Schools with a Strong Price-to-Earnings Premium

for Low-Income Students

. Economic
. Price-to- Low- o
illlfgrrle }i\flz%?ltimc el LA Percent EAEs IRCoie Ni(r)lztlxty
Institution PEP In dexty Control State grants  Number of Pell Premium: Years PEP (Percent
Rank Rank Recipients Undergrads toPayDown  Percentile Pell * PEP
Total Net Cost Rank
Rank)
Duke Private,
Universit 1 722 non- NC 923 6682 13.8% 0.00 100.0% 13.8%
v profit
Private,
Eltx?:/feﬁ?t 2 548 non-  CA 1185 7087 16.7% 0.05 99.9% 16.7%
v profit
;ngam& 3 836 Public VA 750 6377 11.8% 0.08 99.8% 11.7%
Harvard BB,
Universit 4 847 non- MA 1150 9950 11.6% 0.09 99.7% 11.5%
v profit
Yale Private,
University 5 495 non- CT 1064 5964 17.8% 0.10 99.6% 17.8%
profit
Princeton i,
Universit 6 426 non- NJ 1042 5428 19.2% 0.11 99.6% 19.1%
v profit
CUNY
Bernard M Public  NY o% % o
Baruch 7 22 ublic 7173 15024 47.7% 0.15 99.5% 47.5%
College
Universit Private,
of Chica z 8 860 non- IL 753 6632 11.4% 0.16 99.4% 11.3%
g profit
Williams Private,
College 9 353 non- MA YA 2100 21.0% 0.18 99.3% 20.9%
profit
Private,
Tufts o o o
University 10 817 non- MA 687 5643 12.2% 0.18 99.3% 12.1%
profit

Source: Author's calculation from the US Department of Education's College Scorecard and Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System

(IPEDS) database. @ THIRD WAY


https://thirdway.imgix.net/downloads/out-with-the-old-in-with-the-new-rating-higher-ed-by-economic-mobility/EMI_Data.xlsx

For example, Harvard—which ranked No. 4 on the time it takes low-income students
to recoup their out-of-pocket costs—falls to 847 out of 1,320 bachelor’s degree-
granting institutions on the EMI. The University of Chicago falls even further from
No. 8 to 860 when you incorporate the make-up of the students they actually admit.
These institutions allow the tiny number of low-income students that enroll to obtain
enough of an earnings premium to recoup their educational costs quicker than other
colleges. However, almost all of them admit and enroll less than 20% from low- and
moderate-income family households. Only one institution in the original top ten PEPs
for low-income students—CUNY’s Baruch College—exceeds this benchmark (47.7%).
In fact, the total number of Pell students enrolled at Baruch (7,173) nearly matches the
cumulative number of Pell students at the other nine “top ten” institutions combined

(7,995).

Schools that Provide the Most Economic Mobility are Hispanic-

Serving Institutions Concentrated in Three States

Institutions that provide the most economic mobility do so for two main reasons: 1)
they offer a quick return on investment for low-income students, and 2) they enroll
mostly low-and moderate-income students as part of their overall student body. If
the primary purpose of postsecondary education is to promote economic mobility and
create a consistent path to the middle class, a handful of institutions concentrated in
just three states are leading the charge in delivering on that promise.
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Top Ten Schools that Offer the Most Economic Mobility

Price-to- e Economic
El\fl(:)rl;(i)l?uc irl;gt‘)';e L i Percent lflraerrxtlli?lrg: ST Nitl)llg;::y
Institution ty Control State grants  Number of : PEP
Index PEP Recipients Undergrads Pell Years to Pay i (Percent
Rank Rank Down Total TeniTR Pell * PEP
Net Cost Rank)
California State
University-Los 1 27 Public CA 16481 24223 68.0% 0.43 98.0% 66.7%
Angeles
California State
University- . o o o
Dominguez 2 32 Public CA 9011 13899 64.8% 0.51 97.6% 63.3%
Hills
Texas A& M
International 3 79 Public TX 4511 6998 64.5% 0.94 94.1% 60.7%
University
The University
of Texas Rio 4 69 Public TX 15407 24678 62.4% 0.80 94.8% 59.2%
Grande Valley
California State
University- 5 64 Public  CA 5796 9368 61.9% 0.78 95.2% 58.9%
Bakersfield
California State
University- 6 56 Public CA 5510 9293 59.3% 0.76 95.8% 56.8%
Stanislaus
California State
University- 7 80 Public CA 13152 22125 59.4% 0.94 94.0% 55.9%
Fresno
California State
University-San 8 143 Public CA 11207 17967 62.4% 1.42 89.3% 55.7%
Bernardino
CUNY Lehman : o o o
College 9 25 Public NY 7117 12639 56.3% 0.39 98.1% 55.2%
CUNY John Jay
College of . o o o
Criminal 10 26 Public NY 7427 13319 55.8% 0.41 98.1% 54.7%
Justice

Source: Author's calculation from the US Department of Education's College Scorecard and Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System

(IPEDS) database. @ THIRD WAY

Notably, the schools shown to provide the most economic mobility are all Hispanic-
Serving Institutions (meaning their enrollment is made up of at least 25% Hispanic
students) located in California, Texas, and New York. This is likely due to a number of
factors, including that each of these states have large shares of low-income students
enrolled in higher education and have generous state funding that allows public four-
year colleges in these states to be some of the most affordable options.® Each of these
schools also provides enough of an earnings premium for low-income students to
recoup their educational costs in two years or less. In addition to these schools having
a higher proportion of low- and moderate-income students than other institutions,
their reach is also much larger. While the mostly private, selective schools that offer
the best overall PEP for low-income students enrolled only 15,168 Pell recipients
cumulatively, the ten schools that offer the most economic mobility enrolled 95,619—
over six times as many per year.

Historically Black Colleges and Universities Also Score High on

the Economic Mobility Index
The formulas used in traditional ranking publications often put Historically Black
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Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) at a disadvantage.” Beyond the overemphasis on
institutional selectivity, other factors such as racial, economic, and educational
discriminatory practices have also systemically undervalued the accomplishments
of HBCUs across the US.® However, when accounting for the proportion of low- and
moderate-income students that colleges enroll and the outcomes those schools
produce, HBCUs score much higher on the EMI than traditional rankings reflect.

Top Ten HBCUs on the EMI

Price-to- e Economic
E;\(l:[?)%(i)lrimc ir&ggvn;e . ot I:Zraerr‘rlli?ngns O Percent Nitr)l?il;;:ty
Institution ty Control State  grants Number of . PEP
Index PEP Recipients Undergrads YearstoPay e Pell (Percent
Rank Rank Down Total Net Pell * PEP
Rank
Cost Rank)
Elizabeth City
State 12 235 Public NC 1059 1636 2.05 0.824 64.7% 53.3%
University
Xavier Private,
University of 37 260 non- LA 1340 2569 2.14 0.805 52.2% £42.0%
Louisiana profit
North Carolina
A & T State 41 396 Public NC 6108 10629 2.87 0.703 57.5% £40.4%
University
Fayetteville
State 43 376 Public NC 3050 5473 2.74 0.718 55.7% £40.0%
University
Florida
Agricultural
and 54 517 Public FL 4926 8137 3.49 0.611 60.5% 37.0%
Mechanical
University
Lrioile Sifatie 59 377 Public MD 2695 5308 2.74 0.717 50.8% 36.4%
University . : ’ :
Prairie View A 75 634 Public TX 5564 8524 4.09 0.523 65.3% 34.1%
& M University ’ ' i ’
Tennessee
State 103 560 Public TN 3336 6121 3.67 0.579 54.5% 31.6%
University
Winston-
Salem State 160 757 Public NC 3049 4741 4.77 0.430 64.3% 27.7%
University
. Private
Wilberforce ?
University 207 933 Sfor}fi_t OH 532 627 6.57 0.297 84.8% 25.2%

Source: Author's calculation from the US Department of Education's College Scorecard and Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System

(IPEDS) database. @ THIRD WAY

Similar to the institutions that are shown to offer the most economic mobility across
the nation, all of these HBCUs enroll mostly Pell students, while allowing a quick
return on investment for the low-income students they serve. In total, 31,659 Pell
students attended the ten HBCUs that offer the most economic mobility—twice as
many as are enrolled at those that were rated the highest on the raw PEP ranking for
low-income students.

Conclusion

The reach, willingness, and ability to serve low- and moderate-income students well
all combine to create the kind of socioeconomic mobility that institutions of higher
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education were intended to produce—but that isn’t prioritized in traditional rankings.
While news outlets often focus on the most prestigious and selective institutions,
these data show that their impact on increasing mobility is limited, and many other
colleges serve exponentially more underserved students—and serve them quite well.
If college rankings publications wish to increase their focus on schools producing the
mobility our higher education system promises, these data can serve as a starting
point to better reflect those institutions that are serving today’s students and
demonstrating sustained commitment to helping them succeed.

Appendix

Economic Mobility Index: Top 50 Schools

Price-to- Low- | Economic
Earnings . Mobility
. income
Percent Premium: Index
PEP
Pell Years to Pay Percentile (Percent
Down Total Rank Pell * PEP

Net Cost Rank)

Economic
Mobility
Index
Rank

Total
Control Number of
Recipients | Undergrads

Institution

California State
University-Los 1 27 Public CA 16481 24223 68.0% 0.43 98.0% 66.7%
Angeles

California State
University-
Dominguez
Hills

2 32 Public CA 9011 13899 64.8% 0.51 97.6% 63.3%

Texas A& M
International 3 79 Public TX 4511 6998 64.5% 0.94 94.1% 60.7%
University

The University
of Texas Rio 4 69 Public TX 15407 24678 62.4% 0.80 94.8% 59.2%
Grande Valley

California State
University- 5 64 Public CA 5796 9368 61.9% 0.78 95.2% 58.9%
Bakersfield

California State
University- 6 56 Public CA 5510 9293 59.3% 0.76 95.8% 56.8%
Stanislaus

California State
University- 7 80 Public CA 13152 22125 59.4% 0.94 94.0% 55.9%
Fresno

California State
University-San 8 143 Public CA 11207 17967 62.4% 1.42 89.3% 55.7%
Bernardino

CUNY Lehman

i 0 0 0
College 9 25 Public NY 7117 12639 56.3% 0.39 98.1% 55.2%

CUNY John Jay
College of 10 26 Public NY 7427 13319 55.8% 0.41 98.1% 54.7%
Criminal Justice

CUNY City

i 0 0y 0
College 11 24 Public NY 7239 13186 54.9% 0.38 98.2% 53.9%

Elizabeth City

i 0, 0y 0,
State University 12 235 Public NC 1059 1636 64.7% 2.05 82.4% 53.3%

CUNY Brooklyn

1 0, 0y 0,
College 13 17 Public NY 8057 14978 53.8% 032 98.7%  531%

California State
University- 14 114 Public CA 20076 35051 57.3% 1.21 91.5% 52.4%
Northridge

TTnivrasniter Af

Source: Author's calculation from the US Department of Education's College Scorecard and Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System

(IPEDS) database. @ THIRD WAY

Third Way - 7



Creating an Economic Mobility Index

In order to assess the economic mobility that an institution provides, we first assign

a percentile rank based on the time it takes their low-income students to recoup

their educational costs based on the earnings premium they obtain.? The school that
provided the quickest time was assigned a percentile rank of 100%. The school that
took the longest was assigned a percentile rank of 0%. The chart below shows an
example of how this percentile ranking would work if there were only five institutions
being evaluated.

Example of Percentile Ranks for Price-to-Earnings
Premium: Low-Income Students

Years it Takes

PEP Overall PEP
.. Low-Income . ey e
Institution Percentile Institutional Rank for
Students to Recoup
Rank Low-Income Students
Total Net Cost
School A .01 years 100% 1
School B 2.6 years 75% 2
School C 4.26 years 50% 3
School D 7.3 years 25% A
School E 267.2 years 0.00% 5

Source: Author’s calculation from the US Department of Education’s College Scorecard and THIRD WAY
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) database.

When looking at the proportion of Pell Grant students an institution enrolls in
addition to the PEP an institution produces for its low-income students, we get a
much fuller picture of the economic mobility it provides. To do this, we take the
PEP percentile rank and multiply that by the percentage of Pell Grant recipients an
institution enrolls to create an EMI for each institution.
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Economic Mobility Index

Economic

e Economic
PEP Percentage Mobility Il:ldex Overall PEP Mobility
- ) Calculation Rank for
Institution | Percentile Pell N Index
(PEP Rank Low-Income
Rank Students Overall
Percentage Students Ranki
Pell) anking
School A 100% 13.8% .138 1 4
School B 75% 46.2% 347 2 1
School C 50% 44,.6% .223 3 2
School D 25% 69.6% 174 4 3
School E 0% 31.6% .000 5 5

Source: Author’s calculation from the US Department of Education’s College Scorecard and THIRD WAY
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) database.

While School A scores within the 100th percentile for the time it takes its low-income
students to recoup their educational costs, only a sliver of its student body—13.8% —
comes from low- or moderate-income backgrounds. In contrast, School B scores
better than 75% of other institutions on its PEP score, but also enrolls substantially
more Pell Grant recipients (46.2%) than School A. Because of this, School B’s EMI
rating (1) is higher than School A’s (4), as it provides a solid return on investment for
a larger proportion of underserved students.
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Data Dictionary

Source

US Department of
Education - College
Scorecard

US Department of
Education - College
Scorecard

US Department of
Education - College
Scorecard

Census - American
Community Survey

US Department
of Education

- Integrated
Postsecondary
Education Data
System

US Department
of Education

- Integrated
Postsecondary
Education Data
System

Source: Author’s calculation from the US Department of Education’s College Scorecard and

Variable

Predominant
Degree

Average Net Price

Mean Earnings
for Low-Income
Students

Mean Salary
of High School
Graduates

Undergraduate
Enrollment

Proportion
of Pell Grant
Recipients

Description

Predominant
undergraduate degree
awarded

Average net price
among undergraduate
students (family
income $0-30,000)
receiving Title IV
grants or loans.

Mean earnings of Title
IV undergraduates with
family income between
$0-30,000 working
and not enrolled 10
years after enrollment.
Only includes students
with positive earnings
during measurement
year.

Mean salary for 25-
34 year-olds who
have completed a high
school diploma, or
its equivalent, within
each state, but have no
college. Only includes
those with positive
earnings.

Total number of
undergraduates -
financial aid cohort

Percent of
undergraduate
students awarded Pell
grants.

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) database.
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Measurement Year

Award Year 2017-18

Academic Year
2017-18

Calendar Years 2014
and 2015 pooled
earnings cohort.
Adjusted to 2017

dollars.

2017 five-year
estimate (pooling
2013-2017 data).

2018-2019
Award year

2018-2019
Award year
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