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Executive Summary

n recent years, most proposals to reform quality
Iassurance in higher education have targeted the
federal government’s role in overseeing postsecond-
ary institutions. In this context, it is easy to forget that
state governments play a significant role too, through
a process called state authorization.

State authorization is the regulatory process by
which postsecondary institutions obtain the approval
of a state agency to serve students within the state. In
this capacity, states act as gatekeepers for their postsec-
ondary systems. They are responsible for greenlight-
ing colleges to operate within their borders, and over
time they have the duty to protect state residents from
poor-performing and fraudulent institutions. Federal
law specifies little about states’ individual authorization
processes, and authorization varies greatly by state.

Using a comprehensive survey of more than
5,500 regulatory documents from 69 state authoriz-
ing agencies across the 50 states and the District of
Columbia, this report explores how state authorizers
monitor the performance of postsecondary institu-
tions: when and how must postsecondary institutions
report information on their outcomes? What types of
outcomes information do agencies require? How, if at
all, do agencies disclose that information to students,
parents, and the public? Are there repercussions for
poor-performing institutions?

This analysis finds that most state authorizers do
not require outcomes data from colleges when they
initially apply for authorization, although a majority
of agencies compile student outcomes data either
during reauthorization or through annual reports.
Roughly a third of state authorizers, however, do not
require institutions to report any outcomes data on
an annual basis. In addition, just a handful of autho-
rizing agencies publicize the reported information
on student outcomes for all authorized institutions.
Numerous agencies require institutions themselves to

disclose student outcomes to prospective enrollees.

Furthermore, this analysis found that few state
authorizers have explicit minimum performance
standards for institutions (such as a minimum com-
pletion rate or retention rate). While it is possible
authorizers have unstated performance criteria in
mind when overseeing institutional outcomes, it is
not clear that indicators of performance are a factor in
agencies’ authorization decisions. The outcomes data
agencies collect can also be unreliable, particularly
when it is self-reported by postsecondary institutions
themselves. Definitions of outcome measurements
vary from agency to agency as well.

In light of these findings, this report offers recom-
mendations for states looking to shore up, standard-
ize, and streamline their regulatory frameworks. It
suggests that authorizers should:

e Implement explicit minimum performance
thresholds for institutions, which would help
identify and sanction poorly performing schools;

e Require and disclose program-level outcomes,
in addition to institution-level outcomes;

e Work to standardize outcomes reporting across
agencies, and potentially use existing state
authorization reciprocity agreements as a vehi-
cle for producing common definitions for stu-
dent outcomes measurements; and

e Rely less on institutions to report certain out-
comes indicators and, instead, require only basic
and essential reported data from institutions.
Authorizers should then link that information
to independently verifiable, administrative data
sources so as to produce more and better infor-
mation on outcomes.
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or generations, many have considered Ameri-
F can higher education the best in the world. Our
nation’s top universities consistently trounce other
countries’ schools in international rankings. Many
then assume that standard of excellence is true for all
American colleges, top to bottom.!

In reality, some colleges are great, some are good,
and some are downright bad. The US Department of
Education’s College Scorecard shows, for instance,
that 172 four-year institutions graduate more than
8o percent of their students in six years, but 1,402
institutions graduate less than half of their students
in that time.> Fortunately, policymakers are finally
getting the memo, calling for better quality assurance
for postsecondary institutions.3

The majority of proposed reforms address the fed-
eral role in higher education, particularly surrounding
transparency, accountability, and consumer protec-
tion.- Largely absent from these debates, however, is
the role of state government. State governments have
the responsibility of approving the postsecondary
institutions in their state, a process called state autho-
rization. A school must be formally authorized by the
state(s) in which it operates to receive federal Title IV
funds. State authorizing agencies also notably oversee
institutions not participating in federal financial aid,
schools largely outside of the purview of the federal
government and accreditors.

Policymaker interest in state authorization has
gradually gained speed. After years of minimal
oversight, the Department of Education enacted

regulations around state authorization in 2010, man-
dating that a school must comply with state law in all
states where it educates students, not just the one
state in which it is based. While courts struck down
a portion of these regulations on procedural grounds,
the regulations grabbed the attention of both institu-
tions and state agencies.4 In 2016, the Obama admin-
istration has again proposed new rules requiring
“institutions offering distance education or corre-
spondence courses to be authorized by each state in
which the institution enrolls students, if such autho-
rization is required by the state.”s These rules have
not yet been enacted, and it is not clear if they will be
before the next administration.®

Despite this activity, federal law specifies little
about what states’ authorization processes actually
entail. Authorization thus varies greatly across states.
Many institutions—mostly online
operate in multiple states, oftentimes having to seek

schools—also

authorization in each.” This can be quite burdensome
on both institutions and authorizers.8 In response,
an effort to develop interstate reciprocity agree-
ments—a common set of authorization standards
across states—has emerged to lighten compliance
and regulatory loads for schools and state agencies,
respectively.9

While policymakers have paid little attention to
state-level regulatory apparatuses, researchers have
paid even less.!° As a result, we know less than we
should about how states hold postsecondary institu-
tions accountable for their performance.
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In 2015, AET’s Center on Higher Education Reform
surveyed states’ regulatory regimes in a report titled
Inputs, Outcomes, Quality Assurance: A Closer Look at
State Oversight of Higher Education. The report asked
basic questions such as: What types of agencies are
involved in authorization processes? Do regulatory
policies and approval processes focus on inputs—
measures of an organization’s physical and human
resources—or outcomes? What do states require of
institutions in terms of consumer protections, such
as tuition refunds or other safeguards?

State authorization all
too often emphasizes
the wrong end of the
education process,
focusing on inputs
rather than outcomes.

The report found that state authorization processes
overwhelmingly consider inputs—faculty qualifica-
tions, facilities, equipment, curricula, syllabi, library
resources—when approving new colleges. Moreover,
states rarely renew schools’ authorizations based on
indicators of performance, even though many agen-
cies require schools to report their outcomes to some
extent.! In short, state authorization all too often
emphasizes the wrong end of the education process,
focusing on inputs rather than outcomes.

In light of those findings, this report dives deeper
into the outcomes portion of state authorization. It
asks the following questions: Do states consider insti-
tutions’” outcomes in other states when those insti-
tutions are seeking authorization in their state? Do
states monitor the outcomes of institutions on an
annual basis, less frequently, or not at all? What kinds
of outcomes measures do states require institutions

to report, if any? Do states disclose outcomes to stu-
dents? Do institutions face repercussions for poor
performance?

To answer these questions and others, this paper
builds on the methodology of the initial AEI report
by coding the laws, regulations, and authorization
applications of each state agency for rules around the
reporting and disclosure of student outcomes. The
analysis makes no effort to assess the effectiveness
or burden of different agencies’ regulatory schemes.
Instead, it examines state policies under the precept
that an ideal regulatory system should monitor and
disclose the performance of postsecondary institu-
tions to protect consumers.

Methodology

This survey explores the extent to which state autho-
rizers require institutions to report and disclose stu-
dent outcomes. Because several states have multiple
postsecondary regulatory agencies, the unit of analy-
sis is the authorizer, not the state. The analysis stud-
ies 69 state authorizing bodies across the 50 states
and the District of Columbia.’?

The main data source of this survey is the stock
of relevant regulatory documents from each state
agency. These documents include application packets
for applying for and maintaining authorization; laws,
statutes, and rules regarding authorization processes;
additional reporting forms; and public and protected
web pages from agency websites.’3 In all, more than
5,500 pages of agency documents were reviewed for
this report. 4

The information gathered covers three distinct
stages of the authorization process—the initial autho-
rization (initial application), the reauthorization
(renewal application), and the annual report.’> The
initial authorization represents the regulations and
processes institutions must abide by when seeking
authorization in a state for the first time. The reautho-
rization represents the regulations and processes insti-
tutions must abide by when looking to maintain their
authorization after a fixed period of time. The annual
report represents the regulations and processes insti-
tutions must abide by from year to year.
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The six distinct outcomes metrics coded were
graduation rate, retention rate, job-placement
rate, licensure-passage rate, loan-default rate, and
post-college earnings.16

Start to finish, the coding process for a given
agency generally went as follows: first, all necessary
application materials for each stage of authorization
were gathered and reviewed.!” Next, each portion of
an application packet and each separate reporting
form were read, and then a keyword search of each
document containing applicable laws and regulations
was performed.’® Finally, if uncertain of any coding
category, an agency representative was contacted for
clarification.

Since the regulatory regimes in each state are
diverse, some agencies have different regulations that
apply to different types of institutions seeking autho-
rization. As a result, summarizing the authorization
experience of a typical institution across agencies is
quite difficult.

To allow for meaningful comparisons, the coding is
confined to a single set of regulations for each agency
based on a consistent set of decision rules, where
applicable. These rules apply to more traditional types
of postsecondary institutions, for which agencies
likely have more established regulatory processes. If
an agency had different sets of regulations for non-
profit and for-profit or proprietary institutions, regu-
lations applying to nonprofits were coded. If an agency
had different sets of regulations for degree-granting
and non-degree-granting institutions, regulations
applying to degree-granting institutions were coded. If
an agency had different sets of regulations for out-of-
state and in-state institutions, regulations applying to
out-of-state institutions were coded.

Findings

State authorizers are the gatekeepers to their state’s
higher education systems. They are responsible for
greenlighting colleges to operate in their borders. They
also have the duty over time to protect state residents
from poor-performing and fraudulent institutions.

An integral part then of crafting a well-functioning,
state-level regulatory involves

system creating

processes to monitor institutional performance. State
agencies need answers to basic questions—Are schools
graduating their students? Are students getting jobs?—
to determine whether schools are adequately serving
their students. But fundamentally, they need to imple-
ment procedures to collect this information.

Reporting Requirements. Understanding how many
agencies require any reporting of outcomes whatso-
ever is an important start. In the broadest sense, a
majority of state authorizing agencies (47 agencies)
require the reporting of outcomes during at least one
of the three stages of the authorizing process (the ini-
tial authorization, the renewal of authorization, or the
annual report). Seventeen agencies collect outcomes
information at all three stages. However, almost
one-quarter (16 agencies) do not require outcomes
data at any stage.

One obvious instance in which state authorizers
have an active interest in examining outcomes is when
they initially approve institutions to operate in the
state. That is, if an existing school applies to operate
in a new state, does the authorizing body in the new
state consider its past performance of serving stu-
dents? Surprisingly, the typical authorizer does not ask
for such information during this stage: 26 of 69 agen-
cies require outcomes information during the initial
authorization.’® Most agencies thus do not consider
colleges’ past performance before they approve them.

One could also imagine that agencies would want
to examine outcomes once institutions have actu-
ally established a performance record in their state.
More specifically, agencies might instead consider
outcomes when institutions formally apply to renew
their authorization. That is not the rule of thumb
across agencies either. Just over half of state authoriz-
ers (35) require outcomes reporting during the reau-
thorization stage.

Note that the time horizon for reauthorization var-
ies across agencies. Reauthorization can occur after
one, two, five, or even 10 years.2° In certain cases,
institutions never need to renew their authorization
after their initial approval. Perhaps, then, agencies’
formal authorization and reauthorization processes
do not consider information on outcomes because
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they have separate processes—say, annual reports—
to monitor performance on a more regular basis.

The majority of authorizers do require authorized
institutions to report information annually; 57 of 69
agencies have an annual reporting mechanism for the
colleges they oversee.?! This check-in can occur in a
variety of forms, including online forms or a site visit
by agency representatives. But, not all these agencies
require data on outcomes at this time. Only 47 agen-
cies require institutions to report outcomes measures
as part of an annual report.

Agencies require different types of outcomes
information annually as well. In the annual reporting
stage, the graduation rate was easily the most com-
monly required metric (44 agencies), with retention
rate (32) and job-placement rate (28) tied closely for
second. Fewer agencies required default rate (15),
licensure-passage rate (8), and wage data (6).2> The
California Bureau for Private Postsecondary Educa-
tion, the Oregon Office of Degree Authorization, and

the West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commis-
sion were the only three agencies that required yearly
reporting on all six coded outcomes indicators; four
additional agencies required reporting on five of the
indicators.

In sum, most agencies do not require outcomes
data on the front end of authorization, roughly half
ask for outcomes when reauthorizing institutions in
their states, and the majority collect some outcomes
data on a yearly basis.

Disclosure Requirements. Beyond asking whether
agencies collect outcomes information, another
important question is whether these outcomes mea-
sures ever see the light of day. Put differently, do state
agencies disclose these data so the public can evaluate
the performance of postsecondary institutions?
Across authorizers, public disclosures of outcomes
for all authorized institutions are infrequent. To start,
22 agencies do not require institutions to report any

Figure 1. 2015 Outcomes Data for Public/Private/For-Profit Four-Year Institutions from the West Virginia Higher
Education Policy Commission

Annualized Bachelor Loan % Undergraduates # of Students
Unduplidated | Tuition & | Retention | Graduation | Default Receving Federal | Receiving Federal
Institution | Accreditation | Accreditation Head Count Fees Rates Rate Rate Loans Loans
Institutions Type Status Date
Bluefield State College Public Accredited 20-Feb-12 1,867 | S 6,120 59.7 215 23.7 60 724
Concord University Public Accredited 4-Sep-08 3,025 ]S 6,744 67 34 17.6 75 731
Fairmont State University Public Accredited 31-Oct-23 4,694 | S 6,306 64 32 14.2 63 1,605
Glenville State College Public Accredited 12-Aug-13 2,237 | S 4,944 59) 23 23 69 446
Marshall University Public Accredited 28-Jan-06 17,186 | $ 5,724 73 44.7 11.7 59.2 3,290
Shepherd University Public Accredited 20-Jun-12 4,738 | 4,918 68 47.8 7.6 60.3 1,014
West Liberty University Public Accredited 4-Sep-08 2,530| $ 6,415 66 40 18.1 82 764
West Virginia University Public Accredited 12-Aug-14 33,265 | S 6,960 76.3 56.8 8.5 51.6 7,215
Potomac State College Of WVU Public Accredited 12-Aug-14 1,919 | s 3,480 74.4 0 8.5 54.7 7,215
WVU Institute Of Technology Public Accredited 12-Aug-14 1,423 | $ 6,048 53.5 18.6 8.5 48.1 7,215
West Virginia State University Public Accredited 26-Aug-05 3,830 S 6,662 58.7 24.5 16.6 42.7 905
WV School of Osteopathic Medicine Public Accredited 30-Oct-14 815|$ 20,450 98 0 0.9 0 203
Alderson Broaddus University Private Accredited 6-Aug-13 1,232 s 23,930 55 36 7.3 89 245
Appalachian Bible College Private Accredited 2-Jun-01 317|$S 12,020 77.9 46 5.7 32 56
Bethany College Private Accredited 25-Jun-09 997 | $ 25,580 70 47 17.1 85 326
Davis & Elkins College Private Accredited 18-Apr-11 953|$ 27,000 70.3 41.5 8.6 63.5 207
Accredited -

Future Generations Graduate School Private Notice 22-Feb-10 38]$ 17,500 94 0 0 0 0
Ohio Valley University Private Accredited 12-Nov-13 485|S 18,040 54 26.7 10.5 65.82 217
University Of Charleston Private Accredited 27-Jul-15 2,831|S 19,047 61.3 47 6.6 53.65 422
West Virginia Wesleyan College Private Accredited 29-Apr-10 1,578 | S 26,880 73 58.4 7.1 66.3 348
Wheeling Jesuit University Private Accredited 13-Jan-10 1,812 S 27,000 74 64 3.1 27.7 449
American Public University System For-Profit Accredited 26-May-06 109,214 | $ 6,480 76 40 23.3 34 14,184
Salem International University For-Profit Accredited 27-Feb-14 946 |s 17,700 38 il5 20.9 81 578
Strayer University For-Profit Accredited 15-Nov-12 3381|S 12,780 0 0 11.6 68 27,802

Source: West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission, “Annual
uploads/2016/08/HEPC-WebPosting.pdf.

Reauthorization—Consumer Information,” 2015,

www.whepc.edu/wp-content/
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Figure 2. Consumer Report Card for Washington Workforce Training and Education Coordinating
Board: B.S. in Accounting for Central Washington University-Lynnwood

Accounting
Award type: BS

Central Washington University/Lynnwood

Program Details i School Details i

Consumer Report Card

Performance
Results

Student

Characteristics _

' Employment, wages and completion for Accounting | BS at Central

Washington University/Lynnwood &)
| Program Type: Accounting

l Completion Rate

: Employment Rate €9

| Typical (Median) Hourly Eamings
j Typical (Median) Annual Eamings

81%
85%
$19.96
$39,998.00

Source: Washington Career Bridge, “Education Details, Accounting, Award Type: BS, Central Washington University/Lynnwood,”

www.careerbridge.wa.gov/ Detail _Program.aspx?program=1494.

outcomes data annually, so there is nothing to dis-
close in the first place. Of the 47 agencies that do col-
lect outcomes annually, just 14 publicize that data for
each authorized institution. The other 31 agencies
either make the data available by request (22 agen-
cies) or keep the data under lock and key, unavailable
to the public (9 agencies).?

The 14 agencies that do publicize information on
outcomes typically do so through a consumer infor-
mation website or an annual research report. For
instance, as Figure 1 shows, the West Virginia Higher
Education Policy Commission discloses data for
authorized institutions via a report on its website.

Other state agencies—the California Bureau for
Private Postsecondary Education, the Tennessee
Higher Education Commission, the Oregon Office
of Degree Authorization, and the Illinois Board of
Higher Education, to name a few—have compre-
hensive outcomes disclosures for authorized insti-
tutions as well.

A limited number of authorizers up the ante,
disclosing program-level outcomes for authorized
institutions. As shown in Figure 2, the Washington
Workforce Training and Education Coordinating
Board collects and displays program-level informa-
tion on metrics including completion rate, employ-
ment rate, and median earnings.

Overall, outcomes disclosures for all authorized
institutions in a state are relatively uncommon.
Program-level disclosures, rather than those on an
institutional level, are even less frequent.

There are three necessary qualifications to these
findings. First, a greater number of authorizers do dis-
play data profiles for a subset of institutions, such as
public two- or four-year institutions. This analysis did
not consider agencies’ disclosure mechanisms unless
they included all authorized institutions.24

Second, other authorizers disclose outcomes
indicators in aggregate, sometimes via a state per-
formance report.?s Aggregate data (e.g., number of


http://www.careerbridge.wa.gov/Detail_Program.aspx?program=1494

REPORT AND DISCLOSE

ROONEY COLUMBUS

college graduates in a state per year) were not con-
sidered a disclosure because information is not pre-
sented on an institution-by-institution basis.

Third, states may disclose a significant amount of
data via institution-level data profiles but do not rely
on the institutions to report each data point. Instead,
the authorizer requires institutions to report a mini-
mal amount of information (such as total number of
enrollees and completers and students’ field of study,
with unique identifiers for each student). Then, the
agency generates and discloses outcomes data from
independently verifiable sources (such as unemploy-
ment insurance databases). In these instances, only
the data that agencies required institutions to report
were coded.

An example of this practice comes from the Wash-
ington Workforce Training and Education Coordi-
nating Board (Figure 2). It requires colleges to report
basically just the number of enrolled and graduated
students per year and their majors, which it then uses
to derive and disclose outcomes such as median earn-
ings and employment rate.26 The State Council on
Higher Education for Virginia has a similar operation,
as do a few other agencies.

Infact, a 2014 report by the Data Quality Campaign
revealed that 27 states, in varying capacities, have
linked postsecondary data systems and workforce
data systems, up from 14 in 2011.27 A more recent
report commissioned by the Institute for Higher Edu-
cation Policy (IHEP) lists 47 agencies in 42 states that
currently link or plan to link postsecondary and work-
force data in some respect.28

Now, these postsecondary data systems usu-
ally comprise just a subset of schools in states,
often only the schools in public systems. The IHEP
report, for instance, notes that “only 18 states . . .
collected information from private, not-for-profit
institutions. Even in these 18 states, coverage of
independent institutions is often limited to those
that participate in financial aid programs or to insti-
tutions that volunteer to submit data to the state
postsecondary agency.”?® This caveat more closely
reflects with the findings described above. Nev-
ertheless, it is encouraging that a growing num-
ber of states have at least some postsecondary and

workforce data infrastructure to work with and
potentially expand on.

In addition to publicizing outcomes data them-
selves, some authorizers require institutions to dis-
close their own outcomes to students. Fifteen state
agencies have such a requirement, with the disclosure
often occurring through an “enrollment agreement”
that prospective students must sign before attending
a college.3° One example comes from the Ohio State
Board of Career Colleges and Schools, where students
must sign an agreement before enrolling that they
“have been informed of the school’s placement and
graduation rates for each of the preceding three years
as well as the most recent Ohio state licensure test
results.”3! The Tennessee Higher Education Commis-
sion requires a similar disclosure, but on a program-
matic level:

(3) Also included, shall be documentation that the
student received graduation placement data exactly
as presented to the Commission during the last reau-
thorization cycle in the following format:

(@) A statement: “For the program entitled

I have been informed that

the current withdrawal rate is __%, or in the past
12 months ___ students enrolled in this program and
__ completed this program.”

(b) A statement: “For the program entitled
I have been informed that for

the students who graduated, the job placement rate
is __%, or in the past 12 months ___ were placed in
their field of study out of __ students who graduated

from this program.”3?

These disclosures work to ensure that prospective
students have been notified of institutional outcomes
before enrolling.

Do Regulations Have Teeth? If the majority of
agencies require institutions to report outcomes
annually, but only a handful publicize them, then
what do agencies do with the data? For instance, if
data are kept private, then are agencies at least using
them to identify and crack down on poor-performing
institutions?
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Unfortunately, only a handful of state agencies
have explicit thresholds for institutional performance
in their rules and regulations. One such agency, the
Florida Commission for Independent Education,
requires institutions to have a placement rate above
60 percent and a retention rate above 50 percent.
If an institution falls below either threshold, then
the agency places the institution on a placement or
retention improvement plan, with periodic progress
reports due to the agency.33

A few other agencies have norm-referenced stan-
dards, in which only the schools that perform poorly
relative to other schools in their state are subject to
scrutiny. Ohio’s State Board of Career Colleges and
Schools, for example, has a requirement in which “a
school with graduation or placement rates that are
one or more standard deviations below the average
may be required to submit an explanation for the
deviation and a plan for improvement.”34 Regulatory
requirements of this nature are scarce.35

It is also rare for regulations to explicitly allow
agencies to act on these performance thresholds. One
example is the Illinois Board of Higher Education:

The board may deny a continuation of the initial
approval or offer a limited extension if the institu-
tion. .. has failed to demonstrate success in student
progression and graduation and success rates in pro-
grams preparing students for certification and licen-
sure that are consistent with expectations in higher

education and the appropriate related field of study.36

Florida’s outcomes thresholds have teeth as well:
“If the progress report does not show improvement
as accepted by the Commission, the Commission
shall take actions up to and including revocation of
license.”37 Again, these regulations are by no means
the norm.

Authorizers could have unstated performance cri-
teria in mind when they review institutions’ reautho-
rization applications and annual reports. There is also
some evidence that authorizers do revoke authoriza-
tion from institutions, mostly on grounds of fraud-
ulent behavior.3® But, judging by the general lack of
explicit thresholds, it is not clear that indicators of

performance are a factor in agencies’ authorization
decisions.39

Reliability of the Data. A majority of agencies
require some annual outcomes reporting, and a much
smaller number make those data public. But the use-
fulness of the entire endeavor hinges on the reliabil-
ity of the reported data. State-level regulatory systems
need reliable and consistent indicators of institu-
tional performance to function properly.

To that end, some agencies have basic outcomes
requirements—number of graduates in a given year,
number of individuals that passed a licensure exam—
that appear simple for institutions to collect and
report, and are also less prone to error. On the other
hand, some agencies require outcomes that have
more complex formulas, such as job-placement rate
and post-college earnings. These measures are usually
collected by institutions via arduous and unreliable
follow-up surveys of alumni.4° Complexity creates
more room for measurement error, while institu-
tions also have the incentive and ability to inflate
self-reported indicators.4

Across agencies, there are discrepancies in the
definitions of particular outcomes measurements as
well. Table 1 displays two examples of job-placement
rates from two separate agencies; their differences are
telling.

See how Alaska considers an institution’s overall
rate of employment, determined by averaging the rate
of employment for each of its programs; Kentucky
considers placement rates on a program-by-program
basis.4> Alaska’s time horizon for job placement is
three months; Kentucky’s time horizon is “within 180
days of graduating from the program,” and the com-
mission defines job placement as “[being] employed
for at least 30 days . . . in a full-time paid Position in
the Field of Study.”# The types of students included
and excluded in the formulas are different too.

Note also that both agencies consider in-field
employment in their calculations. Agencies, how-
ever, can vary in their specificity when defining an
in-field job placement.44 Interpreting what consti-
tutes a job placement in the field of study is inher-
ently tricky (e.g., what is an in-field occupation for
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Table 1. Differences in Job-Placement Rates for the Alaska Commission on Postsecondary
Education and the Kentucky Commission on Proprietary Education

Alaska Commission on Postsecondary | Kentucky Commission on Proprietary
Education Education
How Is Job Place- | “Averaging the rates of employment for “Job Placement Rate in the Field of Study
ment Measured? the program by a weighted average for all | for each program . . . converted to a
job-specific training programs offered by | percentage.”
the institution to determine the institution’s
overall rate of employment.”
What Students Are | “Total number of students who: success- | “Total number of students who, during the
Included? fully completed the program .. .and . . immediately preceding July 1-June 30 period,
. within three months of completing the graduated from the program . . . [and] ob-
training, were employed in the field for tained job placement in a position in the field
which trained.” of study . . . within 180 days of graduating
from the program.”
What Students Are | “Those students who within three months | “Number of graduates who the school has
Excluded? of completing training were: enrolled in documented as not available for employment
further education; unavailable for place- due to health-related issues for individual or
ment due to death, active military duty, family member, death, active military duty,
enrollment in the Peace Corps or Ameri- spouse or dependent of military personnel
corps, imprisonment, or entrance into es- | relocated due to military transfer, incarcera-
tablished religious programs or missions; | tion, visa restrictions, or continuing education
non-responsive to institutional requests for | at least half-time.”
information and the institution is otherwise
unable to determine their employment
status; or unavailable for placement due to
a disability or medical condition the onset
of which occurred after enrollment in the
program.”
What Types of Jobs | “Employed in the field for which trained.” | “Employed for at least 30 days . . . in a full-
Are Counted? time paid Position in the Field of Study.”
What Is the Time Three months 180 days
Frame for a Job
Placement?

Source: Alaska Commission on Postsecondary Education,

“Completion and Placement Reporting Standards,” www.touchngo.

com/Iglenhetr/akstats/aac/title20/ chapter017/section062.htm; and Kentucky Commission on Proprietary Education, “PE-39 Job
Placement Reporting Form,” http://kcpe. ky.gov/forms/JobPlacementForm.pdf.

someone with an associate degree in business?) and
can be subject to regulators’ discretion.45 Other out-
comes measures, such as completion rates, differ

acCross agencies too.

Variations in measurements across states can
prove troublesome for institutions. For example, a

college operating in multiple states could potentially
have to report a range of figures on the same out-
come category. These variations potentially expose

institutions to liability, and they muddy the useful-

ness of outcomes measures for regulators and pro-
spective students.4°
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How Can States Improve Reporting
and Disclosure Requirements Around
Outcomes?

Overall, this analysis finds that annual outcomes
reporting on some measures is generally prevalent
across agencies. But most agencies do not disclose the
data for all authorized institutions, and it is unclear
what else they do with the information. Plus, there are
concerns about the reliability of the reported data.

Here I outline several reforms states should pur-
sue to strengthen their regulatory regimes. But keep
in mind that some of these recommendations neces-
sarily entail devoting more time and resources toward
monitoring and disclosing institutional performance,
resources many state agencies lack.47 In that sense,
adding more regulations could impose an undue bur-
den on authorizers, possibly at the expense of tasks
they are already performing reasonably well.

In addition, tacking on more state-level require-
ments would increase the compliance burden for
schools. Most institutions are already required to
report and disclose outcomes to the federal govern-
ment and to accreditors. If state agencies beef up reg-
ulations around outcomes reporting, they would be
wise to streamline unnecessary requirements in other
facets of the authorization process.

Develop Explicit Thresholds for Institutional
Performance. As discussed above, 47 out of 69 state
authorizers in this analysis require some outcomes
information from institutions through annual reports.
Less clear is whether the agencies actually review
these outcomes. Do poor outcomes trigger enhanced
regulatory scrutiny? Do agencies use outcomes infor-
mation to make authorization decisions?

This analysis found scant evidence of explicit stan-
dards for performance across authorizers. In turn,
states should specify minimum performance thresh-
olds for schools to receive or maintain authoriza-
tion, or at least operate without enhanced scrutiny
from authorizers. If colleges slip below certain per-
formance criteria, then they would need to prove to
authorizers that they are on track to improve, perhaps
through a performance-improvement plan analogous
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to the one the Florida Commission on Independent
Education mandates.4® Authorizers could also fine
subpar institutions or exact other probationary mea-
sures. If institutions fail to improve, then their autho-
rization would be revoked.

State authorizers should be wary of binary account-
ability measures (e.g., institutions are either autho-
rized or they are not). Accreditors and the federal
government have comparable measures for postsec-
ondary institutions, and both parties have exhibited
extreme reticence in revoking federal-aid eligibility
from the worst performers.49 It is not clear that autho-
rizers would act any differently. But, as stated above,
state authorizers in the past have revoked authoriza-
tion from schools on grounds of outright fraud. In the
least, minimum performance standards would help
authorizers identify and sanction the worst actors.

Furthermore, well-functioning performance
thresholds hinge on agencies collecting outcomes data
annually. That means numerous agencies would need
to amend their internal authorization procedures in
addition to tacking on performance thresholds. Also,
if states plan to hold institutions accountable based
on a minimum performance standard, then the pub-
lic should know what that standard is and how many
institutions meet that standard. Agencies should thus
publicize the outcomes data reported to them annu-
ally for all authorized institutions.

Report and Disclose Program-Level Outcomes.
In addition to incorporating performance thresholds
in their regulatory apparatuses, authorizers would
benefit from reexamining the type of data they require
and subsequently disclose.

This analysis reveals that when authorizers do
require information on outcomes, it is by and large
on the institution level (e.g., the total number of grad-
uates from an institution). Agencies less frequently
require and disclose data broken down by the aca-
demic programs in institutions (e.g., the earnings for
English majors).

There’s no doubt it’s useful for authorizers to
disclose institution-level performance indicators.
But institution-level measurements are not indica-
tive of all facets of performance. Outcomes, such as
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post-college earnings, can vary greatly by program,
both in and across institutions. As higher education
expert Mark Schneider testified to the US Senate
Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pen-
sions: “We need to battle our fixation on institution
level measurement. . . . What a student studies often
is more important than where they study it. In turn,
we need to deliver usable consumer information at
the program level.”s°

State authorizers should revisit their report-
ing requirements and disclosures to incorporate
program-level outcomes. Some measures lend them-
selves to this better than others. And some metrics,
such as job placement or wages, are more burdensome
for state agencies to collect, since they have to track
information from students after they leave school.

This study uncovered a handful of authorizers
that disclose program-level data themselves. Addi-
tionally, several states have partnered with an entity
called College Measures to publicize program-level,
post-college earnings for their institutions.s! These
initiatives are blueprints for states aspiring to improve
the information they require and disclose.

This route could suffer from the unreliable
data-collection methods employed by institutions,
described above. To minimize these concerns, states
would have to assume a much larger role in data col-
lection and dissemination rather than relying on insti-
tutions. With that approach comes additional costs
and burdens on state agencies, including those that
are understaffed and under-resourced and especially
those with zero data infrastructure already in place.

Standardize Outcomes Reporting Across States.
While state authorizing bodies should improve on the
types of information they require from institutions,
they should also reexamine what outcomes they
are measuring. Overall, two of the most frequently
reported outcomes measures are completion rates
and job-placement rates. However, all completion
rates and job-placement rates are not created equal.
There are disparities in the definitions of outcomes
measurements across authorizers.

Collaboration across agencies to standardize
outcome measurements is necessary but would be
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extremely difficult. One clear obstacle is that such an
initiative would be susceptible to the whims of state
legislatures. Initiating collective action among autho-
rizers is another hurdle. Even with collaboration, set-
tling on a consensus definition of particular outcomes
metrics is challenging. After all, despite numerous
efforts, there is still no consistent legal definition at
the federal level for how institutions should report
job-placement rates.>> However, certain organiza-
tions have offered guiding principles for state autho-
rizers in defining outcomes such as completion and
job-placement rates.53

State authorizers
should revisit their
reporting requirements
and disclosures to
incorporate program-
level outcomes.

One potential opportunity to standardize out-
comes reporting for some institutions in some states
is through the National Council for State Authoriza-
tion Reciprocity Agreements (NC-SARA). NC-SARA
coordinates state authorization reciprocity agree-
ments (SARA) to establish comparable national stan-
dards for schools offering distance education. SARA’s
aim is to reduce the regulatory burden that colleges
face in seeking authorization. Member states agree to
a common set of regulatory standards such that to be
authorized in one state is to be authorized in all SARA
member states. Forty-two states and DC have joined
SARA, with about 1,150 participating institutions.>

At present, NC-SARA requires participating insti-
tutions to report only enrollment information.s But,
to become a member in the first place, states must
express a willingness to “make any needed changes
to statutes or rules” to comply with the common
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standards.’® Because member states have already
bought into a reciprocity agreement and are willing to
amend their rules, NC-SARA could feasibly amend its
reporting requirements to include clearly defined out-
comes. Member states would then have an incentive
to amend their regulations, and SARA-participating
institutions would subsequently have standardized
outcomes requirements.

Naturally, there are roadblocks: NC-SARA would
have to amend their policies and standards, making
changes that member states and participating institu-
tions did not agree to when signing on initially. Hic-
cups would inevitably occur in the state legislatures.
Not all states or institutions are participating or will
ever participate in a reciprocity agreement. But, at
the very least, a set of common outcomes definitions
could emerge across state agencies.

Limit Institutional Reporting on Certain Out-
comes Indicators and Rely on Independently
Verifiable, Administrative Data Sources. Given
the limitations of the data that agencies require
institutions to collect and report, it is not clear that
improving states’ regulatory processes necessarily
entails layering on more reporting requirements. In
fact, agencies (and institutions) stand to benefit from
streamlining reporting processes and diminishing
institutional reporting responsibilities.

Seven agencies require annual reporting on at least
five distinct outcome indicators. Six agencies require
just one indicator. But just because an agency requires
more information does not mean that the regulatory
scheme is necessarily better. For instance, the State
Council of Higher Education for Virginia requires
reporting on one indicator coded in this analysis. Yet
Virginia still produces a full-fledged consumer report
card for most institutions with reliable information on
a variety of postgraduate outcomes.57 Virginia sepa-
rately links the information that institutions report to
administrative data and derives a wealth of meaning-
ful information on student outcomes. This arrange-
ment generates more useful and reliable information
for regulators and prospective students.

States should look to minimize reporting require-
ments from institutions in a similar manner as
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Virginia and other like-minded authorizers. Autho-
rizers should instead require only basic and essen-
tial information from institutions, such as number
of enrollees, number of graduates, and students’ field
of study. In this arrangement, authorizers are thus
assuming the onus of data collection and dissemina-
tion. Agencies then should look to link that reported
data to other state data systems so as to derive more
and better data on student outcomes. That way, the
information authorizers use to oversee institutional
performance and disclose to consumers is more reli-
able and useful.

Of course, this approach has its host of challenges.
Again, many agencies lack the capacity and resources
for such a data-collection enterprise. Some agencies
lack statutory authority to require such information
about students from institutions. Other agencies lack
authority over entire subsets of institutions in the
state. States with two or more postsecondary regula-
tory agencies could have to collaborate between them-
selves to develop a common state database. Tracking
information from students after they leave college—
graduating or otherwise—also can be difficult for
states, even with the necessary data infrastructure.

Even still, signs point toward streamlining institu-
tional reporting and expanding or establishing data
collection and dissemination processes within autho-
rizing agencies as a more effective—and reliable—
approach to monitoring institutional performance on
the state level.

Concluding Thoughts

Overall, the landscape of outcomes reporting and
disclosure in state authorization shows promise but
also glaring shortcomings. States need to take a more
active role in monitoring institutional performance.
More agencies should examine the outcomes of
institutions seeking authorization in their state to
make sure they are up to snuff. Authorizers should
check in with institutions at least once a year. They
should also require outcomes information from all
authorized institutions and publicize those outcomes.
Authorizers should accompany such procedural
reforms with minimum performance standards. That
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way, agencies are better able to identify and sanction
the worst-performing actors.

Authorizers also need to recognize the limits of
their current data-reporting mechanisms. Down
the road, they should look to minimize institutions’
reporting burdens as much as possible, requiring only
basic and essential information on students. They
should then pair that information with independently
verifiable, administrative data sources to develop
robust information on students’ postsecondary out-
comes, on both the institution and program level. A
well-functioning, state regulatory system that pro-
vides meaningful information to regulators and con-
sumers is contingent on reliable information.

Furthermore, the reforms proposed in this report
should not be construed as efforts to double down on
state oversight of higher education writ large. State
authorization has multiple components, not just
outcomes. States should shore up oversight of insti-
tutional performance while reining in overly burden-
some regulations in other areas, particularly those
surrounding institutional inputs. In fact, the body of

research on state oversight of higher education would
greatly benefit from closer examination of all other
facets of state authorization—namely inputs and con-
sumer protection. This would allow policymakers to
assess the utility and burden of state authorization
regulation across the board.
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Agents,” www.tn.gov/assets/entities/thec/attachments/December_2014_Rules.pdf.

33. Florida Department of Education, “Commission for Independent Education,” March 5, 2014, 12, www.fldoe.org/core/fileparse.
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