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You may have heard the question:  Is college worth it?

According to Gallup, opinion is split almost 50/50.

46%46% of parents said they’d prefer not to send their 
children to a four-year college after high school.

“Welders make more money than philosophers. 
We need more welders and less philosophers.”

Source:  Gallup
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The value of a college degree

The ROI on a college degree is over $900,000.
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Before age 30, Welder and Philosophy majors earn more than US median wage.

Sources:  Bureau of Labor Statistics
US Census, American Community Survey
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After age 30, Philosophy majors earn much more.

Sources:  Bureau of Labor Statistics
US Census, American Community Survey
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The “demographic cliff” – a 0.1% annual decline, with local variations.
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The demographic upside:  The adult learner population is growing slightly.
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Why bother? 
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A fundamental challenge:  Knowledge is growing faster than budgets.
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Many voices, data?

Everyone has a favorite program and a rationale for it.
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What is a Program Evaluation System (PES)?

Comprehensive data and easy-to-use software
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What is a Program Evaluation System?

An inclusive, data-informed evaluation process.
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PES: Markets

Employmen
t

Degree Fit

Competition

Employment
Student 
Demand
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Market Definition

§ Student demand, employment, and 
competitor information are specific to 
local markets.

§ Using student addresses or zip codes, 
you can identify the market or markets 
you serve.

§ You will likely want regional and national 
data for online students and for jobs that 
can be done remotely.

Using Student Data to Define Markets
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90% of this college’s students come from within 25 miles of its campus.
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Online Markets

IPEDS completions can be very misleading.

§ In Phoenix, the University of Phoenix’s completions are overstated by more than 25,000. 

§ Of course, this means other markets, e.g., Miami, are significantly underestimated.

§ This error confounds competitive analysis and labor market saturation metrics.

University of Phoenix
PES+ Enhanced Completions by Local Market

University of Phoenix
IPEDS Completions Reported to HQ Market

© GeoNames, Microsoft, TomTom
Powered by Bing

30,750

Source:  NC-SARA
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IPEDS, Enrollment, and Google Search:  Past, Present, and Future

IPEDS Enrollment Google

Past Student DemandInsights on Student Demand



23

PROPRIETARY

US Bachelor’s 4-year Total Completions Growth*

More than half of the fastest-growing bachelor’s programs are in STEM fields.
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US Bachelor’s 4-Year Online Completions Growth

In contrast with total completions, only three fastest-growing online programs are in STEM.
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18,430,499 18,299,613 17,883,538 17,357,436 16,920,380

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

US Total Fall Enrollment
2018-2022

Total Fall 2022 enrollment was down.

§ The good news: new student enrollment was slightly up.

-3% 0.32%

Source:  Gray Analysis of National Student Clearinghouse
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3,876,060 3,794,110 3,806,345
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US New Student Fall Enrollment
2018-2022
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New student enrollment 
growth varies by award level.

§ Associate and Bachelor’s degrees grew.

§ Master’s degrees fell 8%.

§ Doctoratal degrees fell 4%.

§ Certificates were mostly up.
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In Fall 2022, 153,117 new bachelor’s students enrolled in General Studies. 

General studies has the highest enrollment, by far.  STEM programs are four of the top 10.
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Source:  Gray Analysis of National Student Clearinghouse

*Excludes CIP codes ending in 99



28

PROPRIETARY

Growth: Computer Science and Business added the most new students.
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Google Search Trends:  Programs

In February, Google searches for academic programs rose 3% year-over-year.
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NCES CIP 2020 to SOC 2018 Crosswalk

What NCES thinks history majors do…

History, General
CIP 54.0101

Managers, All Other
SOC 11-9199

Historians
SOC 19-3093

History Teachers, Postsecondary
SOC 25-1125

Secondary School Teachers, Except 
Special and Career/Technical Education

SOC 25-2031

Tour Guides and Escorts
39-7011

Source: IES NCES: “CIP SOC Crosswalk”, July, 2021  
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/cipcode/post3.aspx?y=56,

https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/cipcode/post3.aspx?y=56
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Reality:  History majors work in 502 SOCs and earn $106,456 (80th).
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Source: US Census, American Community Survey
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NCES: “The CIP SOC Crosswalk is not based on actual empirical data.”1

77% of programs place less than 20% of graduates in jobs for which they are directly prepared.
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1. Source: IES NCES: “CIP SOC Crosswalk”, July 2021  https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/cipcode/post3.aspx?y=56,
2. US Census, American Community Survey, Gray Analysis. Bachelor’s-degree programs with over 100 completions.

Percentage of Graduates entering fields for which they were directly prepared

https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/cipcode/post3.aspx?y=56
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2006 Graduate

2007 Auto Tech
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

2015 Military Builder

2016 Intern: Estimator

2017 Construction Manager

Source:  Gray’s analysis of People Data Lab data
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In February, total job postings volume for bachelor and above degree-holders 
fell 19% year-over-year.
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In February,  General and Operations Managers had the highest number of 
job postings. 
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Scoring identifies potentially attractive programs.

National Program Ranking
Associate Transfer and Bachelor’s 

Programs

Source: Gray’s PES Markets
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Scorecard:  Student Demand

Business is a large program.

§ 99th percentile for Google searches

§ 100th percentile for international

§ 100th percentile for new student enrollment

§ 100th percentile for on-campus completions

§ 99th percentile for online completions

Business: 99th percentile.

Source: Gray’s PES Markets
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Scorecard:  Student Demand

§ 50th percentile for Google year-over-year 
percent growth

– 0 for unit change

§ 61st percentile for new student enrollment 
year-over-year percent growth

– 99th for unit change.

§ 55th percentile for completions year-over-
year percent growth

– 99th percentile for unit change

Business Growth

Source: Gray’s PES Markets

Implication  
Start or Grow
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In February, Google search volume for Business rose 7% year-over-year.
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Scorecard:  Employment

§ 100th percentile Job Posting volume

§ 100th percentile BLS Employment

§ 100th percentile ACS (non-direct prep)

§ Conflicting data on growth

§ 14.8 jobs per graduate, (87th percentile)

§ Average wages

§ 33% in direct prep fields (94th percentile)

Business:  92nd percentile.

Implication  
Start or Grow

Source: Gray’s PES Markets
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Business majors go into 513 occupations and make an average of $96,624 
(65th percentile) – less than History and Philosophy majors.

127,868

131,310

135,564

137,679

163,160

187,639

189,018

195,303

286,476

403,105

Human resources workers
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Retail salespersons
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Firstline supervisors of retail sales workers

Financial managers

Chief executives and legislators

Accountants and auditors

Managers, All Other

Top Occupations, Business Majors, Ages 30 - 60

Source: Gray’s analysis of American Community Survey, US Census
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Scorecard:  Competitive Intensity

§ 1,492 competitors:  100th percentile

§ Large median program size: 96th percentile
– Flat year-over-year

§ 100th percentile: national online programs

§ High saturation metrics
– 97th percentile cost per click
– 38th percentile Google competition index

Business:  92nd percentile.

Source:  Gray’s PES Markets

Implication  
Market Saturated?
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Scorecard:  Degree Fit

§ Bachelor’s is the most common degree.
– 42% of national completions
– Master’s is 28% of completions.

§ 38% of the national workforce hold a bachelor’s.
– 20% hold a certificate.
– 15% hold a master’s.

A Bachelor’s degree is appropriate.

Implication  
Bachelor’s Degree Program

Possibly Master’s
Source:  Gray’s PES Markets
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Why are margins important?

Cross-subsidies fund what markets won’t:  investing in your mission.

§ High margin programs produce more money than they cost.

§ Institutions use the funds to subsidize other mission-critical programs and activities.

Markets $Margins

Mission

Academics
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Program Economics:  Methodology

§ Revenue minus direct instructional costs

§ For all courses taken by students in the major

§ Including courses outside the department

Rationale:  

Program economics captures all the 
revenues, costs, and margins that are likely 
to change if you decide to grow or stop a 
program.

What are academic program economics?

Indirect Costs

Direct Shared Costs 
(e.g., Academic Deans)

Course-Level Input

Direct Instructional Economics
(e.g., Faculty, Tuition)

Line-Item 
Input

Department-Level Input
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Program Economics:  Methodology

§ For each student gather data on:
– Tuition and fees
– Institutional grants

– Per student state funding, if applicable
– External grants need not be included for 

each student, subtract grants from revenue 
to calculate their net revenue.

§ For each student, divide net revenue by the 
student’s course credit hours to calculate 
net revenue per course credit hour.

§ Assign net revenue per course credit hour 
to the courses taken by each student.

§ The assigned will follow the student into 
their major. 

1. Calculate net revenue per credit hour

$745

$25 $25

$0

$200

$400

$600

$800

$1,000

Tuition Fees Other Institutional
Grants

Net
Revenue

Student Net Revenue 
Per Course Credit Hour Taken

Illustrative

$394

$401
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Discounts must be calculated by 
program.

§ It would be easier to use an average 
institutional discount.

§ This approach would be valid if discounts 
were roughly the same across programs.

§ In practice, discounts vary widely by 
program, so it is important to track them 
by program.

$0 $50 $100 $150 $200 $250 $300 $350 $400

Program A

Program C

Program E

Program G

Program I

Program K

Program N

Program P

Program R

Program T

Program V

Program X

Program Z

Discount per SCH by Program

Average Discount:  $70

Data Disguised
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Program Economics:  Methodology

§ Gather data on:
– Faculty wages and benefits
– Faculty load tables or standards

– Courses taught by faculty member
– Non-personnel cost by course

§ Divide faculty cost by standard load 
(typically course credit hours)

§ Subtract wages for credit hours of non-
teaching time

§ Assign remaining cost to courses or 
section per course credit hour

§ Add in other instructional costs

2. Calculate direct instructional cost

$8,107

$970 $925
$600

$10,602

$0

$2,000

$4,000

$6,000

$8,000

$10,000

$12,000

Salary Benefits Additional
Pay/Overload

Non-Personnel
Cost

Total Cost

Instructional Cost
Per Section

Illustrative



PROPRIETARY

55

Program Economics:  Methodology

§ Divide the section or course cost by the 
number of student credit hours to calculate 
cost per student credit hour (SCH)

§ Multiply cost per SCH by the number of 
course credit hours

§ Assign this amount to each student, 
regardless of major

§ This course cost will follow each student 
into their major.

3. Assign cost to students
ACC101

Accounting

Accounting Majors

Student 2

Student 1

Student N

Other MajorsHistory Majors
Student 3

Student N

Student 4

Student N

Student 6

$10,602 Instructional Cost
25 students, 75 SCH 

$141 per SCH

Student 5

Illustrative
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Program Economics:  Methodology

4. Build your Program Economics Scorecard with clear visual math.

$0

$50

$100

$150

$200

$250

Gross Tuition & Fees Discount Net Revenue Instructional Cost Program Contribution

Increase Decrease Total

$210
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$130

-$40
$90

Illustrative
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Program Economics:  Methodology

4. Now, you may wish to add departmental overheads.

$0

$50

$100

$150

$200

$250

Program
Contribution

Direct Sales &
Mktg

Direct Student
Support

Program
Profitability

Restricted
Grants

Academic Dept Departmental
Surplus

Increase Decrease Total

$90

-$20
$60

-$10 $40
$10

-$30

Illustrative
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Program Economics:  Methodology

4. Institutional overhead can also be allocated to determine institutional surplus.

$0

$50

$100

$150

$200

$250

Departmental
Surplus

Admissions/Mktg Other Revenue Institutional
Overhead

Institutional Surplus

$40 $25
-$30 $5-$30

Increase Decrease Total
Illustrative
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Program Economics:  Methodology

4. Build your Program Economics Scorecard with clear visual math.
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Program Economics
Most programs make money; even small ones.

Contribution by 
Program

Student Credit Hour

Contribution by Student Credit Hour

Source:  Gray’s PES Economics
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Evaluate:  Internal Performance Benchmarks

Comparing course-level costs across departments is a start.

$0

$50

$100

$150

$200

$250

$300

Dept A Dept B Dept C Dept D Dept E Dept F Dept G Dept H Dept I Dept J Dept K Dept L

Instructional Cost per SCH by Department

Source:  Gray’s PES Economics
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External Performance Benchmarks:  Programs

External benchmarks are more representative (like for like).

Source:  Gray’s PES Economics



63

PROPRIETARY

Benchmark

Margins by program

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Art Teacher Education
Health Svcs/Allied Health, Gen'l

Registered Nursing
Early Childhood Education/Teaching

Psychology, General
Environmental Science

Computer Science
History, General

English Language and Lit., Gen'l
Biochemistry

Music, General
Economics, General

Drama/Theatre Arts, General
Spanish Language and Literature

Difference from Average Bachelor’s Contribution Margin per SCH*
(Selected programs offered by 4 or more institutions)

Note:  All of these 
programs have positive 
contribution margin.

Institutional Average

Source:  Gray’s PES Economics



64

PROPRIETARY

Evaluate:  Internal Performance

Greater variance than benchmarks indicates costs are less controlled.

Cost:  Student Credit Hour by Course Level
Client vs. Benchmark

Cost per SCH

1K

500

0
100 100C 200 200C 300 300C 400 400C

Course Level

1.5K

Client 
ProgramC

Source:  Gray’s PES Economics
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Academic Outcomes

Measures:   :  Students      DFW Rate Demographic DFW Rates Departmental DFW Rates

Course DFW Rates Course Level DFW Rates Program DFW Rates

Source:  Gray’s PES Economics
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Putting it together:  Mission, 
Markets, and Margins

§ Mission-critical programs in healthy 
markets are candidates to grow or 
sustain.

§ Low-margin discretionary programs in 
weak markets are candidates to stop.

§ High-margin discretionary programs in 
healthy markets are tempting to grow…

– They help fund the mission.
– But they may also distract faculty and 

students from the mission.

Fill color indicates importance to mission: 

-$500

$0

$500

$1,000

$1,500

$2,000

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Margin per 
Student Credit Hour

Market Percentile 
Key:
Bubble area is proportional to program size. Mission-Critical

Mission-Aligned
Discretionary



Agenda

1. Myths and Realities

2. Program Evaluation System

3. Markets
1. Student Demand

2. Employment
3. Program Scorecard

4. Program Economics and Benchmarking

5. Academic Program Portfolio Management
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Run a Collaborative Process

§ Present workshop objectives
§ Summarize approach to program 

selection
§ Share initial scoring outcomes
§ Review scoring system
§ Evaluate proposed programs
§ Rank and propose programs to start, 

pending further evaluation

Day 1
New Programs

§ Review Day 1 outcomes
§ Rank current programs 
§ Discuss high- and low-scoring 

programs
§ Make preliminary recommendations 

on programs to sustain, stop, or grow, 
pending further evaluation

§ Wrap-Up:  Agree on next steps, tasks, 
owners, and deadlines

Day 2
Current Programs

Academic Program Evaluation Workshop
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Academic Program Management:  More Frequent, Informed, and Automated

§ 6
9

Quarterly Annual Bi-Annual

▪ Starts
▪ Retention
▪ Course 

Completion
▪ Student 

Surveys

▪ Student 
Outcomes

▪ Margins
▪ Student, 

Faculty, & 
Staff Ratios

▪ Curriculum
▪ Resources
▪ Longitudinal 

Outcomes

Program Report Card

Mission MarketsAcademic 
Standards Margins
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Source:  Gray’s Program Evaluation System (PES)

Market Internal Performance
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Summarize data on Markets, Margins, and Academic Performance

Source:  Gray’s PES Management Dashboard
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Learn more about the topics covered today:

Academic Program
Evaluation and 

Management Certificate

REGISTER 
HERE

The Course on PES
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More Master Classes to come!

Gray can help you learn how to make 
better academic program decisions.


