
Program-Level Return on Investment (ROI) 
and Outcomes Benchmarking

Amy Gieseke
Division Administrator

Higher Education and Postsecondary Readiness 
Division

Emily Shields
Executive Director

Community Colleges for Iowa



Agenda
1) Why so much focus on student outcomes?
2) IowaStudentOutcomes.com
3) Program-Level ROI Dashboard
4) College Profiles

http://iowastudentoutcomes.com


Why has there been so much recent 
attention on student outcomes data?



Changing Definitions of Success in Higher Education

Access→ Completion→ Access and Completion WITH Outcomes



What is driving this changing definition of success in HE?

Escalating Costs and Student Debt
● Increasing Tuition: College costs have outpaced inflation for decades

a. Yearly increases of 2% - 4% at Iowa CCs; 20% increase since 2019
● Increasing Student Debt: Students now take on increasing amounts of loans
● Financial Risk: High costs make a degree a major financial gamble



What is driving this changing definition of success in HE?

Shifting Student and Parent Demands
● Justification Needed: Families demand proof that the expense pays off
● Career Focus: Modern students view college primarily as a career launchpad
● Pragmatic Choices: Liberal arts interest has declined in favor of STEM
● Outcome Certainty: Applicants demand data on median starting salaries

Increased Competition
● Enrollment Cliff: A shrinking pool of college-age students increases competition
● Marketing Power: High ROI data can be used as a primary recruiting tool/competitive 

advantage when recruiting students



What is driving this changing definition of success in HE?

Accountability and Government Oversight
● Public Scrutiny: Lawmakers question the value of taxpayer-funded higher education
● Federal Metrics: Governments track graduate earnings via scorecards; beginning to 

implement new accountability rules
● Funding Ties: Some state funding is tied directly to employment outcomes
● Workforce Shortages: driving conversation around alignment of education/workforce
● Iowa Context:

a. New Administrative Code requiring ROI to be reviewed/considered by faculty and 
administration during CTE program review

b. Bill proposed last session would have required ROI reporting of all public IHE in 
order to be eligible for state aid

c. New definition of high-demand, high-skill, high-wage occupations to help align 
across education and workforce programs 



IowaStudentOutcomes.com

http://iowastudentoutcomes.com


Dashboard Navigation



Dashboard Navigation – Executive Summaries



Dashboard Navigation – Content Dashboards



ROI Dashboard

IowaStudentOutcomes.com / Iowa Community Colleges / Credit Program Outcomes / ROI Dash (last tab on right)

http://iowastudentoutcomes.com


What is ROI (Return on Investment)?

Return on Investment (ROI) is a metric that measures the financial value a student 
receives from a degree relative to the costs of obtaining it.

ROI can be measured at various levels:
• State-level
• Institution-level
• Program-level
• Student-level

Variables typically included in ROI calculations:
• Total cost to student (tuition, fees, books, loan interest, forgone wages/ 

opportunity costs)
• VS.
• Total benefit to students (post-graduation earnings, lifetime earnings)

Variables typically excluded:
• Non-financial benefits of higher education



Examples of ROI Methodology



Iowa CC ROI Methodology

Iowa CC Program-Level ROI Dashboard

• ROI =  Number of years for a student to “Breakeven”
• the time needed for an Iowa community college graduate to earn the 

equivalent of a high school graduate with no college award + the student’s 
college loan payments (assuming the student borrowed the full Cost of 
Attendance)

• Cost of Attendance (COA) = (Average tuition and fees for this type of award 
at this college) – (Average grant amounts in this college for this type of 
award)



Student ROI Example

Ability to sort dashboard 
based on the following:

• Community College
• Field of Study
• Type of Award
• Year in Which Award 

Breaks Even



All College Awards By Type and Number of Years to Break Even

Ability to sort 
dashboard based 
on the following:

• Type of Award 
(Associates, 
Certificate, 
Diploma)

• Years in which 
the award breaks 
even (1, 2, …, 
redacted)



Data Sources & Methodology Foundation

Iowa Department of Education staffed worked with six other states over a year through the 
ESG EdValue Collaborative, along with Board of Regents, to develop a statewide 
methodology.

Data Sources
• Employment data: Postsecondary Employment Outcomes (PSEO) via US Census 

Bureau
• Program data: Community College Management Information Systems (CC WebMIS)
• Financial Data: College-reported Tuition, Fees, and Iowa Student Aid

• All data is public except for internal grant amounts

Methodology Foundations
• Origin: Originally introduced by The University of Texas System
• Consistent Iowa methodology: Based on similar dashboards used by Iowa Board of 

Regents (BOR) universities

• Common Iowa methodology allows consistent understanding of how ROI is 
measured, although no direct comparison of program ROIs across sectors



Vetting Process

What's Already Done
• Initial vetting completed with ongoing Community College Subject Matter Experts 

(SMEs)
• Core methods previously vetted by Board of Regents with the CC Institutional 

Research group via the BOR ROI dashboard
• Dedicated feedback meeting with the college SME group
• Early May 2026: Presentation to the full Institutional Research (IR) group
• Review with community college presidents

Next steps
• Roll dashboard out more broadly with colleges this Fall 2026
• Determine how data will be used and communicated to a broader audience



Data Limitations & Redactions

High-Level Generalization
• Uses 4-digit CIP codes (programs are rolled up at a high level)

Strict Privacy Protections
• US Census Bureau rigorously protects individual wage records
• Automatically suppresses any data point with fewer than 30 participants
• Combines all student cohorts from 2001 to 2023 to maximize unredacted data

• Result: Users will encounter a notable number of redacted data points



Strategic Insights & Anomalies

The ROI Anomaly: Diploma vs. Associate Degree
• The Phenomenon: Occasionally, a Diploma shows a longer break-even 

timeline than an Associate Degree
• The Cause: Associate Degree programs often qualify for higher average grant 

amounts (e.g., Pell Grants)
• The Impact: Higher financial aid heavily offsets the COA for 2-year degrees 

compared to short-term programs
• The Reality: These cases are rare exceptions, not the general rule



Community College Profiles

IowaStudentOutcomes.com / Iowa Community Colleges / Community College Profiles (second box from left)

http://iowastudentoutcomes.com


NEW Community College Profiles

2019-2024 (using VFA benchmark data)



College Profiles - National CC Benchmarking Project Data



Career and Technical (CTE) Awards



Noncredit Adult Basic Education (ABE) and Noncredit CTE



College Readiness, Retention and Credit Success



CTE Program Completions and Median Wages


