
1 AN EVOLUTION OF MEASURING STUDENT OUTCOMES IN IPEDS

An Evolution of Measuring 
Student Outcomes in IPEDS

DECEMBER 2017

For the first time, the Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System (IPEDS) includes information on graduation and 
transfer rates for part-time and non-first-time students, and 
completion rates for low-income students, painting the most 
comprehensive picture yet of student outcomes at colleges 
nationwide. Accurate and complete postsecondary outcomes 
metrics are crucial to consumer information and good policy-
making because they provide important insight into whether 
and where undergraduate students successfully complete 
their postsecondary education. Institution-level outcomes data 
allow students to make wise choices about where to enroll, 
help institutions benchmark their own effectiveness in helping 
students earn a postsecondary credential, and can inform 
state and federal policymaking efforts.

Box 1. Screenshots from College Navigator of Graduation Rates and Graduation Rates 200 data for a two-year institution 
(disaggregates not shown) and Outcome Measures data for the same institution. 

Historically, IPEDS graduation data were limited in two ways: 
They only counted cohorts of first-time, full-time students 
(about 47 percent of new undergraduates each fall), and then 
only those students who graduated from the same institution 
where they first enrolled (omitting any who transferred to and 
later graduated from a different institution). Those restrictions 
prompted ongoing critiques of the existing Graduation Rates 
(GR) and Graduation Rates 200 (GR200) survey components 
from policymakers, advocates, and institutions about their 
representativeness.1 Fortunately, the new Outcome Measures 
(OM) survey introduced for 2015–16, attempts to count more 
students and more outcomes than GR and GR200. Data for 
both are now available on the College Navigator website (see 
Box 1).
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Table 1. Comparison of Graduation Rates, Graduation Rates 200, and Outcome Measures metrics.

Cohort specifications

Outcomes measured

DisaggregatesCompleted at first institution

Did not complete at first institution

Transferred to another 
institution

Still enrolled at first 
institution

GR Defined using 12-month or fall 
enrollments* for students who 
attend:
•	First-time, full-time

At four-year institutions:
•	Bachelor’s/equivalent-seeking 

cohort
•	Other credential-seeking cohort

Completed a:
•	Bachelor’s
•	Two-to-four-year program
•	Less-than-two-year program

within:
•	100 percent of program time
•	150 percent of program time

Optional at 150 percent of 
program time

Collected at 150 
percent of program 
time

•	Race/ethnicity and gender
•	Pell Grant recipient, non-Pell 

Subsidized Stafford recipient, 
or neither (only reported at 150 
percent of program time)***

GR200 Defined using 12-month or fall 
enrollments* for students who 
attend:
•	First-time, full-time 

Completed a:
•	Bachelor’s (for four-year 

institutions) 
•	Degree/certificate (at 

non-four-year institutions)

within:
•	200 percent of program time

Omitted Collected at 200 
percent of program 
time

None

OM Defined using 12-month 
enrollments** for students who 
attend:
•	First-time, full-time
•	First-time, part-time
•	Non-first-time, full-time
•	Non-first-time, part-time

Completed a:
•	Bachelor’s
•	Associate’s
•	Certificate

within:
•	Four years after entry**
•	Six years after entry
•	Eight years after entry

Collected at eight years after 
entry

Collected at eight 
years after entry

Pell Grant recipient or 
non-recipient**

* Institutions primarily using a standard academic calendar (semesters, quarters, or trimesters) establish cohorts based solely on students who enrolled during the fall semester. Other institutions report 
on a 12-month cohort.

** Indicates new features or changes for 2016–17 (GR) and 2017–18 (OM) collection years.
*** Disaggregated by Pell Grant recipient, non-Pell Stafford recipient, or neither (new for 2016–17) as well as—but separately from—race/ethnicity and gender disaggregates.

The GR, GR200, and OM survey components differ by cohort, 
timeframe for completion, and disaggregates (see Table 1). 
Additionally, NCES incorporated further feedback from higher 
education experts on the specifications of the OM metrics, and 
refined their definitions for 2017–18 and beyond (also noted in 
Table 1).

Graduation Rates and Graduation Rates 200
•	The GR and GR200 data only include first-time, full-time 

undergraduates. 

•	The GR component measures completion rates at 100 
and 150 percent of time, relative to the normal length of 
the specified program (i.e., two and three years for a two-
year associate’s degree, four and six years for a four-year 
bachelor’s degree). The GR200 component measures 
completion at 200 percent of program time. Institutions 
can report the number of students who transfer out at 150 
percent of time, but this transfer reporting is optional.

•	The 100 percent and 150 percent graduation rates are are 
disaggregated by race/ethnicity and gender, allowing 
policymakers and the public to better understand how 
students with different backgrounds and experiences 

successfully complete a course of study at a given institu-
tion, overall, or within a particular sector of higher educa-
tion.

Outcome Measures
•	As an alternative to GR/GR200, the OM survey was 

designed to record credential completion for often-over-
looked part-time and non-first-time undergraduates. 
Students in OM are divided into four sub-cohorts: first-
time, full-time (FTFT); first-time, part-time (FTPT); non-
first-time, full-time (NFTFT); non-first-time, part-time 
(NFTPT).

•	The OM component measures the highest credential 
awarded any student after six and eight years (regardless 
of credential sought, level of institution, or type of creden-
tial earned), and requires reporting on transfer-out rates at 
the eight-year mark.

•	The OM data are not disaggregated by race/ethnicity or 
gender.

New Additions
The most recent graduation and outcome data from IPEDS 



feature a series of changes designed to improve completion 
measures. These changes were made in response to calls 
from higher education experts:

•	Disaggregating by economic status: College access 
advocates and higher education experts have long advo-
cated for data that would measure college success for 
low-income students.2 IPEDS has responded to these 
calls for better data by disaggregating completion 
outcomes by students’ economic status, as proxied by 
student receipt of the need-based Pell Grant.3 Based on 
public input and a series of meetings with education 
leaders and postsecondary data experts,4 IPEDS began 
collecting these important data disaggregates beginning 
with the 2016–17 GR survey (for 150 percent graduation 
rates) and will do more with the 2017–18 OM survey. The 
Pell disaggregates in the GR survey are consistent with 
existing disclosure requirements.5 Having Pell recipient 
outcomes data in IPEDS will better show how well institu-
tions are serving low-income students.

•	Fall vs. 12-month reporting: The 2017–18 OM collection 
eliminates the option for institutions to report metrics 
based solely on the incoming fall cohort of undergradu-
ates—shifting instead to a full-year cohort that will 
measure outcomes for more students.

•	Reporting timeframe and type of credential: The 
2017–18 OM collection adds a reporting benchmark at 
four years—in addition to the six- and eight-year bench-
marks, which will make the data more comprehensive 
and more timely—and distinguishes by credential (i.e., 
certificates, associates, and bachelors).

These new data represent an important step forward in the 
quality of data on student outcomes and are the result of 
substantial effort by NCES to respond to demands for better 
data. The information these improved outcome metrics provide 
will ultimately help even more students make good choices 
about where to attend college, they will better support educa-
tion leaders to make data-driven decisions that promote equity 
in higher education, and they will inform policymaker efforts to 
steward taxpayer dollars. However, the data do leave some 
important questions unanswered—questions that could be 
answered if metrics were generated from a secure, privacy 
protected student-level data network. For example, OM does 
not answer questions like:

•	Are there racial/ethnic or gender gaps in transfer rates 
or completion outcomes for part-time and transfer 
students? While GR data are disaggregated by race/

ethnicity and gender, the OM data are not, so completion 
rates for part-time and transfer rates will not be disaggre-
gated by these important student characteristics.

•	What type of institutions do students transfer to? The 
new OM transfer data only measure whether a student 
transferred without distinguishing between students who 
transfer to a two-year institution or a four-year institution.

•	Do students complete credentials after they transfer? 
The OM data measure whether a student enrolled at 
another institution, but not whether the student ultimately 
completed a credential at that institution.

Gaps remain, in part because these two surveys capture 
slightly different information. The GR survey measures comple-
tions based on the credential sought and disaggregates those 
data by race/ethnicity and gender—and receipt of Pell, Staf-
ford, or neither—but is limited to FTFT students. The OM 
survey records different awards earned by all students but 
does not distinguish by credential sought, nor are its disag-
gregates as comprehensive as those in GR.

The GR/GR200 and OM surveys share some limitations, as 
well. For example, policymakers and institutional leaders 
cannot assume that students reflected in the data from either 
survey as “still enrolled” will eventually complete their creden-
tial. The IPEDS data are simply not equipped to address such 
individualized issues, although the implementation of a 
student-level data network could bring us closer to answering 
the question of whether students graduate from another insti-
tution after they leave their first one.6 Until those reforms are in 
place, however, IPEDS will continue to provide the most 
comprehensive data on postsecondary outcomes available to 
the public.
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