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                                               The Higher Education Practice, LLC

The Austen Group Curriculum and Cost Analysis Report Guide

The Austen Group’s Curriculum and Cost Analysis (CCA) Report is an analytical tool that provides an institution with a thorough examination of the program mix, demand and cost for all academic program offerings, undergraduate and graduate. The analysis is tailored to capture the organizational nuances of smaller private institutions and uses course-level analysis to apportion costs to the appropriate departments. With this information, an institution is able to make strategic decisions in light of mission, demand and cost.

Data Collected

The report is based on an analysis of five categories of data: course information, prospective student (inquiries and enrolled) anticipated major, graduate data by major, financial information for faculty, and department operating budgets. In most instances, data is collected for a single academic year, for example, 2007-2008. Data on prospective students, however, is collected for the most recent three year period available. 
Understanding the Report

The report is organized into six major sections: external demand, internal demand, course registration, costs, comparisons between costs and student credit hours generated, and an integrated analysis of demand, cost and yield. The first four sections are descriptive in that they reveal how the data are aggregated and then distributed across the majors. In these first four sections one learns the demand and costs for each major. The final two sections are analytical and provide useful comparative information across majors that assist in the decision-making process. For institutions with multiple programs (for example, undergraduate, graduate, accelerated/weekend programs, etc.), our approach is to analyze the available data for each program, individually. 

Within each section, data are presented in a series of tables, charts and graphs that allow the reader to analyze these data in different ways. For example, in each section the tables are first sorted in alphabetical order so that one can easily locate different majors. In the demand sections, tables are also sorted according to the percentage of students intending to pursue a particular major, or graduating with a particular major so that one can easily identify those majors with the greatest demand. Other tables and charts are sorted by number of student credit hours generated in the major, costs associated with the major, per student credit hour costs in the major, and etc. The sorting process encourages comparisons between majors such that one develops an overall understanding of the demand and costs associated with each major.  The following is a brief description of each section.

Unit of Analysis: The key to understanding our Curriculum and Cost Analysis report is to remember that the unit of analysis is the individual major. That is, the report provides an analysis of the external and internal demand of each major and the costs (direct and associated) related to offering the major. Armed with this information, institutional leaders are able to consider the long-term viability of programs, identify opportunities for growth or expansion, and understand where costs may need to be contained, all within the context of their mission, purpose and goals. 

For many small, private liberal arts and sciences institutions, mission may influence college leaders to maintain programs that are not financially profitable because they have a high educational value and contribute to the definition of a liberal arts education. In today’s competitive environment, knowing which academic programs and majors contribute to an institution’s mission, bottom line, or both is important to know and understand. 

1) External Demand: External demand is measured by counting the number of prospective students, also known as “inquiries,” that have expressed an interest in a particular major. We also count the number of enrolled students who express an interest in a particular major.  The information is then grouped and matched to the actual majors an institution offers. If, for example, a prospective student indicates an interest in majoring in Spanish or German, and the institution groups all foreign language study in the Modern Foreign Language department, those students who expressed an interest in studying a particular are consolidated and regarded as expressing an interest in Modern Foreign Languages.  

The information in this section provides insight into how perspective students perceive the institution and the relative strength of different academic programs. This is accomplished by calculating the yield rate, that is, the proportion of students who expressed an interest in a major and enrolled in the institution. For example, if 500 prospective students expressed an interest in English, and 25 of the students who enrolled in the institution also expressed an interest in English, the yield rate for English is 5 percent. The assumption is that majors with higher yield rates are presumed to be perceived as stronger, more popular, or more widely recognized programs by the general public.

2) Internal Demand: Internal demand is measured by counting the number of students who graduate in each major. Individual majors are also consolidated according to an institution’s departmental structure. For example, if an institution has a department of Sociology/Anthropology instead of two separate departments, students graduating with majors in each of these two disciplines are added together. 

The information included in this analysis is presumed to reflect the perceived strength and popularity of academic programs by current students. 

3) Course Registration: The course registration analysis identifies the number students (head count) and the number of credit hours generated in each major based on the courses taken. Within each major, courses that contribute to the general education program are separated from those that are taken as part of a major’s requirements, or are service courses for other majors. Thus, for each major, the number of students and the number of credit hours generated has the potential of being divided into one of two categories: “general education” or “major.” 

The information in this section reveals which majors are attracting the greatest number of students and generating the most credit hours, and for what purpose.

4) Costs: This section calculates the costs of each major based on faculty salary and benefit information and department operating budget. In calculating the costs for full time faculty, consideration is given for each course a faculty member teaches. For faculty members who teach in more than one department, this course-level analysis of costs allows us to apportion a faculty member’s compensation to the appropriate departments. In addition, we calculate costs associated with providing the general education program separate from those related to the major. 

Because many faculty members at small colleges are known to teach more than the standard load, costs are capped at the institution’s standard course load (for example, four three-credit-hour courses each semester or 12 credit hours each semester). In addition, at least four students must be enrolled in a course in order for the course to be included in the analysis. This approach prevents independent studies or other special low-enrollment courses from being included in the costs analysis. Costs related to part-time faculty are calculated by multiplying the standard per rate per three-credit-hour course by the number of courses taught. These costs are added to the appropriate departments according to their contributions to the general education program or the major.
Lastly, department operating budgets are proportionately distributed across each department’s major subject headings based on the number of student credit hours generated. Per student credit hour costs for each major are also calculated to allow for cost comparisons between majors.

5) Comparisons between Costs and Student Credit Hours Generated: These data are presented in a bar graph and quickly reveal for each major the proportion of student credits hours generated compared to the proportion of total costs associated with the major. The focus of this analysis is to identify those majors that are profitable, those that break-even, and those that are not profitable. Again, for many private colleges, it is not unusual for business and education programs, for example, to be highly profitable, where as music, biology and other science programs may be more expensive to operate. Within the context of mission and purpose each institution needs to come to its own understanding and expectations of the financial viability of each program, and what can be tolerated without jeopardizing the institution’s overall financial stability. 

6) Integrated Analysis of Demand, Cost and Yield: This last section pulls all of the pieces together with a series of tables that reveal for each major its demand (external, internal and yield) and per student costs in the major. Demand, however, is measured twice. First, the unique demand is presented based on the number of students, prospective, enrolled and graduates who select a particular major. Second, a demand factor is calculated determining the proportion of prospective students that expressed an interest in a particular major, and the proportion of students who graduate with the same major. These percentages are then weighted, typically at 50 percent each, and then added together. Accordingly the demand factor is a measure of the relative importance of each major based on an equal consideration of external and internal demand.

The last chart groups the all of the majors according the demand (using the demand factor), per student credit hour costs in the major, and yield rate. Majors satisfying the optimal condition for each category (high demand, low cost, high yield) are placed at the top of the chart. Majors are also sorted according to those that fall in the mid-range for each category, and then those that possess the least optimal condition (low demand, high costs, low yield). Our analysis of where each major falls leads to a series of recommendations an institution might take to positively exploit some programs, or make difficult decisions about whether to eliminate or restructure other programs. 

In all instances, the institution must determine what it perceives to be the right mix between demand, cost and yield in light of its mission. The Austen Group’s Curriculum and Costs Analysis Report is designed to provide the information that enables institutions to make these decisions.
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