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Community Colleges in the Spotlight 

• Increased attention from policymakers and researchers 

• Expansions of CTE programs 
– $2 billion in 2010-2014 through TAA 
– Expansion of health training programs through ACA 
– Numerous state efforts 

• Important questions given increased policy interest 
– What is the value of a community college credential? 
– Is expansion of programs beneficial? Is it cost-effective? 

 



Recent work 

• Large administrative datasets, student fixed effects 
– Jacobson et al. (2005), Jepsen et al. (2014), Belfield et al. (2014), 

Stevens et al. (2015), Belfield (2015), Liu et al. (2015), Dadgar and 
Trimble (2015), Xu and Trimble (2015), Bahr et al. (2016) 

– Wide range of returns, vary by content and degree type 

• No study has used experimental variation to identify the 
effects of CTE on earnings 
– Experimental evidence rare outside of explicitly designed 

interventions 



This Project 

• Focus on particularly important field: registered nursing 

• Estimate effects using variation from lottery admissions at one 
large college in California 

• Also use student fixed effects models 

• Explore differences in returns to nursing degree across 
California colleges 

• Estimate economic benefit of program expansion 



Focus on Associate’s Degree in Nursing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



“Central College” and its Nursing Program 

• Large community college located in California’s Central Valley 

• Typical ADN program 
– Curriculum/prerequisites set by state board 
– Approximately 100 students per cohort, among largest in state 

• Admission determined by a lottery among eligible applicants 
– 23 of 70 ADN programs in CA use randomization in admissions 
– Some differences from researcher-designed experiment 

• Reapplication allowed 
• Increased change of admission on 5th consecutive application 

 



Data 
• Student-level data from CA community colleges, 1992-2015 

– Courses, grades, degrees/certificates, demographics, financial aid 
– Quarterly earnings and industry from state administrative records 

• Admissions lotteries results from Central College, 2005-2014 

• Qualitative data from site visits, 2015 
– Interviews with dean, program directors, other administrators 
– Focus groups with incoming students 
– Attended orientation event for new students 

• Program-level operating and expansion cost estimates 
– Individual colleges, Office of the State Architect, other state sources 

 



Methods 

• Effect of enrollment on long-term earnings 

 
– yit: earnings for student i  in year t  
– Di: Enrolled in ADN program 
– This regression will lead to biased estimate of β1 

• Use result of admissions lottery as an instrument for Di 
– Randomly assigned and determines admission 
– Multiple reapplications makes methodology less straightforward 

 



Summary Statistics and Balance 



Main Results: Log Earnings at Years 5-7 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

– Coefficient of 0.446 ≈ 44% increase in earnings 
– Coefficient of 0.667 ≈ 95% increase in earnings 



Other Lottery Results 

• Effects on employment 
– No effect on likelihood of having non-zero earnings 
– Large effect on employment in health industry 

 

• Lottery results similar to results with student fixed effects 
– Important given growing number of studies using this method 

 



Student Fixed Effects Returns, by Program 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

– Differences drive in large party by labor market opportunities 
 



Expansions and Capacity 

• Labor market for nurses dominated by fears of shortages 
(Kuehn 2007) 
– Rising demand for healthcare 
– Aging out of baby-boomer nurses 
– Supply side moving slowly 

• Do expansion benefits outweigh costs? 
– Private return : $140,000-$200,000 per student 
– Positive spillovers in better health: $40,000-$70,000 per new nurse 

• Dall et al. (2009), Needleman et al. (2006) 
– Expansion costs: $20,000 per new seat 

 



Conclusions and Policy Implications 

• Large earnings effects from ADN programs 
– 55% earnings effect from enrolling 
– Value of enrolling is $150,000 to $200,000 
– Economic benefits far outweigh expansion costs 

• Incentives often aligned against expansion 
– Colleges in California funded per pupil, regardless of program 
– Incentive to expand less-costly programs, not nursing 
– Suggests need for more involvement at federal and state level 
– Other approaches: different pricing/funding of programs 



Visit our website at capseecenter.org 
 

You can also follow us on Twitter at @capsee  
and like us on Facebook. 
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