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INTRODUCTION

U.S. News & World Report was the pioneer in ranking colleges and universities, and 2006 marks the twentieth anniversary of its annual rankings.

 What U.S News started has since gone global. The magazine has paved the way for what has become a world-wide phenomenon. 

This paper will endeavor to provide a brief history of the magazine’s college rankings, discuss their evolution, highlight some key changes made over the course of two decades, and talk about the factors both within and outside of higher education that help explain the project’s success.   It will touch on the magazine’s graduate school rankings. But the focus is on U.S. News’s  ranking of undergraduate institutions.

As the managing editor of the rankings project for almost seven years, from 1992 to 1998, I was part of the decision-making team and helped handle a crisis that threatened the viability of the project. This paper, then, is written from an insider’s perspective.

IN THE BEGINNING

The rankings actually began in 1983, but they did not become an annual event until 1987. They were launched with little fanfare. Editors thought the project was worth experimenting with because it might garner attention and sell magazines. No one imagined that the rankings would become what some consider the 800-pound gorilla of American higher education, important enough to be the subject of doctoral dissertations, academic papers and conferences, and endless debate.

In its initial foray into rankings, U.S. News took a simple approach. It surveyed colleges presidents, asking them to identify the nation’s best institutions of higher learning. The 1983 survey was an outgrowth of an unrelated project that had become a staple of the magazine: a survey of U.S. leaders to identify the  most influential Americans. That annual project received a lot of attention. Editors thought why not try a somewhat similar approach to identify the best colleges.

The college survey began as a biennial effort—first in 1983 and then again in 1985. 

In 1987, the magazine embarked on a far more ambitious undertaking. Once again it only surveyed presidents, but this time it published the results not just in the magazine but also in a separate guidebook called “America’s Best Colleges.” That first guidebook included rankings of law, business, medical and engineering schools.

The college guidebook is published in late August or September, at the same that the rankings appear in a regular issue of the magazine. Starting in 1997, U.S. News put on-line substantially more information than there was room for in the guidebook. It now charges a fee to see the full rankings, although much of the information is available without any cost.  

The timing of the publication of the college rankings is based on the belief that they should come out at about the same time that high school students are starting back to school and, presumably, thinking about college.

After including graduate school rankings in the initial guidebook, the magazine published them only in a regular issue of the magazine for several years.  It was unwilling to produce a separate graduate school guidebook until it was able to obtain a lead advertiser to underwrite the costs. Despite the success of the college venture, the management of the magazine took a very conservative stance when it came to expanding what quickly developed into a franchise product for the company. In 1994, U.S. News finally found a lead advertiser for a graduate school guidebook, the Chrysler Corporation. It has published an annual graduate school guidebook ever since, although the advertisers have changed over the years. Similarly, the advertisers for the college guidebook have changed, although for a long time State Farm Insurance was the lead advertiser.  

The graduate school rankings come out in March or April, about six months after the college rankings. It is impractical to try to do both the college and graduate school rankings at the same time—there is simply not enough staff to handle both projects simultaneously.

U.S. News’s  first guidebook, while published in 1987, says “1988 edition” on the cover. Guidebook covers are always dated a year ahead. The reason: it keeps the guidebook, which contains far more data and editorial content than there is room for in the magazine, on the newsstands for almost a full year. In fact, in order to keep the guidebook in circulation for that length of time the magazine has to change the cover after about six months,  although the content remains unchanged. The change in covers is related to the arcane rules of magazine distribution. As a result of the switch in covers, some people buy what they think is a new edition of the guidebook only to discover that the contents have not changed. In some cases they ask for, and receive, a refund.

The methodology used in the first annual rankings issue and guidebook was very simple. At the undergraduate level, presidents were asked to pick the 10 schools in their academic category that did the best job of providing an undergraduate education. To reflect the diversity of American higher education, institutions were placed in one of nine categories: National Universities; National Liberals Arts Colleges; Smaller Comprehensive Institutions; Southern Comprehensive Institutions; Eastern Comprehensive Institutions; Western Comprehensive Institutions; Western Liberal Arts Colleges; Southern Liberal Arts Colleges; and Eastern Liberal Arts Colleges.

 The academic categories were based loosely on classifications established by the Carnegie Foundation for The Advancement of Teaching, whose categorization of higher education institutions is a staple of  academic research. 

The magazine published a ranking of the top 25 institutions in the National University and National Liberals Arts College categories and the top 10 in the other categories. 



ACTION AND REACTION 

With the publication of that first guidebook, whose dimensions are roughly similar to those of a hard-cover dictionary, college presidents and other administrators began to realize that the rankings were no longer just an occasional survey that would appear only in the weekly magazine. It was taking more permanent form, something people could put on their bookshelves.

As leaders of American higher education began to take notice, many of them did not like what they saw. They viewed the rankings as nothing more than a beauty contest and urged the magazine to halt the project. They felt the magazine’s approach was not a suitable way to assess America’s complex and multi-faceted system of higher education.

A number of presidents asked for a meeting with the magazine’s editors to express their concerns.  That meeting led the editors to conclude that if the rankings were to be credible and have staying power, a major transformation was needed. After consulting with a variety of experts, the editors made two major changes in the rankings.  First, the universe of those surveyed was expanded to add chief academic officers/provosts and deans of admission. Second, a multi-dimensional methodology that made substantial use of objective data was developed.

 In the 1989 edition of the guidebook, the changes in methodology were explained this way: “First, because academic deans and admissions officers often see education from rather different perspectives than do college presidents, they also have been included in the survey of more than 1,000 college officials. Second, because the expert opinions are just that, opinions, U.S. News has based its latest academic rankings on objective data as well as on the subjective judgments in the survey.”

The objective data were initially divided into four broad categories: student selectivity; faculty quality; institutional resources; and student retention. Over the years, other categories have been added, the weights used for different components have been changed, and the titles of some categories have been altered. (Much of this will be addressed later in the paper.)

Within each of the four broad objective categories there were subcategories.  For example, student selectivity included acceptance rates, the average standardized test scores of a college’s entering class on either the SAT or ACT exams as well as high school class rank data. Each of these components had a specific weight that when totaled equaled the weight assigned to the student selectivity category.

 In the 1989 edition, in addition to providing an overall ranking of schools, the magazine published a separate reputation ranking of National Universities and National Liberal Arts Colleges. There was considerable variation between the overall ranking and the reputation survey--public institutions fared much better in the reputation survey. Ten public universities were in the top 25 in reputation, but only five made it to the top 25 in  the overall rankings. The relative underperformance of public institutions in the institutional resources and student retention categories helps to explain that. Even today, the objective data work to the disadvantage of public institutions. In the most recent rankings, only four public universities were in the top 25 among National Universities. But if the magazine were to do a ranking based purely on academic reputation, at least five more publics would be in the top 25.

In addition to the separate reputation ranking, the magazine used the four clusters of objective data to develop lists of the top five schools for each institutional category. For example, among national universities, Brown University ranked first in selectivity, the California Institute of Technology was first in faculty quality as well as in financial resources, and Duke University ranked first in retention.

 By taking this approach, the magazine made the best of a difficult situation. Because of constraints imposed by the College Board, the organization that provided the objective data for that edition, U.S. News was unable to publish the actual data for each school.

CHANGE IS A CONSTANT

The changes made in that second annual edition were just the beginning of an evolutionary process that has led to continual re-shaping of the methodology and many other aspects of the rankings. The rankings remain a work in progress, although an effort has been made to stabilize the methodology.

Starting with the 1990 edition, the magazine obtained data from an organization that did not place constraints on publication of the objective data. As a result, the magazine was able to show where schools ranked both overall and in reputation, as well as  in the categories based on objective data. All that information was incorporated into one ranking table for each category of institution.  The table for National Universities showed that Yale University ranked first overall, and  fifth in academic reputation, third in student selectivity, third in retention, second in faculty quality and ninth in financial resources. 

Even though fewer than 200 institutions were actually ranked, the 1990 edition introduced a comprehensive table that contained data for over a thousand institutions, providing students and families with information they could use to compare colleges and universities that were not ranked. The editors felt that since the information was being collected for the rankings, why not provide it to the public.

That year’s edition also introduced a new and controversial element. Instead of just ranking the top schools in each category, each ranked school’s actual score was published. Under the magazine’s system, the top school in each institutional category received a score of 100.0. The score of all the other institutions in that category were based on how they fared in relation to the top school. Some schools were separated by only one-tenth of a point. Duke University, which ranked fifth, had an overall score of 94.3, while Stanford University, which ranked sixth, had an overall score of 94.2. It was a distinction without any real difference, and it raised the hackles of many higher education administrators already hostile to the rankings concept. 

 Yet, the practice of ranking schools down to a tenth of a point continued for years. Even within the magazine there was ongoing debate about the practice. Outside critics argued that this practice created an illusion of false precision, while defenders within the magazine felt  that eliminating the decimal point would lead to more ties and thus would be unhelpful to the rankings. There were those within the magazine who did not embrace that view, but it was not until the 1998 edition that the practice was changed. Ever since, scores have been rounded off to the nearest whole number. This did create more ties. For example, in the 1998 edition five schools tied for ninth place in the National University rankings, and there were a number of other ties among the top 25. But whatever might have been lost by no longer ranking schools down to one-tenth of a point, was more than offset by the credibility and goodwill generated by making a very desirable change. 



OPENING THE BLACK BOX

Developing the methodology for the rankings was really a process of trial and error. In the 1991 edition, the magazine began to shed light on the weighting scheme used in its rankings. At that point, the magazine was still using four broad categories of objective data plus the subjective reputation component.  Over the years the number of objective data categories has expanded to seven.

In the 1991 edition, the magazine explained its weighting scheme this way:  “Because most experts believe an institution’s student body, faculty and reputation are the major components of what makes a ‘best college,’ these…were each given weights of 25 percent in determining overall rank. Financial resources counted for 20 percent and student satisfaction for 5 percent.” Student satisfaction was actually a misnomer. It really was the five-year graduation rate average for three preceding classes. That “output” measure has since been renamed “retention” and now includes both a school’s six-year graduation rate and its freshman retention rate. It has come to be weighted more heavily over the years for reasons that will be discussed elsewhere in the paper.

 The explanation of the methodology in the 1991 edition was the beginning of an ongoing effort to spell out clearly how the rankings are determined. The aim was—and is--to make the methodology transparent. Experts could quarrel with the methodology—and quarrel with it they did—but they could not accuse U.S. News of operating behind a curtain of secrecy. Editors believed that for the rankings to be credible, it was essential to make the methodology transparent.

The explanation of the methodology contained this cautionary note: “As in previous years, the complex methodology was developed after consultations with scores of college presidents and other academic officials. Because of changes made as a result of their recommendations, the methodology continues to evolve and, therefore, the 1991 rankings are not directly comparable to those published in previous years.”

That warning remained valid more often than not as the magazine continually tinkered with the weights given to the objective data as well as introducing new data categories. Throughout this process, one constant has been the weight given to the subjective component of the methodology, institutional reputation, which is now called “peer assessment.” It accounts for 25 percent of a school’s ranking. 

While those within the magazine have always known that year-to-year comparisons of a school’s ranking are not valid in years when changes are made in the methodology,  it has not always stressed that point in talking to other news organizations. And even if it had done so, it is almost inevitable that press and higher education institutions would still have made comparisons. Moreover, colleges and universities that did well in the rankings began to tout them, without regard to the fact that the methodology might have changed.

While the magazine was frequently accused of changing the methodology to shake-up the rankings, nothing could be further from the truth. The methodology was changed in response to valid criticism from outside experts. 

Almost from the beginning, editors met regularly with college officials. As a consequence, it was not unusual for the editors to meet with as many as three presidents in a single day.  Frequently, presidents  complained that the ranking formula put too much weight on “input” variables such as student selectivity and not enough weight on “outcome” variables such as freshmen retention and graduation rates. Their basic argument was that input variables show how smart incoming freshmen are, but do not take into account how good an educational job colleges are doing with the students who enroll. As a result of the feedback, in the 1996 edition the magazine made a significant change in its methodology.

Lacking any comprehensive, comparable, data on what students actually learn during their undergraduate years, the editors decided that freshmen retention rates and graduation rates were the best proxy available for evaluating outcomes. They decided to reduce the weight placed on student selectivity from 25 to 15 percent of a school’s overall ranking. They shifted that 10 percent to retention, which includes the freshman retention rate and an institution’s six-year graduation rate. In short, they put more emphasis on outcomes than inputs.

That created some changes in the rankings, but it did not precipitate an upheaval that could have undermined the credibility of the project. In fact, the editors pre-tested the change in weights to make sure that it would not produce an upheaval. 

This was not the first effort to put greater weight on outcomes. In the 1994 edition, the magazine had added a category called alumni satisfaction, the percentage of living alumni who gave money to their institution’s fund drives in two preceding years. The editors viewed this measure, which accounted for five percent of an institution’s overall ranking, as a very rough proxy for how satisfied graduates were with the education they received. They saw this as an outcome measure, although critics felt it was more a measure of the effectiveness of an institution’s development office, a criticism not without validity. But inclusion of the data caused some institutions to keep better track of their alumni and to step up their fundraising. 

Another effort to focus on outcomes was the development of a concept called “value added.” That measure, introduced in the 1997 edition, counted for five percent of an institution’s ranking. It was limited to the National University and National Liberal Arts College categories. The five percent was subtracted from retention, which was reduced from a weight of 25 to 20 percent.

 The new measure was designed to show the effect of a college’s programs and policies on the graduation rate of students, after controlling for spending and student aptitude.  The measure was rooted in the idea that schools that admit the brightest students, as measured by SAT or ACT scores, and, to a lesser degree, that expend the greatest amount of money per student, should have higher graduation rates than peer institutions that admit students with lower scores and have less money to spend on their education. But the data show that some schools with less academically gifted students and lesser resources do as good a job of retaining and graduating students as more well- endowed institutions that enroll students with higher test scores. Again, this is not a perfect measure, but it represents an effort to address complaints from a number of institutions with lesser resources that the rankings unfairly rewarded well endowed institutions that enrolled students with higher test scores. 

The basic concept of the value added measure has remained intact, although the statistical approach  has changed somewhat. Today, the measure is called “graduation rate performance” rather than value added. 

Another change occurred in the 2004 edition, when U.S. News stopped using yield—the proportion of admitted students who enroll at a college—in its ranking formula. Yield counted for only 1.5 percent of an institution’s overall ranking, but the attention it received left the impression that it was far more heavily weighted. Many critics of the rankings claimed that by including yield in its methodology U.S. News was contributing to what had become an explosion in early decision applications at many selective institutions. They felt that early decision, under which students apply to one school early in their senior year and are committed to attend if accepted, was skewing the way students went about applying to college.

Critics argued that the magazine was encouraging colleges to expand early decision since the yield to a college from students admitted early is guaranteed. If a college were to admit almost half its class early, as some do, that would strengthen its yield and thus conceivably help its ranking. Critics felt that while that might be good for colleges, it was not good for many students, who were making college decisions prematurely. 

Tired of being blamed for the expansion of early decision, U.S. News decided to drop yield from its equation. That change had minimal impact on the rankings since yield counted for so little to begin with. It also had little impact on early decision, which shows no signs of diminished popularity.  But it did take the magazine out of the crosshairs of those who dislike early decision and who sought to make the magazine the villain for a development that reflected the increasing intensity of college admissions.

EXPANDING THE RANKINGS


 In the first several years of the annual rankings, the magazine limited the number of schools ranked. But as confidence in the rankings increased, the magazine began to rank more and more schools. Beginning with the 1992 edition, it placed schools that ranked below the top group in quartiles within their institutional category and listed the schools in each quartile alphabetically. That provided a relative sense of where all schools ranked in their category. Starting with the 1996 edition—by then the magazine was doing its own data collection instead of relying on outside contractors—U.S. New began to number rank more schools. For example, in the National University category that year it ranked the top 50, instead of the top 25 institutions. 

As time passed, the number of schools that were number ranked continued to expand. Today, the magazine ranks the top 50 percent of colleges and universities in each category of institution.  The rest of the schools in that category are grouped in two tiers and listed alphabetically. In the National University category, that means about 125 institutions receive a numerical ranking; about 110 are number ranked in the National Liberal Arts College category, and so on. 

In theory, the magazine could number rank every institution. But years ago the editors made a decision not to do that. There were two major reasons for this. First, as a general rule, the further down a school is in the academic food chain,  the less likely it is  to possess all the objective data used in the rankings methodology, or,  if it has the data, it is less likely to be willing to provide the information. Consequently, a precise ranking of schools lower down in the pecking order is harder to achieve.

When a school fails to provide data, U.S. News tries to obtain the information from other sources. If it cannot do so, it has utilized a variety of statistical methods to estimate the data. The magazine indicates the source of the data when it does not come from the institution itself and explains the statistical method used to make estimates. But the very fact that it makes such estimates is not without controversy.

 Perhaps the most heated controversy arose in 1995, when Reed College in Portland Oregon, a highly regarded liberal arts institution, chose to boycott the rankings by not submitting any data to the magazine. The first year of the boycott Reed was given the equivalent of the lowest score among National Liberal Arts Colleges for each piece of objective data used in the magazine’s methodology. As a result, Reed ended up in the bottom tier, an outcome that was more punitive than logical.  The next year U.S. News collected as much data from outside sources as it could and used a different estimating approach for data that were missing. As a result, Reed moved into the top 40 among National Liberal Arts Colleges.

 Reed’s boycott continues today, as does the magazine’s effort to collect data on Reed from other sources. That effort is made easier by the fact that Reed publishes institutional data collected by what is known as “the common data set” on its own website. (The common data set was established in the mid ‘90s to standardize data submitted to U.S. News and other guidebook publishers and is run by the participating publishers.) 

The second reason for not number ranking all institutions is that the editors felt that if the magazine were to do so, a few institutions would inevitably end up being labeled as the worst colleges in America. U.S News had no interest in that outcome, which could have detracted from the overall rankings. 

The goal of the project from its inception has been to identify the best schools, not to single out the worst.




UNDER FIRE

As the rankings became more visible and were perceived to have significant impact on decisions by students and their parents on where to apply to college and even where to enroll, they came under more fire. Academic experts complained about the weighting scheme used in the rankings. They argued that despite changes made in the methodology it remained arbitrary and lacked any empirical basis. Consultants from NORC, a research firm hired by the magazine to assess the rankings methodology, agreed with the critics. They concluded in a 1997 report that “the principal weakness of the current approach is that the weight used to combine the various measures into an overall rating lack any defensible empirical or theoretical basis.” But the researchers went on to say that criticism of the weighting  did not necessarily mean that the weights used were “necessarily wrong, but it does mean that it is difficult to defend on any grounds other than the U.S. News staff’s best judgment on how to combine the measures.”  The debate over the appropriate weights is no closer to resolution now than it was then. 

Other criticism came from academic leaders who said that it was impossible to measure the quality of institutions. They felt that each institution was distinctive and the magazine’s attempt to reduce a college to a set of numbers was an exercise in measuring the unmeasurable. 

High school counselors joined in the attack. They agreed with the critique that the magazine was trying to quantify the unquantifiable.  But their core criticism was that the rankings, viewed by U.S. News as a good faith effort to help students and families sort through the complex process of choosing a college, actually did a disservice to students and parents. They argued that the rankings were causing students to look only at a school’s status, while ignoring what counselors call “the fit” between a prospective student and an institution. They felt, for example, that students who were unconventional in their outlook and dress, were not necessarily considering schools where they would be most comfortable socially. Instead, they were concentrating on schools that stood high in the rankings.

The argument that most families mindlessly followed the rankings without regard to other considerations was—and remains--debatable, and the editors were willing to engage in the debate. They felt it was important to present their point of of view and to obtain constant feedback, even if the experience was  often painful. They routinely accepted invitations to speak before organizations of educators, where they usually got an earful. One college admission official at a national meeting went so far as to compare U.S. News to Satan.

As painful as these confrontations were, they had a salutary effect. In an effort to improve relations with critics and to make the rankings more useful to students and parents, U.S. News established two advisory committees, one of college admission deans and another of high school counselors. It has since added a third committee composed of institutional researchers. Editors meet with the committees annually to discuss the rankings and issues related to admissions and financial aid.  These meetings are not an exercise in public relations. They involve substantive discussions that yield concrete results.

For example, starting with the 1995 edition the editors emphasized that “rankings are just one of many criteria prospective students should take into account in choosing a college. Simply because a school ranks at the top of its category does not mean that it is the best choice for every individual. A student’s academic and professional ambitions, financial resources and scholastic records as well as a school’s size, atmosphere and location should play major roles in colleges’ choices.”

In the 1997 edition, the magazine went a step further. Editors worked with counselors to develop profiles of hypothetical students with different academic credentials, outside interests, and financial and personal situations. They then asked counselors around the country to come up with a list of colleges that would be suitable for each individual.  Many of the suggested schools were not highly ranked.  The idea was to illustrate in a concrete way that there are factors other than rankings to consider when choosing a college. 

Researchers have found that the rankings play a role in whether students apply to and enroll at a college or university, but there is disagreement about the magnitude of the impact.  A March 1997 paper by researchers at UCLA (“College Rankings: Who Uses Them and With What Impact,” Patricia M. McDonough et al) concluded that “academic reputation is a powerful influence on students, more powerful than the advice of professional advisors or the influence of families. We believe that colleges and newsmagazines need to take actions to place rankings in a broader decision-making context for the students, parents and professional advisors who are relying on them.”

Researchers James Monks and Ronald Ehrenberg looked at the experience of 31 selective private colleges and universities and found that when an institution improved in the rankings, the following year it received more applications, accepted fewer applicants and had a higher proportion of those accepted enroll. Conversely, if it fell in the rankings, the reverse occurred. Their findings were published in the November/December 1999 issue of Change magazine.

 The 2005 Survey of College Freshmen by the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA provided a different perspective. Of the reasons freshmen cited as very important in influencing their decision to enroll at a school, “rankings in national magazines” was tenth among 18 possible factors. It was cited by just 16.6 percent of the more than 263,000 students around the nation who participated in the survey.

More recently, a study of 600 high-achieving high school seniors who entered college last fall (“High Achieving Seniors and The College Decision,” March 2006),  found that rankings stood near the bottom of the list of information sources and of more general factors that play a role in whether a student applies to a college. However, the study,  done by Lipman Hearne, a Chicago-based market research firm that has many higher education clients, did find that students in the Mid-Atlantic states—New York, Pennsylvania and New Jersey—were much more likely to take the rankings into account than students in other regions. 

Whether the impact of the rankings is as great as some critics believe or as modest as some of the research suggests, the bottom line is that the rankings have real world impact.

GRAPPLING WITH CRISES

The initial outcry over the rankings in 1987 was the first in a series  of  crises that have occurred over almost two decades. Some were relatively minor and of little interest to those outside the magazine, but a few have been significant.

Arguably, the most important  occurred in 1995 after The Wall Street Journal published a front page story in its April 5 edition headlined “Colleges Inflate SATs and Graduation Rates in Popular Guidebooks.” The story was more about the games colleges played with their data than about the U.S. News rankings per se, but the well documented report raised basic questions about the accuracy of some of the objective data on which the rankings were largely based.

The author of the story, Steve Stecklow, compared the data that colleges reported to debt-rating agencies, who rate their bond issues, with data they submitted to U.S. News and other publishers. He found that there were significant discrepancies in SAT scores, acceptance rates and graduation rates. The information sent to the magazine was almost always more favorable to the school than the data sent to the debt-rating agencies, Standard & Poor’s and Moody’s Investors Service, Inc. Stecklow pointed out that lying to the magazine carried no penalty, but lying to the debt-rating agencies could lead to federal penalties.

His story showed that some colleges excluded the scores of certain groups of students to improve their SAT average. For example, Northeastern University in Boston had excluded both international students and remedial students. That boosted the school’s average SAT score by 50 points. A number of other schools cited in the story employed similar tactics; some claimed it was not purposeful, but just a mistake. 

What the schools were doing was ethically indefensible. From the magazine’s standpoint, it was potentially damaging to the credibility of the rankings.

Realizing that the future of the rankings might be at stake, U.S. News revised the questionnaire sent to colleges and tightened definitions. It attempted to insure that schools did not omit test score data for any group of students by asking for  data for all first-time full-time freshmen, including those in special programs. A new question  specifically asked schools whether they had complied with the instructions for providing test score data. If they acknowledged that they were omitting scores for some students, U.S. News then did its own statistical estimate for ranking purposes.

 In another effort to try to assure accuracy, the magazine programmed its computers to flag significant discrepancies in a school’s data from one year to the next. If it found a discrepancy, it contacted the school seeking an explanation. 

 The magazine also began to cross check data available from other sources, including Moody’s, the debt-rating agency, the American Association of University Professors, which collects data on faculty salaries,  the NCAA, the organization that oversees college sports and, more recently,  the U.S. Department of Education, For example, it checked graduation rate data submitted by colleges to comparable data collected by the NCAA. Institutions that submit misleading data to the NCAA face potential penalties. When the magazine found discrepancies in data, it contacted the school involved. If it could not get a credible explanation, it used the data submitted to the NCAA and said in a footnote that it was doing so. Today, it no longer contacts schools when it finds discrepancies. It simply uses the data submitted to outside organizations and explains that in a footnote.  

In the 1996 edition of the guidebook, U.S. News laid out the steps it had taken to insure the integrity of the data. One college president suggested to the editors that they ask schools to have their auditors attest to the accuracy of the data submitted to the magazine. The editors liked the idea, but felt that the magazine was in no position to make such a demand. 

Even with the steps that U.S. News has taken and with increased requirements at the federal level for institutions to provide standardized data, it is possible that some schools might still be playing games with data.  Some institutions use a two-part application and might count those students who fill out only the first part as applicants even though that is contrary to the instructions in the magazine’s questionnaire. By counting only those who fill out the first part of the application, a school increases the size of its applicant pool and, as a result, appears more selective than it is. For example, if a school counts 20,000 students who completed part one as applicants, and admits 10,000 of them, its acceptance rate is 50 percent. But if only 15,000 students completed both parts one and two, then the school would have fewer actionable applicants and its acceptance rate would rise to 67 percent. The difference between a 50 percent and a 67 percent acceptance rate could impact an institution’s ranking. 

There are other games schools can play including admitting students with weaker academic profiles for the second semester, thus not having to include them in the data reported to the magazine, which asks for information for first-time full-time freshman who entered in the fall semester 

U.S. News can do the most careful job possible, but institutions that are determined to present misleading data can find a way to get around tightened definitions and other steps that the magazine has taken.  The fact that some institutions are willing to engage in such maneuvers, the equivalent of trying to find a loophole in the tax code, says a great deal about the perceived stakes. 

A second crisis occurred in 1999 when a new director of data research insisted on abolishing a statistical procedure that, as the magazine put it, had “flattened out” large disparities in one particular data point used to rank National Universities. The data point  in question was expenditures per student.  The flattening out procedure had been used because the California Institute of Technology,  a small institution with a large research budget, consistently reported expenditures per student that were more than double those of the school that ranked immediately behind it in  expenditures. The gap was so large that it would have skewed the rankings had an adjustment not been made. 

Once the adjustment was dropped, Caltech vaulted to the top of the 2000 rankings; it had ranked ninth the year before. The outcome was predictable for anyone familiar with the magnitude of the disparity.

But the results came as a surprise both to some within the magazine and to the outside world. Editors had to do a lot of explaining to justify what seemed an implausible change in the rankings. The next year, after the director of data research in question had departed the magazine, U.S. News instituted a new statistical adjustment that dampened the impact of the vast disparity in per student expenditures. As a result, in the 2001 rankings, Caltech dropped to fourth, and in the most recent rankings it was seventh.

Both of these events had a common thread: they called into question the credibility of the rankings. The magazine managed to weather both crises, but it was not easy.

WHY THE SUCCESS OF THE RANKINGS

The phrase “timing is everything” is a cliché, but that makes it no less true. It certainly applies to the U.S. News rankings. They came along as the consumer movement in America was reaching full flower. A generation of parents who were college-educated brought both pragmatism and status-seeking to the college search process.

 While many members of earlier generations were simply pleased that their children were going to college, members of the  Baby Boom generation cast a more critical eye toward higher education. They wanted value for their money. Some viewed higher education as a commodity and wanted the biggest possible bang for their buck, especially as the cost of going to college increased far more rapidly than family income. Others felt it was critical to go to “the best” college, by which they meant the most prestigious, an institution whose decal they could proudly put on the rear window of their cars or SUVs. 

For these families, the rankings have provided a source of comparable information to help them navigate the complex task of identifying suitable colleges for their children. The rankings have become especially important for those with children in public schools at which college counseling is inadequate. 

But it is not consumers alone who have helped fuel the success of the rankings. College and universities have played a major role. Even as they have decried the rankings, many institutions have used them to market themselves, especially when they have done well, and sometimes even when they have not. One institution took out an ad in an airline magazine touting itself as being ranked among America’s best colleges by U.S. News. That was literally true. The institution was ranked in U.S. News’s “America’s Best Colleges.” But the ad was totally misleading since the school in question ranked in the bottom tier of its particular category. However, the fact that even a bottom tier school sought to use the rankings to market itself illustrates how higher education has increased the visibility and impact of the rankings.  In fact, U.S. News itself did very little marketing. Why spend money when others do the marketing for you.

Colleges and universities also have used the rankings for internal benchmarking and to see how they compare to other institutions with which they compete for students, research dollars and status. Sometimes the impetus has come from presidents, who turn to the rankings to see whether they have met the goals they have set for their administration. Other times the impetus has come from members of an institution’s board of trustees. Often they are members of the business community where, unlike higher education, success is defined in concrete, quantifiable terms.  For these board members, the rankings offer the kind of assessment that they are accustomed to and rely on.




THE FUTURE

As increases in tuition have continued to outstrip growth in family income, there has been stepped up political pressure on colleges and universities to provide comparable data to help families evaluate the institutions. There has even been discussion by members of a federal appointed higher education commission of requiring a standardized test at the beginning and end of students’ college careers to see just how much they have learned, with the results made public on an institution-by-institution basis. 

Much of higher education is opposed to what administrators and faculty members view as intrusive steps. They believe that America’s colleges and universities are just too diverse to use a standard measure or set of measures to evaluate institutions. But pressure on institutions to come up with one or more ways to demonstrate the value of the education they provide and to do so on a standardized basis is not likely to diminish, regardless of which political party is in power.

Until and unless higher education institutions can come up with their own “rankings,”  which need not be a literal numerical ranking in the U.S. News tradition, but rather an easily understandable and quantifiable way for consumers to compare institutions, U.S. News’s rankings are likely to continue to flourish. To do so, however, they must remain credible and the magazine’s editors must remain open to modifying the methodology if better ways to assess institutional quality and value emerge. 
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