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22>34 CA, 2010 Total Unempl Gov net

Totals 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

<8th 6.40% 8.80% -0.99%

9th-12th grade, no diploma 9.40% 14.70% -1.68%

High school diploma or equivalent 25.10% 34.70% 11.47%

Some college, no Assoc. or 4-yr degree 23.00% 22.40% 20.87%

Associate degree 8.20% 6.00% 8.59%

Bachelor's degree 21.80% 11.40% 42.93%

Master's degree 4.50% 1.30% 12.82%

Professional degree (such as DDS or JD) 1.00% 0.60% 3.86%

Doctorate (such as PhD or EdD) 0.60% 0.20% 2.01%

In the outcomes derby CSUN is a winner. Few know this. Here is why. 

There are no agreed upon measures to determine how well a university is doing. Even if there 

were, there would not necessarily be a cause and effect relation between performance and policy. 

Politics, preconception, and personal preference sway decision-makers’ interpretations.  

Surveys like US News and World Report still value universities mainly by the students’ SAT 

scores, school assets like endowments, and reputation. The end result cited most often in such 

surveys is the six-year graduation rate.   

But over the past decade, efforts like the Delta Cost Project and the Collegiate Learning 

Assessment (CLA) have responded to the inadequacy of simply ranking these characteristics by 

magnitude to get at the value that college adds. Instead, they mine data to show change in 

students over the time to degree, across types of schools.  

Value, in other words, is relative, not absolute. I adapt this approach to show CSUN’s winning 

effects and relative value. 

SHOW ME THE MONEY 

Much of the value that CSUN adds to a graduate’s lifetime earnings is typical. Although the BA 

earns, in constant dollars, less than a decade ago, the income generated by a high school diploma 

has decayed even more. A degree from a comprehensive university usually returns $1 million 

more over a lifetime than a high school diploma; a degree from a research-intensive (R1) doubles 

this premium.  

This doubling does not reflect a doubling of learning, as assessments like the CLA confirm. 

Rather, it indicates the market value of the reputation of the institutions.                                                                                                              

The chart below, derived from the Current Population Survey, sums up educational benefits for 

Californians, aged 22-34, 

as of 2010. Among these 

households, 25.1% have 

an earner with only a high 

school degree. Yet they 

are 34.7% of households 

with someone 

unemployed. And their 

collective taxes, net of 

subsidies, are low, 

11.47% of the total.  
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NTN CA CSUN

RUP 36,353 33,402 

MPU 30,807 33,677 33,403 

MPR 36,962 43,230 

NTN CA CSUN

RUP 47,876 50,536 

MPU 41,707 50,994 49,020 

MPR 44,498 53,867 

NTN CA CSUN

RUP 63,358 69,000 

MPU 54,116 65,722 66,020 

MPR 54,429 63,992 

Adjusted Y1

Adjusted Y4

Adjusted Y10

 GRAD  PRNTS 

 R1 PUB 112,751 82,955   136%

   HS 99,373   55,804   178%

   BA 119,348 88,870   134%

 MA> 120,084 112,057 107%

 MA PUB 99,913   68,344   146%

   HS 95,314   51,741   184%

   BA 105,105 75,003   140%

 MA> 102,744 93,503   110%

CSU 124,298 78,270   159%

  HS 132,597 61,549   215%

  BA 133,191 73,607   181%

 MA> 111,916 66,496   168%

 MA PRIV 106,603 87,595   122%

   HS 101,084 61,504   164%

   BA 106,024 93,817   113%

 MA> 116,299 129,327 90%
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In contrast, Bachelor’s degree households are much less likely to suffer unemployment. Their 

share of taxes doubles their share of households (42.93% share of taxes paid by only 21.8% of 

households). In fact, one year of household taxes, net of subsidy, is $25,000. That nearly pays 

back four years of general fund support for an FTE in the CSU.  

On the right, we see how the salaries of CSUN graduates compare 

with the pay of graduates from public research (RUP), public 

master’s (MPU), and private master’s (MPR) universities in the 

nation and in California. The data compose snapshots one, four, 

and ten years after graduation; they are weighted to balance 

different profiles in majors and are adjusted to 2010 dollars.  

CSUN salaries adhere to CA MPU, which is the CSU as a whole. 

After ten years, they catch up to the pay earned by graduates of 

the private master’s universities in the state; they trail, as 

expected, CA RUP, which is the UC system. Differences with the 

nation are attributable largely to the cost of living in California.                   

However, one set of differences between the income 

of graduates from the CSU and from comprehensive 

universities in other states is striking. According to the 

National Center for Education Statistics, graduates 

nine to ten years out of the CSU have household 

incomes that exceed their parents’ income by 59%. 

Indeed, CSU children whose parents had only a high 

school education topped the income of their elders by 

115% (see chart on left).  

All comparisons for graduates from the CSU versus 

their parents top the chart against the same 

comparisons for public R1, public master’s and 

private master’s universities.        

As yet, we cannot break out generational data for 

CSUN only. We, though, can specify salary gaps due 

to educational attainment. Five years out, a CSUN BA 

garners $48,000; this is about 25% more than the pay of non-completers, $37,000. CSUN 

completers of graduate school earn, on average, $62,000 five years after the BA, nearly a 30% 

edge on that degree (all in 2010 dollars not adjusted for the major). (Source: R. W. Moore, K. 

Chapman, et al., Whatever Happened to . . . : A Follow-up Study of Cal State Northridge 

Students?)                                                                  
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KNOW THYSELF 

Of course, college is 

about more than 

certification for a job. 

Both the CLA and the 

National Survey of 

Student Engagement 

(NSSE) indicate that 

CSUN adds substantial 

value to students’ skills 

and knowledge. The 

CLA measures the gain, 

by senior year, in the 

abilities to make and 

break arguments in essay 

form. CSUN’s 

performance has been 

impressive. In 2010, the 

gain score exceeded the results of all public peers. Excepting one year, CSUN’s scores have been 

at or above average.                                                              

The graph above shows the extent of CSUN’s success in 2010. It also illustrates a tension. The 

perpendicular distance of the red dot from the diagonal shows the gain by CSUN students; it is 

large, in fact the highest gain. But the dot’s position on the y coordinate showing CSUN 

students’ average score is mid-way; many universities surpass it. The value that CSUN adds 

cannot completely make up for the academic deficits that many students bring with them. 

NSSE data from 2009 support the finding that students develop unusually well here, and under 

challenging circumstances. Both freshmen and seniors, compared to students at peer institutions, 

spend less time on campus. Work and family demands pre-occupy them. And since few of their 

parents went to college (30% versus 40% of their peers’ mothers and fathers), many are initially 

at sea.  

However, 5% to 10% more freshmen and seniors at CSUN than at peer schools report reading at 

least 25 books for college in the past year. They write more and longer papers, often with drafts. 

They work on more team projects, too. They view as distinctive CSUN’s emphasis on diversity 

as a tool for critical thinking. Several of the practices of a learning-centered university have had 

wide impact, obviously. Teaching is supplemented, if not supplanted, by recursive 

communications with others.  
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New Mexico Institute of Mining and Technology 97,634 James Madison University 638

Naval Postgraduate School 83,302 California State Polytechnic U-San Luis Obispo 581

San Jose State University 66,258 California State University-Long Beach 550

University of Texas at San Antonio 61,433 San Francisco State University 519

Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville 52,634 California State University-Northridge 482

CUNY City College 44,591 CUNY Hunter College 458

CUNY Hunter College 40,144 Southwest Missouri State University 452

University of South Alabama 36,162 SUNY College at Geneseo 437

Southwest Texas State University 30,272 Truman State University 437

San Francisco State University 29,377 California State University-Fullerton 435

University of PR Mayaguez Campus 26,626 San Jose State University 406

Marshall University 25,446 California State University-Fresno 353

California State University-Northridge 23,491 University of Northern Iowa 315

California State Polytechnic U-San Luis Obispo 22,823 California State University-Sacramento 314

G AND C IN M BA TO PHD

These successes require much faculty effort and time. According to the Higher Education 

Research Institute (HERI) survey from 2008, CSUN faculty spend as much time teaching and 

advising as peers at similar 

public universities.  

Remarkably, though, they 

publish a lot more (see table on 

right). They report one-third 

more academic publications in 

journals, at least that many more 

chapters in edited works, and 

significantly more books. They 

also apply their research in 

campus-supported clinics that 

serve nearly 11,000 clients 

annually.                    

What accounts for this added 

value? Faculty say that larger 

classes and more committee 

work erode time for research. 

But they indicate that CSUN’s 

internal grants,  released time, 

and leaves compensate in part. 

Indeed, according to HERI, CSUN faculty are more likely to be recipients of these than are 

peers. 

 At CSUN, educating under-prepared students and doing research are compatible. National 

Science Foundation data from about 300 public comprehensive universities emphasize how 
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D COST

BK 59,743   

CH 47,915   

CI 86,725   

CMA 194,509 

DH 45,626   

EB 47,304   

FR 64,617   

FU 42,467   

H 88,571   

LA 41,376   

LB 43,075   

MB 113,783 

N 41,365   

PO 56,183   

S0 64,080   

SAC 50,673   

SB 58,721   

SD 47,544   

SF 54,784   

SJ 45,170   

SLO 77,743   

SM 68,849   

ST 61,744   

AV 65,329   

unusual such compatibility is. CSUN was in the top 15 for expenditures on research-related 

grants and contracts in 2009-10 (see left column of table below). At the same time, it was in the 

top five for graduating BAs who recently completed the PhD (right column). 

CSUN undergraduates learn disproportionately, relative to peers. Performance on the CLA and 

the attainment of advanced degrees suggest the scope of this achievement. Making this possible 

are the faculty, whose own scholarly and creative work outpace the productivity of peers.  

HANG SIX 

 CSUN’s six-year graduation rate for first-year full-time students, like its CLA score, requires 

context. At 48%, the rate appears middle-of-the pack for public institutions, even when 

accounting for the added 9% that, according to the National Clearinghouse, begin at CSUN but 

finish elsewhere.  

But this view changes radically when the rate is 

linked to proxies for family wealth like the 

percentage of students on Pell grants and for 

academic readiness like the SAT. Both stats 

suggest the academic capital behind student 

achievement; as such, they predict likely trends 

without determining specific 

fates.      

The chart on the right plots 

graduation rates among those in the 25
th

 percentile on the SAT in math 

(SAT25) for 100 public universities like CSUN. The slope indicates, for 

example, that an SAT25 average of 400 should be paired with a grad rate of 

only about 30%. Yet CSUN, in red, averages 48%. That difference, one of the 

largest on the chart, is CSUN’s added value. Within the CSU, CSUN’s six-

year graduation rate gain of 31% is second highest since 2004; and CSUN 

ranks fifth in the CSU in closing the gaps between rates for Whites and for 

Blacks and Latinos.  

RING IT UP  

So, what is the cost of graduating? As of 2010, CSUN spent less per degree 

than any other campus in the system (see left). 

Budget politics and campus structure combine to hold down costs in most of 

the CSU. Fees have risen sharply since 2007-08 in the CSU, but state dollars 

per FTES have declined even more precipitously. Since CSU campuses are 

much larger than peer universities, fixed costs like central administration and 



7 
 

utilities impact budgets less. And many CSUs have, at most, modest athletic programs—and 

expenses.   

No surprise, therefore, that the larger CSUs dominate lists of like universities with the lowest 

overall cost per degree (including fees, tuition, state, and auxiliary dollars).  

In a state that appears hard-pressed to finance the public good, CSUN costs less but adds 

measurable value to civil society in many ways. Degrees return much more financially than is 

invested in them. And students learn more and graduate more often than is predictable from their 

academic capital. Faculty, who are responsible for such gains, also out-perform peers in 

scholarship and creativity.   

CSUN’s value is in the value that it adds; and that is a lot.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    


