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BEHIND THE RANKINGS
For a complete explanation of the
methodology for the Wall Street
Journal/Times Higher Education
College Rankings, go to
http://on.wsj.com/college-ranking-
methodology.

among the best six-year graduation
rates of any public institution.

The role of reputation
One word of caution when looking

at our outcomes table: Salaries vary
widely by major. But the federal Col-
lege Scorecard on which much of
this analysis is based doesn’t break
down salaries for particular majors,
limiting how we could collect such
granular information.

“That’s very rough stuff,” George-
town’s Mr. Carnevale says of the lack
of specificity in the scorecard data
on salaries. But he says it spurs pro-
spective students and their families
to “realize this is something they
should be asking about.”

Finally, the outcomes ranking in-
cludes a measure that isn’t purely
quantitative—academic reputation.
The results of this measure, derived
from a survey of academics associ-
ated with U.S. institutions and con-

ducted by Times Higher Education
and Elsevier, favor schools with the
most recognizable brands. Academ-
ics were asked to identify the U.S.
schools they feel have the best repu-
tations for teaching. An institution
well-known regionally but not na-
tionally may not score as well as
schools with broader prominence.

Ms. Korn is a Wall Street Journal
reporter in New York. She can be
reached at melissa.korn@wsj.com.
Beckie Strum, a writer in New
York, contributed to this artlcle.

STUDENTS CHOOSE a college for all
kinds of reasons—from the courses
it offers to the quality of its football
team—but in dollars and cents, the
best measure of a good college is
what happens after graduation.

Can the new grads find jobs? Can
they repay their loans? Will their di-
plomas open doors—or shut them?

While exercises in intellectual ex-
ploration are valuable, and a truly
integral part of the college experi-
ence, these student outcomes mat-
ter. And with student-loan debt in
the U.S. totaling $1.3 trillion and the
average debt burden for those who
received loans topping $28,000, out-
comes matter perhaps more than
ever before.

That’s why The Wall Street Jour-
nal/Times Higher Education College
Rankings weighted outcomes as the
most important factor in our overall
ranking, with a hefty 40% of the total
score. Outcome scores are derived
from graduation rates and academic
reputation, as well as measures of
loan-repayment rates and graduate
salaries that take into account the
educational performance, financial
backgrounds and other characteris-
tics of a school’s student population.

“College is about opening the
door to economic independence,”
says Anthony Carnevale, director of
Georgetown University’s Center on
Education and the Workforce.
“You’re going to have to have a ca-
reer someday. You’re going to do
this for four or five years, but what
you’re going to do for the next 45
years is intimately linked to that.”

Yale is No. 1
By our analysis, Yale University is

the best U.S. college in terms of stu-
dent outcomes. A whopping 97% of
its first-time, full-time students
graduate within six years and 95% of
those with federal loans were paying
back some of the principal three
years after graduation. Within 10
years of starting school, median sal-
aries for Yale graduates who got fed-
eral aid and are therefore in the gov-
ernment’s College Scorecard
database top $70,000.

Jeremiah Quinlan, the dean of un-

dergraduate admissions at Yale, says
the school’s stellar performance is
due in part to its generous financial-
aid policy. The school says about
83% of undergraduates graduate
debt-free. Those with loans generally
have low balances.

“At Yale we are deeply committed
to making our world-class education
affordable for all students,” Mr.
Quinlan says.

Tied for second place in our out-
comes ranking are Princeton Univer-
sity and Stanford University, both
wealthy schools with large financial-
aid budgets, meaning graduates
don’t take on much debt. Students at
such elite schools also have well-
paved paths to high-earning careers,
thanks to generations of alumni con-
nections at big corporations.

Columbia University and Duke
University tied for the fourth spot in
the ranking.

Beyond raw numbers
There’s a reason why these rank-

ings don’t just score schools based
on a straight analysis of graduate
salaries. Such a measure may reflect
how many investment banks and
consulting firms show up for on-
campus recruiting sessions. But it
doesn’t reveal the true return on in-
vestment, the extent to which a stu-
dent is doing better—or worse—than
they would have if they hadn’t at-
tended that particular school.

In other words: Outcomes must
be measured with some understand-
ing of the inputs. Schools with many
students from economically disad-
vantaged backgrounds are working
with a population that mostly
doesn’t have personal connections to
hiring managers at Goldman Sachs
or McKinsey. So it’s a big win for a
school with a large share of first-
generation college students to report
that graduates actually do land those
jobs and are in good standing on re-
paying their loans.

Our value-added measures of
loan-repayment rates and salaries
were calculated by comparing pre-
dicted salaries and repayment
rates—based on factors like stu-
dents’ SAT scores, family income and
an institution’s population of first-
generation students—and the actual
outcomes. We used a landmark 2015
Brookings Institution analysis of
value-added college outcomes as a
guide on this measure, recognizing
that high graduate salaries alone
don’t indicate school success.

“If you’re Harvard, and you take
all the best students, and they get all
the best jobs, you’re not necessarily
taking them on much of a journey,”
says Phil Baty, the Times Higher Ed-
ucation rankings editor. (Harvard
University landed at No. 14 in our
outcomes ranking, in part because
only some 85% of students with fed-
eral loans were paying back some of
the principal three years after grad-
uation. Few had loans to begin with.)

One example of outcomes
strength is the University of Vir-
ginia. It tied for 56th in our overall
ranking, but comes in at No. 32 on
outcomes thanks to a cap on loans it
expects students to take out, a solid
proportion of graduates who enter
engineering and business fields, and

What’s thePayoff?
One of the most important measures of a college is

how its students fare—in terms of graduation
rates, salaries and debt repayment

efits research opportunities and ca-
reer prospects for students, he says.

Stanford also was fifth in the
country in spending on academics
per student. (Spending was adjusted
for regional differences in the cost of
living.)

Columbia, No. 3 overall and the
top-ranked Ivy League school, was
among the best on student out-
comes—a mix of graduation rate, ac-
ademic reputation, and a comparison
of the actual salaries and loan-re-
payment rates of graduates with
what might be expected given vari-
ous characteristics of the student
population. It also earned high
marks for a diverse student body.

“We try to create a class where
students can be encouraged to think
differently,” says Jessica Marinaccio,
Columbia’s dean of undergraduate
admissions and financial aid. “They
should be pushed out of their com-
fort zone.”

The top 10 schools also include
other usual suspects like Princeton
University and the California Insti-
tute of Technology. While all the top
schools scored well in instructional
finances and research productivity,
and dominated the top ranks on out-
comes, with few exceptions they
didn’t post strong performances on
student engagement. That means
students at the most elite institu-
tions may not have the most enrich-
ing educational experiences, but they
are still likely to thrive financially.

Williams College (No. 22 overall)
and Amherst College (No. 23)
notched the highest positions among
liberal-arts colleges, with robust in-
structional spending and impressive
student outcomes. But in the cate-
gory of student engagement, Wil-
liams didn’t crack the top 450 and
Amherst wasn’t in the top 600.

The funding problem
It should be noted that certain

types of schools weren’t evaluated
for inclusion in our ranking. The
ranking doesn’t include any military
service academy, because students at
those schools don’t take out federal
student loans and therefore aren’t
counted in government databases for
loan-repayment rates or postgradua-
tion earnings. Schools where more
than 20% of students take courses
exclusively online were ruled out,
leaving Liberty University off the
list. And the tiniest institutions,

Continuedfromthepriorpage

those with 1,000 or fewer students,
weren’t included because in those
cases the outcomes for a relatively
small number of students could have
an outsize effect on the results.

On the list, but not in the top 20,
are public schools. That’s because
the ranking bases 30% of a school’s
total score on its resources, as mea-
sured by instructional spending, stu-
dent-faculty ratios and research out-
put, and public universities generally
have less money to spend in these
areas than private schools.

The University of Michigan, Ann
Arbor, the top-ranked public univer-
sity, comes in at No. 24 in our over-
all ranking, but on the resources list
it places at No. 72. Only two other
public institutions crack the top 100
for the resource category: the Uni-
versity of North Carolina, Chapel Hill
(tied for 30th overall), and Purdue’s

main campus in West Lafayette, Ind.
(tied for 37th overall).

While there are a number of
strong public institutions up and
down the ranking list, the financial
constraints that many state schools
currently face can’t be ignored.
Tighter budgets can affect class
sizes, graduation rates, faculty hiring
and the extent to which a school can
offer grants rather than loans in a fi-
nancial-aid package.

“We make the most of every re-
source that we have,” says Susan
Cole, president of Montclair State
University in New Jersey. That
school, which has seen per-student
state general operating support drop
to about $1,750 from $3,100 a decade
ago, still boosted its enrollment and
graduation rate and moved up to be-
come a recognized doctoral research
university in that time. It tied at No.
398 in our overall ranking. It didn’t
crack the top 800 in resources, but it
tied for 75th in environment.

While private institutions have a
firm grip on the resource scores,
public schools often outperform
when it comes to student diversity.
The top 10 schools in our measure-
ment of environment include two
from the City University of New York
system and five public schools in
California. Just three of the top 10
for environment are private.

Use it well
The WSJ/THE College Rankings

aren’t intended to be a definitive
guide for all prospective students.
They are best used as a jumping-off
point for families as they consider
their options. The rankings offer in-
sight into a number of elements that
should be taken into account during
the college search process.

While competitive sports pro-
grams, a robust Greek scene or prox-
imity to a big city may color the col-
lege experience, so do graduate
outcomes and the financial resources
of an administration. “This is impor-
tant,” says Anthony Carnevale, direc-
tor of Georgetown University’s Cen-
ter on Education and the Workforce.
“These are the kinds of things you
ought to be thinking about.”

Ms. Korn is a Wall Street Journal
reporter in New York. She can be
reached at melissa.korn@wsj.com.
Mr. Belkin is a Journal reporter in
Chicago. He can be reached at
doug.belkin@wsj.com.

And the Top Colleges Are...

BY MELISSA KORN

The Wall Street Journal/Times
Higher Education College Rankings
evaluate colleges the way parents
and prospective students do.

Parents and students want to
find a school that offers excellence,
fosters intellectual development,
provides practical skills and, criti-
cally important, positions its gradu-
ates to find a good job. These are
the criteria that underpin the WSJ/
THE rankings.

College rankings are ubiquitous.
Working with our partners, Times
Higher Education, the Journal
sought an approach that would of-
fer a fresh perspective. We de-
signed a new type of ranking that
we hope will make you, our readers
and viewers, think about colleges in
a somewhat different light.

An emphasis on results
The selectivity of a college is a

hallmark of some rankings. Indeed,
selectivity matters a great deal as
students prepare their college ap-
plications; it will determine if their
application is accepted. But selec-
tivity doesn’t determine if a partic-
ular college will engage students,
offer teaching that will enlighten
them or set them on course to a
secure financial future.

The methodology of the WSJ/
THE ranking doesn’t consider test
scores or acceptance rates. Here is
what we do value:

We put special emphasis on fi-
nancial considerations—the out-
comes students may expect from
attending a particular college or
university. What salaries do gradu-
ates earn, and what debt burden
do they take on in paying for
school? What is the reputation of
the college whose name will be on
the graduate’s resume? And, more
fundamentally, how successful is
the college in getting students to
graduate on time?

The analyses take into account
the benefit that colleges provide
their students. We don’t simply
look at schools from the perspec-
tive of which generate the highest

salaries, for example. The WSJ/
THE ranking assesses the value
each school adds.

The resources that schools de-
vote to academics also carry a
heavy weighting in our rankings.
The amount spent on instruction
and academic services, the stu-
dent-to-faculty ratio and the fac-
ulty’s success in producing pub-
lished research all speak to the
quality of the teaching. A divide in
financial wherewithal between
prestigious public and private insti-
tutions makes this a topic of par-
ticular interest.

Listening to students
But the WSJ/THE rankings are

more than a financial analysis. We
examine a variety of factors that
determine whether a student will
emerge from college with a rich
education and well-rounded per-
spectives that he or she will carry
through life.

An important component of the
ranking is a student survey. We lis-
ten to students’ views on their in-
teraction with faculty and other
students, the effectiveness of the
school’s teaching and whether they
would recommend their school to a
friend or family member.

We also assess the university
community, including the racial and
ethnic diversity of students and
faculty, the number of international
students enrolled and the number
of students from less-fortunate fi-
nancial backgrounds.

Together with Times Higher Ed-
ucation, which has a long history
of ranking world universities, the
Journal offers this analysis of more
than 1,000 U.S. colleges. We evalu-
ate all of the schools on the same
criteria. We have created a way to
compare them all side by side, and
to analyze the results using online
tools.

Our goal is to provide context
and insight that help parents and
prospective students make what is
often a life-defining decision.

Mr. Baker is the editor in chief of
The Wall Street Journal. He can be
reached at reports@wsj.com.

WhyOurRankingsAre
Different—andValuable

Source: Wall Street Journal/Times Higher
Education College Ranking
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1. Yale University

2. Princeton University
Stanford University

4. Columbia University
Duke University

6. California Institute of
Technology
Massachusetts Institute of
Technology

8. University of Chicago

9. University of Pennsylvania

10. Vanderbilt University

TOP SCHOOLS FOR
STUDENT OUTCOMES
The schools ranked highest for
reputation and graduate success

TOP SCHOOLS
FOR RESOURCES

The schools that ranked highest for
resources, based on academic
spending, student-faculty ratios

and research output

Source: Wall Street Journal/Times Higher
Education College Ranking
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1. Harvard University

2. California Institute of
Technology

3. Massachusetts Institute
of Technology

4. Princeton University

5. Rice University

6. Northwestern University
Stanford University

8. University of Pennsylvania

9. Brown University
Columbia University

Cornell University

Yale topped the outcomes list in part due to its financial-aid policy.
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BY GERARD BAKER
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