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Examining Trends of Higher Education in Ohio
Institutions
By: Alex Giordano & Noam Greenberg

ifferent types of post-secondary education institutions offer unique job opportunities and attract different

demographics, depending on the nature of the institution. Research into post-secondary education in Ohio,

including two-year and four-year degrees, is crucial for several reasons. First, it provides data-driven

insights into the effectiveness, outcomes, and challenges of different higher education pathways,
empowering policymakers, educators, students, and families to make informed decisions about educational
investments and career choices. Moreover, research can uncover disparities in access to higher education opportunities
based on factors such as income, race, and gender. Research also helps evaluate the relevance and value of educational
programs. Studies into higher education in Ohio help to assess the alignment between educational offerings and
workforce needs, thereby informing curriculum development and training initiatives to better prepare students for
employment opportunities.

Higher education in Ohio is essential for driving economic prosperity, promoting social mobility, and fostering
innovation. As industries evolve and new technologies emerge, the demand for skilled workers continues to grow,
highlighting the importance of aligning educational programs with workforce needs. However, disparities in access
and outcomes persist, highlighting the need for research and policy interventions to address equity issues and enhance
educational opportunities for all Ohioans.

To research this topic, examining enrollment is key to understanding the evolution of higher education in Ohio. It’s
also crucial to consider economic shocks like the 2008 recession and the COVID-19 pandemic when examining how
the economy impacts education. According to a report by the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, as
cited by Conley and Massa (2022), the COVID-19 pandemic was associated with a significant decrease in higher
education enrollment: from Fall 2019 to Fall 2021, enrollment fell 6.6% nationally. Similarly, during the 2008
recession, university enrollment fell, but 2-year colleges saw enrollment increase by 33% (‘“Postsecondary
Enrollment...,” 2018). Many people believe that a degree from a 4-year university is simply “not worth it”. Rising
tuition costs, coupled with concerns about the actual return on investment, have made families more cautious about
sending their children to college after high school.

The visualizations below are based on data dating back to 2005 and look at Ohio universities rather than countrywide
enrollment. For the most accurate determination, we chose Ohio’s largest universities and community colleges and
analyzed their enrollment trends, graphing them over time. We also observed the percent change in enrollment over
time, allowing for a comparison between universities and community colleges. All data was collected from the
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).

Figure 1. (left) Enrollment at Ohio universities; Figure 2. (right) Enrollment at Ohio community colleges

Enroliment at Ohio Universities Enrolliment at Ohio Community Colleges

Year Year

— Case Wester Reserve University — University of Cincinnatti — Columbus State Community College —  Eastern Gateway Community College

Kent State University Ohio State University Cuyahoga Community College District Sinclair Community College

Source IPEDS Source IPEDS
Fig. 1 Dashed lines represent 2008 recession and COVID-19 pandemic Fig. 2 Dashed lines represent 2008 recession and COVID-19 pandemic
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The university enrollment graph above (Figure 1) shows consistent growth over time, with the four selected
universities growing at similar rates from the mid-2000s to the 2020s. The community college enrollment graph
(Figure 2) above shows less consistent growth, with most institutions remaining at or below 2005 levels through to
the 2020s.

Figure 3. Percent change in enrollment at Ohio universities and community colleges

Percent Change in Enroliment at Ohio Universities and Community Colleges

2005 2010 2015 2020
Year
—— Community Colleges —— Universities
Source IPEDS
Fig. 3 Dashed lines represent 2008 recession and COVID-19 pandemic

Looking at Figure 3, university enrollment shows a relatively steady and consistent growth pattern, contrasting with
the more erratic fluctuations seen in community college enrollment. This may be because community college
enrollment numbers are more vulnerable to external economic conditions, as community colleges tend to attract
students who are more sensitive to economic fluctuations, job market trends, and changes in government funding or
financial aid policies. Additionally, the volatility in community college enrollment may be attributed to the fact that
bachelor’s degree programs require a greater time commitment. This may indicate a higher level of commitment from
prospective college students to attend an institution with longer degree programs.

In conclusion, the steady growth of university enrollment in Ohio over the last two decades contrasts with the more
erratic fluctuations seen in community college enrollment. This disparity is most pronounced when examining the
percent change graph, where the highs and lows for community colleges appear much more irregular. One possible
explanation for this difference is the relative affordability of community colleges compared to universities, making
them more sensitive to economic conditions. Additionally, the volatility in community college enrollment may be
attributed to the fact that bachelor’s degree programs require a greater time commitment, suggesting that prospective
students are more committed to attending institutions offering longer degree programs.
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