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Background of the study 
 
The 101st Nebraska Legislature, in LB 340, assigned to the Coordinating 
Commission for Postsecondary Education a study of several aspects of 
Nebraska’s community colleges. Those aspects were:  
 
1) the need for changes to the colleges’ existing statutory role and mis-

sion;  
2) changes in the weighting of courses that may be necessary for reim-

bursable educational units to properly reflect the role and mission of 
Nebraska community colleges and the cost of providing such courses; 

3) powers, duties and mission of the Nebraska Community College As-
sociation or its successor and whether membership in such an organi-
zation should be required;  

4) consequences for failing to satisfy current community college associa-
tion requirements contained in section 85-1502 of Nebraska Statutes; 
and  

5) state coordination of community colleges in the absence of a commu-
nity college association or membership therein. 

 
Introduction 
 
America’s community colleges enroll about seven million students in the 
fall and 10 million throughout the year, making them the largest sector of 
American higher education. And, as envisioned by President Harry S. 
Truman’s Commission on Higher Education 62 years ago, they remain 
institutions of choice (or necessity) for many students. Less-affluent stu-
dents, in particular, benefit from lower costs. Students (and families) of all 
income levels see an opportunity to complete two years of a four-year 
degree at significantly lower cost than at a four-year institution. Underpre-
pared students in particular receive more focused attention than they 
might in institutions with higher expectations for student preparation. And 
students who know that they want to be auto mechanics, veterinary as-
sistants, or computer network technicians find a ready, clear and fairly 
short path to those and other occupations. 
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Projections vary, but it appears that by 2012, 90 percent of the country’s fastest-growing jobs, 
60 percent of all new jobs, and 40 percent of manufacturing jobs will require some form of 
postsecondary education. 
 
Beyond the requirements of the workforce, living well, understanding and contributing to the 
solution of increasingly complex social and environmental problems, and meeting responsibili-
ties to ourselves, our families, and our nation require as much knowledge capital as we can 
assemble. If retiring, well-educated Baby Boomers are not replaced by equally well-educated 
citizens, we face erosion of that capital. At present, we are not meeting that requirement. 
 
There is now national consensus that community colleges must play a major role in ensuring 
that the United States has a population educated to the extent necessary for success in an in-
creasingly competitive, global, and knowledge-based economy. That consensus has devel-
oped among higher education policy leaders, analysts and consultants, and state and national 
government. It is clear that community colleges must continue to play such a role in Nebraska.  
 
The role and mission of Nebraska’s community colleges 
 
The Legislature has asked the Coordinating Commission to recommend whether changes 
should be made to the statutory role and mission of Nebraska’s community colleges. Nebraska 
has six community college areas, each overseen by a locally elected board of governors. In 
the fall of 2008, headcount enrollment for the six colleges was 43,146 students, making them 
the second-largest sector of Nebraska postsecondary education.   
 
Before addressing any need for changes, the Coordinating Commission reviewed role and 
mission provisions for community colleges in 14 states. Midwestern states, states with recent 
policy initiatives, and states with particularly mature community college systems were chosen 
for close investigation. 
 
Community college practices are largely common throughout the country. Except for Ne-
braska’s inclusion of applied research, the roles and missions assigned to Nebraska’s commu-
nity colleges are consistent with assignments to community colleges in many other states. Ne-
braska community colleges’ major responsibilities – career/technical education, foundations 
education (often called developmental or remedial education), courses and two-year programs 
designed for transfer to four-year institutions, adult basic education, training and support for 
business and economic development, and personal enrichment courses – are common assign-
ments for community colleges in our region and throughout the country. That commonality 
likely exists because those responsibilities directly respond to widely acknowledged needs, 
needs that community colleges are well positioned to fill.  
 
Compared to those of the closely examined states, Nebraska’s role and mission statues are 
remarkably clear in laying out the responsibilities of its community colleges.  Nebraska’s de-
gree of direction is helpful, especially because it identifies and places foremost the colleges’ 
responsibility for delivering career/technical education, the activity that most differentiates Ne-
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braska’s community colleges from other sectors of public postsecondary education.  The Coor-
dinating Commission agrees with the existing priorities. 
 
Nebraska’s community colleges each address their statutorily assigned responsibilities. Be-
cause the colleges and their service areas vary by size, environment (rural, urban), student 
demographics, community size, and other characteristics, one would expect each responsibility 
to represent varying degrees of each college’s total workload. That is indeed the case. Never-
theless, the colleges continue to emphasize their assigned first priority of career and technical 
education.  Although career/technical education makes up a different percentage of each col-
lege’s instructional activity, it is the largest category of instruction offered by each college and 
for the six colleges as a group. 
 
Summary and recommendations — role and mission 

 

 The Coordinating Commission finds that the existing role and mission statutes for Ne-
braska’s community colleges are centered within national practice, appropriately com-
prehensive, responsive to the state’s needs, and helpful in establishing priorities. Yet it 
has been 16 years since most of these statutes were last revised, and it is timely to 
consider a few additions that address changing conditions and needs within the state.  

  

 The Coordinating Commission recommends adding the following points to the commu-
nity colleges’ statutory role and mission provisions: 

 Encourage the community colleges to continue cooperation with the state’s 
elementary and secondary schools to improve student preparation for col-
lege and the workforce; 

 Encourage the community colleges to continue offering appropriate 
dual enrollment/dual credit courses to students in their areas, with 
special attention to enabling full participation by low-income stu-
dents; 

 Encourage the community colleges to adopt proven or promising ap-
proaches to meeting the remedial and foundations education needs 
of their students and to develop transparent reporting of outcomes. 

  

 The Coordinating Commission recommends that appropriate instruments be developed 
to measure the colleges’ effectiveness in addressing their role and mission assign-
ments. Particular attention should be given to metrics that directly relate to student suc-
cess. The Legislature should direct the Coordinating Commission, working with the col-
leges, to create, adopt, and report such measurements to the Legislature in the Com-
mission’s 2011 Higher Education Progress Report and annually thereafter. 
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Coordination of Nebraska’s community colleges and related topics 
 
In Nebraska, statewide coordination duties for all public sectors of postsecondary education 
have been assigned by the state constitution and statutes to the Nebraska Coordinating Com-
mission for Postsecondary Education. These coordinating responsibilities apply to all public 
postsecondary sectors. In addition, state statutes specify that coordination of the community 
colleges by the Coordinating Commission be conducted through an association of the commu-
nity college boards, and further, that such association shall provide a variety of coordination 
services affecting the six community colleges. The Nebraska Community College Association 
is currently fulfilling that role. 
 
The Coordinating Commission carries out several key duties that affect Nebraska’s community 
colleges, as well as other higher education sectors. Those duties include: creating and main-
taining a statewide comprehensive plan for Nebraska higher education; approving or denying 
the offering of new academic programs and the continuation of existing ones; approving or de-
nying facilities proposals that rely on tax funds; reviewing and modifying budget requests of 
four-year public institutions; administering Nebraska’s need-based financial aid programs; con-
ducting research and publishing reports on postsecondary education; and making recommen-
dations to the Governor and Legislature on institutions’ budget requests.  
 
Nebraska statutes acknowledge the benefits of statewide coordination and collaboration, set 
forth mechanisms (the Coordinating Commission and tasks assigned to an “association”), and 
distinguish among: 1) statewide coordination, 2) coordination and collaboration among the 
community colleges, and 3) governance of each community college.  
 
The Commission is not aware of any other state that statutorily assigns any state coordination 
responsibilities to a non-governmental association comprised of and funded by the colleges 
themselves. The Board of Directors of the Nebraska Community College Association is com-
prised of two representatives from each of the six colleges’ locally elected boards of governors. 
That structure naturally tends to reinforce institutional, rather than statewide, interests. 
 
In other states, coordination “services” contained in Nebraska statutes are typically carried out 
by entities directly established and funded by state government. The limited duties assigned to 
the “association” by Nebraska Statutes are among the range of tasks commonly assigned to 
statewide community college coordinating boards, as found in about a dozen states, or state-
wide community college governing boards, found in eight states, or to statewide higher educa-
tion boards (11 states).   
 
Summary and recommendations — coordination and related topics    
 
The Coordinating Commission finds that mechanisms for statewide coordination of community 
colleges vary widely across the country, demonstrate no particular dominance of one approach 
over another, and change with some frequency. It also finds that Nebraska’s approach to state 
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coordination of community colleges is shared by no other state. Specifically, we are unaware 
of any other state that assigns any role in state coordination of community colleges to a non-
government entity made up of representatives of the colleges themselves. 
 
The Commission supports local governance of the community colleges. But the Commission 
finds that the state and its citizens would benefit from more effective statewide coordination of 
certain of the colleges’ activities. Achieving those goals appears to be a reasonable expectation 
and benefit, given the state’s provision of significant amounts of state aid to the colleges ($88.6 
million in FY 2008-2009). Issues that would benefit from greater coordination include: legisla-
tively-intended allocation of state aid among the six community colleges; effective remedial and 
foundations education by the community colleges; and the creation, monitoring, and reporting of 
appropriate measurements of community college performance and student success.  
 
Consequently, the Commission recommends the following: 
  

 Governance. The community colleges’ boards of governors should continue to carry out 
their current governance functions.  

  

 Coordination. The Coordinating Commission’s existing duties and responsibilities in 
regard to the community colleges and their statewide coordination should be retained. 
Responsibility for state coordination of the following three limited tasks relating to com-
munity colleges should be assigned to a state entity or entities.  

 Legislatively-intended allocation of state aid among the six colleges 
 In addition to clarifying terms and processes in the current allocation 

methodology, the Legislature should assign certain on-going respon-
sibilities to a state entity to support the integrity of the formula. These 
include the authority to ensure that academic courses receive the 
appropriate “weighting” (if that methodology is continued) and that 
periodic reviews of the appropriateness of those weightings are car-
ried out. If the state moves from a course-weighting system to a pro-
gram-weighting system, as the Commission recommends, that ap-
proach will require similar oversight and review. If courses remain 
the unit of weighting, a state entity should be given explicit authority 
to oversee and approve the assigning and periodic review of course 
weights.  

 Authority to resolve disputes and to ensure accurate reporting of 
data should be provided to some state entity, perhaps the Depart-
ment of Revenue, which currently has responsibility for administering 
formula calculations. 

  
 Effective remedial and foundations education 

 Estimates of national remediation rates at public two-year institutions 
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range from 42% to 61%. Nebraska’s community colleges have ac-
knowledged similar percentages for their entering students. A state 
entity should be given authority to coordinate approaches to this 
work to ensure the application of proven or promising practices to 
the problem and the reporting of foundations instructional effective-
ness. 

  

 Creation, monitoring, and reporting of appropriate measurements of community 
college performance and student success 

 The Commission recommends that appropriate instruments to meas-
ure the community colleges’ performance in response to their role 
and mission assignments be developed and periodically reported to 
the Legislature and Governor. Measurements should be comprehen-
sive (though limited in number), developed with the full participation 
of all community colleges, and collected and reported for each of the 
community colleges. A state entity should be provided the explicit 
authority and additional resources needed to carry out these tasks. 

 
Who should carry out these additional coordinating tasks? 
 
Additional responsibilities for state coordination of community colleges should be as-
signed to a state entity. We urge that the state give serious consideration to creating a 
statewide community college council to carry out that limited but important purpose. 
Such a council would provide an organizational parallel to the boards that currently gov-
ern the University of Nebraska and the Nebraska State College System, but it would 
have fewer responsibilities and less authority over the community colleges than those 
boards do over the institutions they govern. The locally controlled boards would con-
tinue to have the authority to set tuition and fees, set local property tax levies, hire 
presidents, and carry out other specific, locally controlled governing functions.   

A statewide community college council should have a statewide perspective, reinforced 
through having its membership include responsible individuals appointed by the Gover-
nor and confirmed by the Legislature. Such a council could be funded through the an-
nual re-allocation of less than one percent of the state’s annual provision of state aid to 
the community colleges. This council approach would maintain primacy of the Coordi-
nating Commission’s charge to ensure statewide coordination across postsecondary 
sectors and avoid what could be perceived as conflicts of interest between responsibili-
ties affecting all public sectors and special responsibilities and relationships affecting 
only the community colleges. If the Legislature chooses this approach, the Coordinating 
Commission would be pleased to provide assistance to that new entity. 

If the Legislature does not favor that approach at the present time, the Commission rec-
ommends that the Commission be provided additional, specified authority (and suffi-
cient additional resources) to at least temporarily carry out, while working closely with 



7 

 

the colleges, the additional statewide coordination tasks identified in this report: aspects 
of the provision of state aid to community colleges; expectations for college readiness 
and the provision of foundations education; and appropriate measurements of commu-
nity college performance and student success. The Commission strongly emphasizes 
that it would need additional resources to add that work to its current responsibilities. 
Regardless of the choice the Legislature makes on this question of what entity should 
carry out additional coordinating duties, the Commission recommends that the effective-
ness and workability of the chosen approach be evaluated after a reasonable period of 
time, perhaps three years.  

 Nebraska Community College Association. At the determination of the colleges them-
selves, the NCCA, or any similar successor association, should continue to promote 
cooperation among the colleges, find meaningful ways for the colleges to share infor-
mation and work together in the best interests of the state and its citizens, and perform 
other tasks the association’s members find useful. The colleges should choose for 
themselves whether they wish to be members. 

 
Potential changes to the ‘weighting’ of courses in the community college  
 funding formula 
 
Funding sources for Nebraska’s community colleges  
 
State funding is one of several funding sources available to Nebraska’s community colleges. 
Each institution’s tuition, fees, and property tax revenue are direct funding sources; funds 
raised locally stay with the institution. 
 
Each institution also receives state aid, allocated through a formula. One aspect of the formula 
attempts to reconcile the available resources of an institution (its tuition, fee and property tax 
revenue) with the resources necessary to provide a reasonable range of services to the popu-
lation served by each college. Nebraska’s community colleges vary widely in size (and, there-
fore, in tuition and fee revenue) and in their ability to raise property tax revenues. The current 
approach, overall, is to allow each college to retain all revenues it raises locally through tuition, 
fees, and property taxes. Those retained funds do, however, figure into the calculation of state 
aid each college receives. 
 
Formulas are used in 40 states to allocate among individual colleges the funding that legisla-
tures provide to support their state’s community colleges. Generally, formulas do not determine 
the total funding amount that a legislature chooses to provide; rather, once that total amount is 
set by a legislature, formulas are often used to determine how much of that total amount each 
institution is to receive.  
 
A common element of formula funding involves determining how much it costs colleges to offer 
the instruction and other services they provide. The state then uses that information, often 
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along with other data, to build formulas that will determine how much state funding to provide 
each individual college.  
 
Some states do these cost studies every few years. Other states rely heavily on work done in 
other states. Stated as simply as possible, these approaches identify what it costs a college to 
offer various types of instruction, assign “weights” (in Nebraska terminology) to those courses, 
and multiply that cost by the number of students served over a specified time period. 
 
Nebraska currently establishes in statutes three weighting categories for the various courses 
offered by its community colleges. These weighting categories have been in place for many 
years and were developed through assumptions about and general estimates of the differential 
costs of providing the three categories of instruction. Until prompted by LB 340, no cost study 
had been done in Nebraska to verify that the weighting categories are the appropriate ones to 
use and that the funding ratios/weights are backed up by an examination of actual costs. 
 
To respond to the Legislature’s directive regarding course weightings, the Commission devel-
oped a cost study, with data compiled by each community college and submitted to the Com-
mission. Prior to designing the data-gathering methods for the cost study, the Commission 
closely examined cost studies and other documentation supporting formula-driven allocations 
to community colleges in 16 states; the Commission looked less closely at the approaches of 
several additional states. The Commission’s cost study design utilizes what we believe are the 
best aspects of several states’ studies. As do other states, we have taken a program-based 
approach, rather than an approach based on courses. That has allowed some degree of com-
parision with other states’ results. 
 
The Commission’s analysis focused on determining, as nearly as possible, the actual costs of 
providing reimbursable instructional programs (not all instructional activities of the community 
colleges qualify for state support), based on data provided by the colleges. 
 
Cost study findings  
 
The state’s three weighting categories are not fully supported by an examination of actual 
costs incurred by programs (as reported by the institutions).  
  
Although analysis on a program level will, of course, differ to some degree from analysis done 
at a course level from the program data submitted by the colleges, it is clear that some pro-
grams (and, therefore, many of the courses that comprise them) are weighted inappropriately 
by the three-category system. Some programs have costs that are higher than the relative 
weights currently assigned to the courses that comprise them; some have costs that are lower. 
Nevertheless, the Commission believes the state is correct in including in the state aid formula 
a mechanism to account for the varying costs of various types of instruction. 
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At a more fundamental level, the weights currently assigned to some courses in the Combined 
Course List maintained by NCCA are inconsistent with the statutory descriptions that accom-
pany those weights. While the current three weighting categories are admirably simple and 
based on reasonable assumptions, the cost data supplied by the institutions indicate that the 
three weightings do not capture the full, relative range of institutional costs.  
 
Summary and recommendations — weighting 
 
To respond to the Legislature’s questions about possible modifications to the course weight-
ings used in the current calculations of state aid to Nebraska’s community colleges, the Coordi-
nating Commission, working with the colleges, carried out a study to determine the instruc-
tional and administrative overhead costs of providing the reimbursable instructional programs 
offered by the institutions. 
 
This was a first-time exercise for the colleges and presented numerous challenges in the col-
lection and analysis of data. Nevertheless, the Commission finds that the available data, and 
the Commission’s other research on these issues, provide a sufficient basis from which to 
make the following recommendations.  
 

 The Legislature should continue to include in the state aid formula a mechanism to take 
into account the varying costs of offering different types of instruction. 

 

 The Legislature should consider replacing its current weighting system with a system 
based on programs rather than courses. The federal government’s CIP codes should 
be used to categorize those programs.  

 

 Programs should be assigned to one of six “bands,” each associated with a weight ap-
plicable to all programs within the “band.” Recommended “bands” and the programs 
that comprise them are listed on the next page. 

  

 The Legislature should direct that an updating of the cost study be done every four 
years; updating should be done prior to every other biennial budget consideration of the 
Legislature. The Commission recommends that the Legislature at some point fund a 
comprehensive cost study that would be done by an external entity with broad experi-
ence in doing such work for states and postsecondary systems. That more comprehen-
sive approach could provide greater assurance that comparable data were collected 
from each college and therefore yield better data on which analyses, recommendations, 
and funding decisions could be based. 

 

 If the Legislature moves to a program-based weighting system, as recommended in this 
report, the issue of inaccurate course weightings in the Combined Course List becomes 
irrelevant. However, if the Legislature does not move to a program-based weighting 
system, the Legislature should direct that the Coordinating Commission, or some other 
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agency assigned coordinating au-
thority by the Legislature, working 
closely with the community col-
leges, review and approve the 
weights assigned to courses in the 
Combined Course List. That review 
and approval should be completed 
as soon as possible. CIP designa-
tions in the List should be corrected 
regardless of any modifications the 
Legislature does or does not make 
to the formula.  

 

 The Legislature also asked if 
course weightings should be 
changed to properly reflect the role 
and mission of Nebraska commu-
nity colleges. The Commission 
does not recommend modifying the 
cost-derived weightings of either 
courses or programs to “properly 
reflect” any particular aspects of 
the colleges’ roles and missions. 
Rather, it recommends that, if the 
Legislature wants to provide finan-
cial incentives for certain roles, mis-
sions, or activities, it adopt a more 
focused, flexible approach. That 
would involve establishing separate 
funds that would be distributed to 
the institutions upon their reaching 
certain policy goals – the gradua-
tion of additional nurses, for exam-
ple, or significant improvement in 
getting students through remedial/
foundations work and having them 
successfully complete credit-
bearing courses. 

 

Recommended weight ranges 
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Additional issues arising during the course of this study 
 
From two public hearings and from the many letters and communications received during the 
study, it is clear that the community colleges have broad-based support for the work they do. 
Several individuals spoke of the importance of retaining “local control” of the community col-
leges. Several others spoke of the ways in which a community college very positively changed 
their lives. 
 
Although some individuals expressed general support for the present means of funding the col-
leges, other individuals conveyed with great passion their dissatisfaction. That dissatisfaction 
related to: 1) recent disagreements over data submitted by the colleges for the calculation of 
the current year’s aid, in particular the matter of reported tuition and fees, and 2) broader con-
cerns about the current formula — its philosophical underpinnings, and its underlying policies 
and statutory provisions. Most of these concerns were expressed by individuals associated 
with Metro Community College. 
 
The Commission was not directed to study any aspects of the formula beyond the use of 
weightings. Nevertheless, the Commission cannot avoid observing that Metro Community Col-
lege’s claims represent serious disagreements with the current formula — disagreements 
about underlying principles, fundamental policies as set forth in statutes, and definitional and 
procedural matters affecting the allocation of funds. 
 
Disagreements over higher education funding are frequent and recurrent. Metro’s claims — 
and the points of view of all of the colleges — deserve appropriate consideration. This dis-
agreement between the community colleges has formed a rift that must be healed. 
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I. Introduction: Community  
 Colleges and the Priority of   
 Educational Attainment 
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The time has come to make education through the fourteenth 
grade available in the same way that high school education is 
now available.  
 
This means that tuition-free education should be available in 
public institutions to all youth for the traditional freshman and 
sophomore years or for the traditional 2-year junior college 
course.  
 
To achieve this, it will be necessary to develop much more ex-
tensively than at present such opportunities as are now provided 
in local communities by the 2-year junior college, community 
institute, community college, or institute of arts and sciences. 
The name used does not matter, though community college 
seems to describe these schools best; the important thing is that 
the services they perform be recognized and vastly extended.  
 
Such institutions make post-high-school education available to a 
much larger percentage of young people than otherwise could 
afford it.  Indeed, . . .  such community colleges probably will 
have to carry a large part of the responsibility for expanding op-
portunities in higher education. 
 
- Higher Education for Democracy: A Report of the President's 
Commission on Higher Education. Vol. 1, Establishing the Goals 
(New York, 1947) 

 
Background and context 
 
Such was the view of the Truman Commission, formed shortly after the 
Second World War to identify the country’s (and, in particular, returning 
veterans’) postsecondary education needs and recommend how those 
needs could best be met.  

 
Although it’s doubtful that many returning veterans read the Truman 
Commission’s report, it’s clear that they agreed with its principal conclu-
sion: more Americans should go to college. Taking advantage of benefits 
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offered through the Veterans' Rehabilitation Act and the G.I. Bill of Rights, the veterans went in 
record numbers, fueling unprecedented enrollment growth in postsecondary institutions of all 
kinds.  
 
Because of community colleges’ emphasis on accessibility (open admissions, lower costs, 
ready proximity to where people live), their focus on teaching (rather than research), and their 
concentration on providing practical, job-targeted skills through shorter-term certificate and de-
gree programs, the rapidly developing community college sector captured a large part of that 
postwar college enrollment 
growth. More than 60 years 
later, and for many of the 
same reasons, community col-
leges continue to grow. (see 
Graphic 1.1)  
 
Modern American community 
colleges are complex organiza-
tions, fulfilling multiple functions 
and rising in importance within 
our nation’s broad array of post-
secondary education institu-
tions. Together, they enroll 
about seven million students in 
the fall, and 10 million through-
out the year, making them the 
largest sector of American 
higher education (see Graphic 
1.2, opposite page). And, as 
envisioned by the Truman 
Commission, they remain insti-
tutions of choice (or necessity) 
for many students.  
 
Less-affluent students, in par-
ticular, benefit from lower 
costs. Students (and families) 
of all income levels see an op-
portunity to complete two years of a four-year degree at significantly lower cost than at a four-
year institution. (See Graphic 1.3, opposite page) Underprepared students (especially) receive 
more focused attention than they might in institutions with higher expectations for student 
preparation. And students who know that they want to be auto mechanics, veterinary assis-
tants, or computer network technicians find a ready, clear, and fairly short path to those and 
other occupations.    

Graphic 1.1: Community college fall enrollment growth 

Source:  National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS). National data summarized by National 
Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS). 
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Graphic 1.3: Annual average undergraduate tuition & fees, 2008-09 (Nebraska) 

Source: Nebraska’s Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education, 2008 Tuition, Fees and 
Financial Aid Report, 2008. 

 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS) Note: The above figures represent 12-month unduplicated headcount.  

 

Graphic 1.2: 2007-08 community college enrollment (national) 
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Graphic 1.4: Differences in the percentage of college attainment (associate’s de-
gree or higher) by country, age 

Age 25-34 Age 45-54 

Source: National Center for Higher Education Management Systems, using Organisation of Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) data. 

 Percentage 
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More than 60 years after the Truman Commission, the United States faces challenges similar 
to ones apparent then. Accustomed for many years to having the world’s best-educated popu-
lation, the United States now finds itself trailing many nations in degree attainment. Of the 30 
countries that are members of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), in 2006 the United States ranked 10th in the percentage of its 25-34 age population 
that holds a postsecondary credential. Of even greater concern, the United States and Ger-
many are the only two developed countries in which younger people are less well educated 
than the older population. That’s partly because we have failed to add much to the percentage 
of the American population that holds postsecondary credentials, but it’s mostly because many 
nations have made rapid gains. (See Graphic 1.4, opposite page) 
 
An analysis of our nation’s workforce shows an unrelenting increase in educational attainment. 
Compare the two graphs (Graphics 1.5 and 1.6, below) of the educational status of the Ameri-
can workforce, compiled by Anthony Carnevale of Georgetown University’s Center on Educa-
tion and the Workforce. 

Graphic 1.5:  
1973 Educational  
attainment of the  
workforce (national) 

Graphic 1.6:  
2007 Educational  
attainment of the  

workforce (national) 

Source: Analysis of March Cur-
rent Population Survey (CPS) 
data, 1973 to present, Center 
on Education and the Work-
force, Georgetown University,  
forecasts of education demand 
to 2018. 

Source: Analysis of March CPS 
data, 1973 to present, Center 

on Education and the Work-
force, Georgetown University,  

forecasts of education demand 
to 2018. 
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1 State Higher Education Executive Officers, “Second to None in Attainment, Discovery, and Innovation: The Na-
tional Agenda for Higher Education,” Change, September/October 2008. 

Maintaining anything like the changes previously demonstrated will be very difficult. Is this 
something to be concerned about? Nebraska’s Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary 
Education believes it is. The modern workplace increasingly requires skilled, flexible, creative, 
and well-educated workers. (See Graphic 1.7, below.) 

Projections vary, but it appears that by 2012, 90% of the country’s fastest-growing jobs, 60 
percent of all new jobs, and 40% of manufacturing jobs will require some form of postsecond-
ary education1. 
 
Beyond the requirements of the workforce, living well, understanding and contributing to the 
solution of increasingly complex social and environmental problems, and meeting responsibili-
ties to ourselves, our families, and our nation require as much knowledge capital as we can 
assemble. If retiring, well-educated Baby Boomers are not replaced by equally well-educated 
citizens, we face erosion of that capital. At present, we are not meeting that requirement. 
 
What would it take for the United States to once again lead the world in the percentage of citi-
zens holding postsecondary credentials? The State Higher Education Executive Officers 
(SHEEO) organization has developed a sobering scenario. If one sets a target date of 2025 
and a target level of 55 percent (which might not be high enough — three nations are already 

Source: Center on Education and the Workforce, Georgetown University 

Graphic 1.7: Education attainment of the U.S. workforce 
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above 50 percent), the United States would need to generate about 16 million additional de-
grees — one million more degrees per year. (U.S. institutions now award nearly 4 million de-
grees per year.) 
 
How can we educate our citizens to that extent? By SHEEO’s analysis, based on current per-
formance, increasing the nation’s high school graduation rate, college-going rate, and college 
graduation rate by 10 percent each would yield only 30 percent of the additional credential 
holders we would need to reach the goal. (Past practice demonstrates that achieving those 
increases would represent unprecedented improvement.) The rest (more than 10 million cre-
dential holders) would have to come from the adult population — adults with some college but 
no degree, and adults with no postsecondary experience2. Community colleges will be particu-
larly important in reaching these last two groups. In Nebraska, more than 53% of students 25 
and older are enrolled in our community colleges3. 
 
In the United States, we have been most successful in educating white, middle-class-and-
above students; that’s true in Nebraska, as well. But the large majority of Nebraska’s (and the 
nation’s) recent population growth has been among minorities; projections indicate that trend 
will continue. A recent national study of the 1999 entering classes of 68 public universities 
demonstrated that race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status have significant impact on both 
graduation rates and the time it takes students to earn a baccalaureate degree4. Indeed, many 
measures of educational attainment (in Nebraska and the nation) show persistently lagging 
performance among Hispanic and African-American populations.  
 
In short, much of our population increases have and are projected to come from groups which 
have had relatively less participation and success in postsecondary education. For reasons 
mentioned above, as minority and less-affluent students do increase their participation rates, in 
Nebraska and throughout the country, they are increasingly attending community colleges. 
Those students, along with less-than-well-prepared white students, often need additional, fo-
cused attention in order to succeed. And, as indicated above, we need them to succeed. In the 
following sections, the Coordinating Commission will suggest increased emphasis on that and 
other related points. 
 
There is now national consensus that community colleges must play a major role in ensuring 
that the United States has a population educated to the extent necessary for success in an in-
creasingly competitive, global, and knowledge-based economy. That consensus has devel-
oped among higher education policy leaders, analysts, consultants, and state and national 
government. It is clear that community colleges must continue to play such a role in Nebraska.  

2 Thanks to Paul Lingenfelter and his colleagues at SHEEO for much of this analysis. 
3 Nebraska’s Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education, 2008-09 Factual Look at Higher Education in 
Nebraska, 2009. 
4 Crossing the Finish Line: Completing College at America’s Public Universities, Princeton University Press, 2009. 
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The Legislature has asked the Coordinating Commission to recommend 
whether changes should be made to the statutory role and mission of Ne-
braska’s community colleges. Nebraska has six community college areas, 
each overseen by a locally elected board of governors operating under an 
organizational framework established by state law. (See Appendix 2.1 for 
some general information about the community colleges) The statute out-
lining priorities for the community colleges, which has not been revised 
since 1993, currently reads as follows: 

 
It is the intent of the Legislature that the community colleges 
shall be student-centered, open-access institutions primarily 
devoted to quality instruction and public service, providing 
counseling and other student services intended to promote 
the success of a diverse student population, particularly 
those who have been traditionally underserved in other edu-
cational settings.  
 
The community colleges, individually and collectively, shall 
have as their first instructional and service priority applied 
technology and occupational education and, when neces-
sary, foundations education.  
 
The second instructional and service priority of the commu-
nity colleges shall be transfer education, including general 
academic transfer programs, or applied technology and oc-
cupational programs which may be applicable to the first two 
years of a bachelor's degree program, and, when necessary, 
foundations education.  
 
The third instructional and service priority of the community 
colleges shall be public service, particularly adult continuing 

II. Role and Mission of  Nebraska’s 
Community Colleges 
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education for occupations and professions, economic and community develop-
ment focused on customized occupational assessment and job training programs 
for businesses and communities, and avocational and personal development 
courses. The fourth instructional and service priority of the community colleges 
shall be applied research1.  

 
Before addressing any need for changes, the Coordinating Commission reviewed role and 
mission provisions for community colleges in 14 states. Midwestern states, states with recent 
policy initiatives, and states with particularly mature community college systems were chosen 
for close investigation. (See Appendix 2.3) In some of those states, the colleges’ roles and 
missions are set forth in statutes; in others, statewide coordinating or governing bodies make 
those determinations.  
 
Community college practices are largely 
common throughout the country. The ways 
in which these practices are authorized and/
or captured within statutory assignments of 
roles and missions vary more widely.  
 
Institutional roles and missions, for all sec-
tors of postsecondary education, tend to be 
stated in very broad terms. That is true for individual institutions and for statutory language di-
rected to complete sectors of postsecondary education. Role and mission statutes never spec-
ify the full range of institutional activity. Rather, they set out broad provisions.  
 
Except for Nebraska’s inclusion of applied research, the roles and missions assigned to Ne-
braska’s community colleges are consistent with assignments to community colleges in many 
other states. (See Graphic 2.1, opposite page, and Appendix 2.3 for additional information)  
Nebraska community colleges’ major responsibilities — career/technical education, founda-
tions education (sometimes called developmental or remedial education), courses and two-
year programs designed for transfer to four-year institutions, adult basic education, training 
and support for business and economic development, and personal enrichment courses — are 
typical assignments for community colleges in our region. (See Appendix 2.4 for definitions) 
Indeed, they are common throughout the country. That commonality likely exists because 
those responsibilities directly respond to widely acknowledged needs, needs that community 
colleges are well positioned to fill.  

1 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 85-962 (2008). Note: The community college role and mission statutes can be found in their en-
tirety in Appendix 2.2. 

“ Except for Nebraska’s inclusion of ap-
plied research, the roles and missions 
assigned to Nebraska’s community col-
leges are consistent with assignments to 
community colleges in many other 
states.  
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Compared to those of the closely examined states, Nebraska’s role and mission statues are 
remarkably clear in laying out the responsibilities of its community colleges. Of those states, 
only Nebraska and Florida assign priorities to their community colleges’ various missions. That 
degree of direction is helpful, especially because it identifies and places foremost the colleges’ 
responsibility for delivering career/technical education, the activity that most differentiates Ne-
braska’s community colleges from other sectors of public postsecondary education. Those 
needs, and support for the colleges’ effectiveness in meeting them, were frequently referenced 
in oral and written testimony received by the Coordinating Commission during the course of 
this study. The Coordinating Commission agrees with the existing priorities.  
 
The Commission supports the continuation of applied research within the community colleges’ 
role and mission assignments. That activity, while less visible than the research work of institu-
tions in other sectors, nevertheless adds value to the state. Assessing the effectiveness of stu-
dent outreach programs, or company specific training or repair operations, is useful and pro-
ductive work. It adds to the knowledge and skills of faculty and, in some cases, provides stu-
dents early exposure to the challenges and rewards of research.  
 
Nebraska’s community colleges each address their statutorily assigned responsibilities. Be-
cause the colleges and their service areas vary by size, environment (rural, urban), student 
demographics, community size, and other characteristics, one would expect each responsibility 
to represent varying degrees of each college’s total workload. That is indeed the case. Never-
theless, the colleges continue to emphasize their assigned first priority of career and technical 
education. 
 
The following table (Graphic 2.2, following page) compares the degree to which the colleges’ 
principal activities compose the Nebraska community colleges’ reimbursable instruction. Al-
though career/technical education makes up a different percentage of each college’s instruc-
tional activity, it is the largest category of instruction offered by each college and for the six col-
leges as a group. 

Graphic 2.1: Are the statutory role and mission assignments for Nebraska’s 
community colleges common in other states?  

Note: See Appendix 2.3 for information on California, Florida, Kentucky, Tennessee and Texas. Kansas is not re-
ported above because its statutes do not contain role and mission assignments for the state’s community colleges. 

Source: CCPE analysis 
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Evolving Practices 
 
Dual Enrollment/Dual Credit 
 
Compared to other postsecondary sectors, Nebraska’s community colleges currently offer the 
largest percentage of what in our state are called “dual enrollment/dual credit” courses. (High 
school students take college courses and earn college credit or both college and high school 
credit.) Research demonstrates that students who take college-level courses while in high 
school perform better than peers who do not take such courses: they remain enrolled in high 
school at higher rates, they graduate from high school at higher rates, they attend college at 
higher rates, and they return for their second year of college at higher rates2. (Data are not yet 
available on comparative postsecondary graduation rates.)  
 
In 2007, the Nebraska Legislature created a program (Access College Early, or ACE) to pro-
vide scholarships to low-income students who enroll in dual enrollment/dual credit courses. 
Because of the many benefits these courses provide, they should be made available to all stu-
dents who could benefit from them.  
 
Additional efforts are needed to ensure that a student’s inability to pay for such courses is not 
a deterrent to participation. For the 2007-08 school year, ACE scholarship recipients graduated 
from high school at higher rates and enrolled in college at significantly higher rates than other 

2 National Center for Career and Technical Education, Community College Research Center, Teachers College, 
Columbia University, The Postsecondary Achievement of Participants in Dual Enrollment: An Analysis of Student 
Outcomes in Two States, October 2007. 

Graphic 2.2: Nebraska community college enrollment by type of course, 2008-09 

* FTE = A measure of enrollment equal to a student taking 30 semester credit hours, 45 quarter credit hours, or 900 
contact hours over the course of one academic year.  It is a standardized measure used for comparisons. 
** Academic Support = General education academic courses that may be necessary to support an applied technol-
ogy or occupational program. 
Source: Community College Area Enrollment Audits 2008-09 
Table source: Postsecondary Education Operating Budget Recommendations for 2009-11 
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  low-income Nebraska high school graduates. Their college-going rate was even higher than 
that of Nebraska’s high school graduates as a whole. That is a remarkable success for these 
low-income students. Community colleges offer most of these dual enrollment courses. The 
Coordinating Commission believes the colleges should be encouraged in that activity and that 
it should be included in their specified roles and missions. 
 
P-16     
 
Evolving policy in many states and, to some extent, nationally, views education as a continuum 
stretching from early childhood through graduate and professional work. Nebraska’s P-16 Ini-
tiative illustrates that trend in our state. Implementing such an approach requires postsecond-
ary institutions to become increasingly involved with elementary and secondary schools.  
 
Nebraska’s postsecondary institutions are engaged in that work. Existing role and mission pro-
visions encourage the community colleges to work with the University of Nebraska and Ne-
braska’s State Colleges to articulate their academic transfer programs with those institutions. 
Similarly, the community colleges’ role and mission statutes should contain language encour-
aging them to work with the state’s elementary and secondary schools, in strong partnership 
with their communities, to improve student preparation for college and the workforce. 
 
Foundations Education 
 
Foundations education (the term used in Nebraska’s statutes) is often referred to as remedial 
or developmental education. No matter what the name, the need for foundations education is a 
national problem. Data varies from study to study, but nationally, 42% of students entering 
public two-year colleges are deemed unready for college-level work in reading, writing, and/or 
mathematics3. Those students include recent high school graduates as well as adults returning 
to college or enrolling for the first time. The need for foundations education is particularly com-
mon in open-admission institutions. In recent years it has become clear that many students 
who would otherwise fail can be successful if their deficiencies are precisely identified and ap-
propriate measures (by the student and the institution) are taken.  
  
What we as a nation know about foundations education is less than comprehensive. Many 
states and institutions have been collecting information for only a few years on their students’ 
needs for foundations education and the efficacy of efforts to address those needs. That data 
is not available in consolidated form in Nebraska. We do know that more adults in this country 
are returning to college with rusty skills; that increasing numbers of immigrants are seeking 
education in English (as their second, or third, language); that some high school students take 
curricula that are insufficiently rigorous to prepare them for postsecondary education (or the 
modern workforce); and that our country’s future well-being requires as many successful stu-
dents — and well-educated citizens — as possible.  
3 Basmat Parsad and Laurie Lewis, Remedial Education at Degree-Granting Postsecondary Institutions: Statistical 
Analysis Report, National Center for Educational Statistics, U.S. Department of Education Institute for Education 
Sciences, Washington DC, 2003. 
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Research indicates that quality foundations education can help more students stay in college and 
complete their certificates or degrees. To create a quality foundations program, faculty and institu-
tions can tap a variety of resources that identify proven or promising practices and innovative pro-
grams, including the National Association for Developmental Education. The Commission be-
lieves Nebraska’s community colleges should be encouraged to adopt proven or promising prac-
tices in foundations education that will meet the specific needs of each institution’s students.  
 
Outcomes 
 
The Coordinating Commission has for many 
years reported on the number of degrees 
and certificates awarded by Nebraska’s 
community colleges. We have put that infor-
mation, and data such as graduation rates, 
within the context of comparison groups, re-
lating each institution’s data to that of its Commission-designated peers and/or regional or na-
tional averages. In general, Nebraska’s colleges fare well in those comparisons. (See Appen-
dix 2.5) 
 
Graduation and retention rates are important, and community colleges in Nebraska and 
throughout the country should work to raise them. These rates, however, capture only a part of 
the colleges’ effects on and contributions to Nebraska’s postsecondary education system, its 
economy, and its people. Other contributions, even though they respond to statutory role and 
mission assignments, go largely unreported and, therefore, largely unacknowledged. Data is 
not readily available for some of them: success in foundations education, for example; or the 
enhanced job skills gained by a student who completes the two or three courses that constitute 
his/her reason for enrolling; or the eventual acquisition of baccalaureate degrees by students 
who began their studies at community colleges. This situation is not unique to Nebraska. In-
deed, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Lumina Foundation for Education are 
funding a major effort to develop metrics addressing many of those points4. 
 
Several of those outcomes have importance beyond their immediate effect, and several can 
lead to greater success for students. The Washington State Board for Community and Techni-
cal Colleges has identified “momentum points” that are crucial to community college students’ 
continuing success. Those points include the completion of required remediation and the com-
pletion of a credit-bearing course in mathematics. Washington’s community colleges are focus-
ing on those points, collecting and reporting data on student performance in regard to them, 
and receiving incentive funding for significant improvements. 
 
Students, parents, and public officials increasingly expect to see data that can inform choices 
they must make. Determining appropriate metrics for institutions as complex and diverse as 

4 “Community Colleges Begin $1 Million Project to Improve Graduation Rates,” Chronicle of Higher Education, Octo-
ber 6, 2009. 

“ The Commission believes Nebraska’s 
community colleges should be encour-
aged to adopt the proven or promising 
practices in foundations education that 
will meet the specific needs of each insti-
tution’s students.  
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community colleges is challenging. As this report makes clear, however, the colleges play an 
important role in meeting the needs of our state and its citizens. Full and accurate demonstra-
tion of their contributions is essential.  
 
Summary and recommendations 
 

 The Coordinating Commission finds that the existing role and mission statutes for Ne-
braska’s community colleges are centered within national practice, appropriately com-
prehensive, responsive to the state’s needs, and helpful in establishing priorities. Yet it 
has been 16 years since most of these statutes were last revised, and it is timely to con-
sider a few additions that address changing conditions and needs within the state. 

 

 The Coordinating Commission recommends adding the following points to the commu-
nity colleges’ statutory role and mission provisions: 

 Encourage the community colleges to continue cooperation with the state’s 
elementary and secondary schools to improve student preparation for college 
and the workforce; 

 Encourage the community colleges to continue offering appropriate 
dual enrollment/dual credit courses to students in their areas, with spe-
cial attention to enabling full participation by low-income students; 

 Encourage the community colleges to adopt proven or promising ap-
proaches to meeting the remedial and foundations education needs of 
their students and to develop transparent reporting of outcomes. 

 

 The Coordinating Commission recommends that appropriate measurements be devel-
oped of the colleges’ effectiveness in addressing their role and mission assignments. 
Particular attention should be given to metrics that directly relate to student success. 
One way to do that would be to direct the Coordinating Commission, working with the 
community colleges, to create, adopt, and report such measurements to the Legislature 
in the Commission’s 2011 Higher Education Progress Report and annually thereafter. 
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III. Coordination of  Nebraska’s 
Community Colleges:  

 Past, Present, Future 
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LB 340 directed the Coordinating Commission to explore three issues that 
relate to an “association” of Nebraska’s community colleges as well as to 
state coordination of community colleges:  
  

1) The powers, duties and mission of the Nebraska Community College 
Association or its successor and whether membership in such an as-
sociation should be required;  

  
2) Consequences for failing to satisfy current community college asso-

ciation membership requirements contained in section 85-1502 of 
Nebraska Statutes; and  

  
3) State coordination of community colleges in the absence of a com-

munity college association or membership therein.  
  
Governance and coordination  
  
The terms “governance” and “coordination” are inseparable from discus-
sions about higher education organizational structures.  
 
Generally, governance functions in higher education (carried out by gov-
erning boards) include: selection, evaluation, compensation, and, if need 
be, dismissal of institutional leaders; approval of institutional or system-
wide budgets, capital projects, and other major expenditures; and ap-
proval of broad institutional or system policies on academic issues, per-
sonnel administration, promotion and tenure, governmental relations, and 
faculty and staff compensation. Governing boards are focused on the in-
stitutions they govern, seeking quality, growth, prestige, influence, and 
fiscal stability, if not fiscal enhancement. They set broad policies and hire 
individuals to carry out those policies and manage the board’s institutions. 
Governing boards also advocate for their institutions. 
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Coordination is a more abstract concept, generally removed from the specific tasks listed 
above. It involves attempts to maximize the net benefits of many institutions, to avoid unneces-
sary duplication of programs and services, to promote the benefits of institutional cooperation 
and alignment, and to minimize the drawbacks of unbridled institutional competition. 
  
Coordination also crosses institutional 
groupings. It acknowledges the need to rec-
oncile, for broader, often statewide benefit, 
the sometimes conflicting aspirations of dif-
ferent governing boards for the institutions 
they control. Responses to the need for 
statewide coordination of higher education in 
the United States reach back to the early 
1960s, when legislatures across the country 
realized that the Baby Boom generation 
would require a massive build up of higher education, accompanied by great increases in state 
funding. Today, 49 states have statewide higher education boards  that carry out a mixture of 
the governing and/or coordinating functions mentioned above. Each state’s approach to the 
task is distinctive, based on the state’s needs, numbers and types of institutions, complexity, 
history, tradition, and political landscape. The unifying concept behind such boards, however, 
is the same from state to state. Institutional boards focus on one or a limited number of institu-
tions. Statewide boards focus on statewide needs and issues and work, with varying degrees 
of actual power, to put those needs ahead of individual institutions’ desires and aspirations. 
 
In Nebraska, statewide coordination duties have been assigned within the state constitution 
and state statutes to the Nebraska Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education. 
These coordinating responsibilities include academic program review, facility review, budget 
review, statewide comprehensive planning for higher education, and other tasks. In addition, 
state statutes specify that coordination of the community colleges by the Coordinating Com-
mission be conducted through an association of the community college boards, and further, 
that such association shall provide a variety of coordination services affecting the six commu-
nity colleges. 
  
Lastly, institutions often cooperate with one another without much external direction. And they 
often band together to advocate common goals. All these efforts – governance, coordination, 
and advocacy – are appropriate and important in achieving the best possible opportunities for 
students and the operation of an efficient system of higher education. 
  
Context:  A variety of approaches – often reflective of funding strategies 
  
Community colleges are by concept, design, and intent responsive to local needs. In many 
states, that point is reinforced through funding. In 2006-2007, the latest period for which infor-
mation from all states is available, the community colleges of 31 states relied to some degree 
on local tax support; community colleges in 22 of those states received at least 15 percent of 
their total funding from local appropriations. During that year, community colleges in 19 states 

“ Coordination...involves attempts to 
maximize the net benefits of many institu-
tions, to avoid unnecessary duplication of 
programs and services, to promote the 
benefits of institutional cooperation and 
alignment, and to minimize the drawbacks 
of unbridled institutional competition. 
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received no local tax support; in those states, operations are funded from state appropriations 
and tuition and fees. An additional nine states received less than 15 percent of their funding 
from local tax support. (See Appendix 3.1 for a breakdown of community college funding 
sources by state.) In 2008-2009, Nebraska’s community colleges as a group received 35 per-
cent of their funding from state appropriations (about $88.6 million), 37 percent from local prop-
erty tax levies (about $93.3 million), and 28 percent from tuition and fees (about $70.75 mil-
lion).  
  
Despite the history, tradition, and influence of local support, a variety of factors have led com-
munity colleges in many states to increased reliance on state funding. Those factors include 
mobility of the population, the acknowledgement of widely varying abilities to raise local tax 
revenues and attempts to ensure that at least a minimum level of access to community college 
services is available to people throughout a state, strong aversion to local property taxes, and 
the increased interests of states in fostering more coordinated, efficient systems of higher edu-
cation. 
  
Our society is more mobile than it used to be. Students educated in (and with the support of) 
one community may move to another, lessening the return on the initial community’s invest-
ment in education and, perhaps, lessening that community’s willingness to continue making 
such investments. State funding for public 
primary and secondary education has for 
decades acknowledged that providing a fair 
and equitable level of access and quality for 
all children means that many schools must 
rely on funds that come from outside their 
local taxing areas. The particular unpopular-
ity of property taxes has played a role in the changing balances of both K-12 and community 
college funding sources. States’ growing awareness and acknowledgement of the community 
colleges’ importance to workforce and economic development has often led to greater state 
financial support, frequently accompanied by greater accountability and oversight. 
  
For these and perhaps other reasons, governance and coordinating structures for American 
community colleges are far more diverse than in any other sector of postsecondary education. 
Several authors have placed the states’ coordinating structures for community colleges within 
descriptive frameworks, ranging from highly coordinated at the state level to minimally coordi-
nated. Studies reviewed by the Commission have generally categorized Nebraska as 
“decentralized.” The most recent of those categorizations is reproduced in Appendix 3.2, along 
with observations about those various approaches. 
  
Current approach to coordination of community colleges in Nebraska 
 
Since the early 1990s, state law has assigned various community college coordinating tasks to 
two organizations: the Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education and “an asso-
ciation of boards” of the community colleges. The Nebraska Community College Association 
currently fills that latter role. 

“ ...Governance and coordinating struc-
tures for American community colleges 
are far more diverse than in any other 
sector of postsecondary education.  
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 The role of the Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education in the state  
 coordination of Nebraska’s community colleges 

  
The Coordinating Commission has carried out several key duties that affect Nebraska’s com-
munity colleges as well as other higher education sectors.  

  

 In collaboration with the state’s colleges and universities, the Commission develops 
and periodically modifies a statewide, comprehensive plan to guide Nebraska’s 
higher education system. General goals and provisions of that plan apply to the 
community colleges, as they do to other postsecondary sectors. 

 

 The Commission approves or denies the offering of new academic programs and 
approves or denies the continuation of existing academic programs in all public 
postsecondary institutions. The Commission gives particular attention to avoiding 
unnecessary duplication of programs across public institutions. 

 

 The Commission approves or denies proposals for the construction, acquisition, or 
renovation of facilities that are financed in whole or in part by tax funds appropriated 
by the Legislature or property taxes levied by a community college if the amount of 
tax funds to be used is above a statutory threshold.   

 

 The Commission administers Nebraska’s need-based financial aid programs; those 
programs benefit students in all postsecondary sectors. In 2008-2009, about 4,600 
students at Nebraska’s community colleges received more than $2 million in finan-
cial aid (Nebraska State Grant) generated through the state’s General Fund and 
lottery proceeds. 

 

 The Commission conducts research and publishes reports on issues pertaining to 
postsecondary education. The Commission relies on that work to form and support 
recommendations about postsecondary education made to the Legislature and 
Governor. 

 
Powers, duties, and mission of an “association” of community college boards  
  
Section 85-1502 of Nebraska Revised Statutes sets forth several points relating to an 
“association of the boards” of Nebraska’s community colleges. That section is reproduced be-
low: 

  
1)  It is the intent of the Legislature that a clear distinction between area governance 

and statewide coordination for the community college areas be recognized and that 
such coordination is appropriate in order to provide the most cost-effective pro-
grams for residents of each community college area. It is further the intent of the 
Legislature that coordination of the community colleges by the Coordinating Com-
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 mission for Postsecondary Education be conducted through an association of the 
boards.  

  
2)  All of the boards shall be a part of and shall be represented by such association. 

Coordination services provided by such association shall include (a) preparation of 
a system strategic plan, (b) coordination of the budget request for the biennium, (c) 
facilitation of program-needs assessment and articulation, (d) recommendation and 
facilitation of the appointment of representatives to committees, boards, commis-
sions, task forces, and any other state-level bodies requesting or requiring partici-
pation from the community college system, and (e) facilitation of responses to data 
and information requests for the system.  

  
3)  All activities conducted pursuant to this section by such association shall be con-

ducted in accordance with the Open Meetings Act.  
  
4)  Nothing in this section shall be construed to require or provide for state control of 

the operations of any community college area or to abridge the governance ability, 
rights, or responsibilities of any board. Nothing in this section shall be construed to 
limit the ability or authority of the commission to fulfill its responsibilities and duties 
regarding the individual community college areas and the individual community col-
lege area campuses.  

 
Clearly, statutes acknowledge the benefits of statewide coordination and collaboration, set 
forth mechanisms (the Coordinating Commission and tasks assigned to an “association”), and 
distinguish among: 1) statewide coordination, 2) coordination and collaboration among the 
community colleges, and 3) governance of each community college.  
 
There is considerable history behind these provisions (see sidebar on the “Duis Amendment,” 
page 34, and Appendix 3.3, “History: Nebraska’s Approaches to State Coordination of Com-
munity Colleges”). The establishment of an “association” with limited assignments and respon-
sibilities and the establishment of the Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education 
with constitutional and statutory responsibilities responded in many ways to legal challenges 
made in Nebraska during the 1970s to previous statewide coordination structures.  
 
In Nebraska as well as in many other states, coordination among the community colleges de-
pends on considerable amounts of informal collaboration and cooperation. What is unique in 
Nebraska, compared to other states, is the assignment of coordination and collaboration re-
sponsibilities to “an association.” The Nebraska Community College Association currently fills 
that role. 
 
The Commission is not aware of any other state that statutorily assigns any state coordination 
responsibilities like those listed above to a non-governmental association comprised of and 
funded by the colleges themselves. The Board of Directors of the Nebraska Community Col-
lege Association is comprised of two representatives from each of the six colleges’ locally 
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elected boards of governors. That structure 
runs the risk of reinforcing institutional, 
rather than statewide, interests. 
 
In other states the coordination “services” 
contained in 85-1502 are typically carried 
out by entities directly established and 
funded by state government. The limited 
duties assigned to the “association” by Ne-
braska statutes are among the range of 
tasks commonly assigned to statewide 
community college coordinating boards, as 
found in about a dozen states, or statewide 
community college governing boards, found 
in eight states, or to statewide higher edu-
cation boards (11 states).   
  
Many other states have non-governmental 
community college associations that exist 
alongside (and often work with) governmen-
tal entities that carry out state coordination 
tasks. Not directly responsible for statewide 
coordination, those associations often focus 
on advocacy; in particular, they lobby their 
state legislatures on community college is-
sues and for increased funding for commu-
nity colleges.  
 
Like similar associations in other states, the 
Nebraska Community College Association 
spends a considerable portion of its efforts 
on advocacy and legislative lobbying activi-
ties. According to NCCA’s policy manual 
(see Appendix 3.4), the NCCA Board annu-
ally develops a legislative agenda. NCCA 
works to coordinate legislative strategy 
among the community colleges, including 
formulating position statements as well as 
organizing and directing support or opposi-
tion for specific legislation. NCCA works to 
organize requests for appropriations on be-
half of the combined community college 

What is the ‘Duis Amendment’? 
 

The Duis Amendment refers to a section in 
the Nebraska Constitution that prohibits the 
state from levying a property tax for state 
purposes. It is named after Sen. Herbert 
Duis, who introduced the original bill calling 
for the constitutional amendment during a 
special session of the Nebraska Legislature 
in 1954.  
 
The Duis Amendment was the decisive fac-
tor in a landmark case in 1974 affecting Ne-
braska’s community colleges. In Western 
Nebraska Technical Community College 
Area v. Tallon, the Nebraska Supreme Court 
reviewed the Legislature’s first attempt to 
organize the community colleges into a coor-
dinated system. The court examined both 
the powers of the newly-created State Board 
of Technical Community Colleges, the pow-
ers of the local college governing boards, 
and the mechanism for state aid and con-
cluded that the local property taxes levied by 
the colleges were for a state purpose and 
therefore violated the Duis Amendment.  
 
The following year the Legislature returned 
all governing power to the local community 
college boards, created the Nebraska Coor-
dinating Commission for Technical Commu-
nity Colleges, and simplified state aid. In 
1976, despite another legal challenge, the 
Nebraska Supreme Court found this new 
community college system to be constitu-
tional and not a violation of the Duis Amend-
ment. 
  
See Appendix 3.3 for more information.  
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sector and to develop consensus regarding the formula for allocating state aid among the six 
community colleges.  
  
NCCA work pursuant to “coordination services” 
  
NCCA is statutorily directed in Section 85-1502 to provide several “coordination services.” The 
Commission’s summary of and comments on that work follow. The “association” is directed to: 

  

  Prepare a system strategic plan  
  
The latest version of that plan was prepared in 2006. The plan is broad in nature 
and largely reflects mission and duties contained in state law and in the Statewide 
Comprehensive Plan for Postsecondary Education developed by the Coordinating 
Commission . 

  

  Coordinate the community colleges’ budget request for the biennium 
  

When the Legislature is determining how much state funding to provide the Univer-
sity of Nebraska and the Nebraska State Colleges, they are responding to consoli-
dated budget requests approved by those institutions’ governing boards. Those 
governing boards determine how state funding will be allocated among their institu-
tions.  
  
The situation is different for Nebraska’s community colleges. Each biennium, 
NCCA, on behalf of the six community college areas, submits a single request for 
state funding. But instead of NCCA determining how much of the eventual state 
funding each college receives, that determination is made by use of the state aid 
formula. The state formula is an allocation formula. In other words, once the Legis-
lature decides how much state aid to provide the community colleges as a group, 
the formula determines how much of that funding each college will receive.   
  
To help avoid pitting one community college’s budget request against another in the 
Legislature, the Commission believes that a consolidated budget request from the 
six colleges can be beneficial. The Commission continues to support the use of a 
formula for determining how state aid to the community colleges will be allocated. 
And the Legislature is the appropriate entity to ultimately determine the formula. 

  

  Facilitate program-needs assessment and articulation 
  

NCCA’s work on these program tasks is largely carried out by a committee made 
up of the colleges’ chief academic officers (Council of Instructional Officers). The 
Commission finds that NCCA has done a generally good job with program needs 
assessment. They have found ways to leverage resources available at one college 
(made available through federal funds, for example) to yield benefits and efficien-
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cies at other colleges. Also, the Commission seldom faces the challenge of consid-
ering one college’s request for a new academic program over the objection of an-
other community college. The Commission does not have sufficient data to evaluate 
the effectiveness of program articulation efforts of NCCA.   
 

  Facilitate responses to data and information requests for the system  
  

The Commission has found NCCA and its executive director to be cooperative and 
helpful to the extent possible. NCCA’s Policy Manual, in Section 13000, provides for 
the handling of information and data requests (See Appendix 3.5). Perhaps be-
cause of the statutory reference to data and information “requests,” that document 
largely takes a responsive, rather than pro-active, approach to the provision of data. 
Other than very general information, little consolidated data about the community 
colleges is published by NCCA. The Commission has little information about the 
effectiveness of NCCA in meeting data requests from other entities. 

 
Comparisons to other sectors of Nebraska public postsecondary education 
  
The University of Nebraska campuses are governed by an elected Board of Regents; the three 
Nebraska State Colleges are governed by a Board of Trustees appointed by the Governor and 
confirmed by the Legislature. Those boards are funded through state appropriations, institu-
tional funds, and other sources; they are not supported by funds generated through local prop-
erty taxes. 
  
As governing boards, the University’s Regents and the State Colleges’ Trustees have great 
control, oversight, and approval authority for their campuses. The six boards of the six commu-
nity colleges have similar controls and authorities for their individual colleges. The Nebraska 
Community College Association, however, does not have anything like that kind of authority 
over any community college campus. NCCA is an association of the community college gov-
erning boards. The association employs a staff of two: an executive director and an administra-
tive assistant. One of the association’s key functions  involves lobbying state government on 
behalf of the community college members.  
  
As discussed earlier in this report, justification for a less consolidated approach for community 
colleges historically has rested on their reliance on local funding and their focus on local/
regional needs. Nevertheless, certain issues are sufficiently important to the state as a whole 
to require additional statewide coordination among the community colleges. 
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Key question: What needs to be better coordinated? 
  
While several aspects of Nebraska’s public colleges and universities already are coordinated, 
there are three aspects that largely relate to Nebraska’s community colleges that need to be 
handled in a better-coordinated fashion: 
 

  Legislatively-intended allocation of state aid among the six community colleges 
  

  Effective remedial  and foundations education by the community colleges 
  

  Appropriate measurements of community college performance and student success 
 
State aid to community colleges 
 
Nebraska’s provision of state aid to community colleges (in addition to the colleges’ revenues 
from tuition and fees, local property taxes, and auxiliary and miscellaneous sources) is a fund-
ing approach followed to some degree by 31 states. A legislature’s allocations of state aid to 
individual colleges needs to consider: 1) the state’s needs and resources, 2) the appropriate-
ness of the total amount of state aid to all six community colleges, and 3) the appropriateness 
of the amount ultimately received by each 
individual community college.  
 
In Nebraska, it has become clear that the 
entire process for submitting data used in 
calculating allocations to each community 
college must be clarified and the data ele-
ments themselves specifically defined. Even 
with those improvements (which must come 
from the Legislature through changes to statutes), some coordination of that process, and 
some ability to resolve disputes, needs to be established. Those are essentially “process” is-
sues that can likely be readily addressed by the Legislature. They are important to ensuring 
the integrity of allocating state aid, and they must be addressed whether or not the Legislature 
makes any substantive changes to the formula itself.  
  
By statute, the Coordinating Commission currently has only a passive role in the process of 
allocating state aid to the community colleges.  
  

Each community college area shall annually report such data as necessary to 
carry out the Community College Foundation and Equalization Aid Act to the 
Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education. Each community college 
area shall annually provide the commission with a reconciliation of the 
data necessary to carry out the act with audited financial statement information1. 

1 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 85-2221 (2008). 

“ In Nebraska, it has become clear that 
the entire process for submitting data 
used in calculating allocations to each 
community college must be clarified and 
the data elements themselves specifi-
cally defined.  
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The State Auditor on Dec. 8, 2009 released a review of the process for allocation of state aid 
to the community colleges; the review’s findings and recommendations are largeley consistent 
with the Commission’s views as expressed above. (For the full Auditor’s report, see Appendix 
3.6, located in the online version of this report at www.ccpe.state.ne.us)  
 
As long as different course or program offerings are given different “weights” in the state aid 
formula, there needs to be clarity of definitions, standardized reporting, and the ability to audit 
numbers. Also, there will be the need to periodically review and revise any system of 
“weighting” courses or programs differently for state aid purposes. Some agency that has edu-
cational expertise needs to be assigned certain duties to make sure that legislative intent in 
allocating state aid among the six community colleges is carried out properly.   
 
Effective remedial  and foundations education by the community colleges 
  
As indicated in the first section of this report, many students attending postsecondary institu-
tions arrive unprepared for college-level work. That is especially true for students attending 
open access institutions such as community colleges. Indeed, Nebraska statutes assign to the 
community colleges the principal responsibil-
ity for providing remedial and foundations 
education2

. Recent research has indicated 
several promising steps that can be benefi-
cial in addressing this problem if applied in a 
broad context. 
 
Estimates of national remediation rates at 
public two-year institutions range from 42% 
to 61%3. In Nebraska, the community colleges have acknowledged similar percentages for their 
incoming students. Increased postsecondary attainment in Nebraska will depend to a large de-
gree on increasing the postsecondary success of populations previously underrepresented in 
our colleges and universities. Many of those students will attend community colleges.   

Success strategies require postsecondary institutions to work with their K-12 partners to deter-
mine college-level standards and align them with high school assessments. The standards 
should then be communicated to middle and high school students so they can be well informed 
about what knowledge and skills will be expected of them when they enter college4.  
  
In their entrance process, postsecondary institutions should set standards for student compe-
tency and have assessment and placement practices that are carefully thought out, well de-
signed, and consistent5. The same should be the case for remediation/foundations education. 
Doing less runs the risk of significantly weakening the future prospects of too many students. 

2 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 85-960.02 (2008). 
3  Michael Kirst, “Who Needs It?”, National Crosstalk, Winter 2007. 
4  Ibid. 
5 Michael Lawrence Collins, “Setting Up Success in Developmental Education: How State Policy Can Help Commu-
nity Colleges Improve Student Outcomes,” Achieving  the Dream/Jobs for the Future, June 2009. 

“ Estimates of national remediation 
rates at public two-year institutions range 
from 42% to 61%. In Nebraska, the com-
munity colleges have acknowledged 
similar percentages for their incoming 
students.  
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Key programs of remedial/foundations education include: reading, mathematics, writing, and 
English as a Second Language (“ESL”). Substantial financial resources are involved, and 
many lives affected. A more transparent and coordinated look at remedial and foundations pro-
grams and practices in Nebraska is in order, accompanied by efforts to spread proven or prom-
ising practices. This work will require the collaboration of the state’s community colleges. 
 
Appropriate measurements of community college performance and student success 
  
Earlier in this report, the Coordinating Commission recommends that appropriate measure-
ments of the colleges’ performance in response to their role and mission assignments be de-
veloped and periodically reported to the Legislature, Governor, and the public. Measures 
should be comprehensive (though limited in number), developed with the full participation of all 
community colleges, and collected and reported for each of the community colleges.   
  
Data about student success is particularly weak — and not just for community colleges. For 
example, the only comprehensive data about Nebraska institutions’ graduation and retention 
rates comes from the federal government’s Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS), a system to which almost all postsecondary institutions across the country report. But 
in that system, institutional graduation rates are reported only for first-time, full-time students 
who graduate from the postsecondary institution they first attended. That process therefore 
ignores reality: students frequently transfer (sometimes multiple times) before earning degrees 
and other credentials, and not all students are first-time or full-time – a characteristic especially 
true for community college students.  
 
As a specific example, if a student starts her education at a Nebraska community college, 
stays a year, transfers to a four-year institution, and later graduates,  that scenario is in no way 
a failure for the community college or the student. Current federal data methodology effectively 
counts it as such, at least as far as the community college is concerned. Similarly, some stu-
dents enroll in community colleges, take a few courses, and, by virtue of the skills they have 
developed, become attractive to employers and leave before they graduate. The current 
IPEDS system could count that situation as a failure for the institution, rather than the at-least-
partial success that it is. A recent Issue Brief of the National Governors Association’s Center 
for Best Practices acknowledges these deficiencies and makes recommendations for improve-
ments. Many of those recommendations relate directly to community colleges6.  
 
Other points especially relevant to community colleges include the wide variety of awards they 
offer (degrees, certificates, diplomas, certifications, and so forth) and patterns of student enroll-
ment that are more diverse and frequently more erratic than in other sectors. For example, a 
student may enroll full time for one semester, drop out for a semester, enroll again (but part-
time), and so forth. Community college students present greater age and ethnic diversity than 
students in most other sectors of higher education, and they come to the institutions with a 
wider variety of goals, which may or may not include earning any credential or award reflecting 
6 National Governors Association, “Measuring Student Achievement at Postsecondary Institutions,” Issue Brief, No-
vember 2009. 
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their accomplishments at the college. Finally, many community college students present 
greater challenges to efficient student transfer and program articulation, including changing the 
goals they might have had upon entrance, shifting their educational paths from career/
technical education to liberal arts, possible transfer to baccalaureate-granting institutions, and 
so on. 
 
Developing appropriate measures of community college performance and student success will 
require the collaboration of the state’s community colleges. 
    
Should membership in NCCA or its successor be required? 
  
The Commission is not aware of any other state that requires its community colleges to be 
members of a non-governmental association such as the Nebraska Community College Asso-
ciation. Neither are we aware of any other state that assigns statewide coordination responsi-
bilities to a non-governmental entity. So Nebraska is in a unique situation. 
  
But the fact that Nebraska’s approach is unique makes it neither “right” nor “wrong.” The impor-
tant question is whether the state’s approach is effective in achieving the benefits possible 
through statewide coordination. In our view, past efforts have not produced needed results. 
To gain maximum benefits of statewide coordination, all colleges must be subject to statewide 
coordination policies. As a practical matter, it is clear that the level of emotion surrounding cur-
rent disagreements among the colleges have made the non-governmental NCCA incomplete 
and less than fully effective.  
  
Association membership typically is voluntary, a decision made out of self-interest or as an ex-
pression of cooperative support. Requiring mandatory membership in an association is a tricky 
proposition. State law currently specifies that “all” community college boards “shall be part of 
and shall be represented by such association.” In spite of that direction, because of its dis-
agreements with NCCA, the Metropolitan Community College governing board refused to pay 
in full its NCCA dues ($73,648 for 2009), and in response the Board of Directors of NCAA re-
moved Metro from the association. 
 
There are many useful functions that can be played by a voluntary, state association of com-
munity colleges. A voluntary-membership NCCA could lobby state government and still play 
helpful roles in coordination on behalf of the various community colleges. Yet there is no evi-
dence that a non-government association can be fully effective for state coordination of com-
munity colleges.  
 
While it is desirable that all community colleges join and participate in an association, the state 
does not gain what it needs by requiring such membership. Membership in a cooperative asso-
ciation should be encouraged, but not required, by the state. 
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Consequences for failing to satisfy current community college association  
 membership requirements contained in Section 85-1502 of Nebraska Statutes 
  
If for some reason the state truly wanted to require all community college governing boards to 
be members of a community college association, there would have to be consequences for a 
college’s  failing to do so. This would require legislating such consequences and providing for 
administration of such consequences. If such consequences were imposed, Nebraska would 
be the only state we know of that would set out consequences for a community college that did 
not join a state community college association. Furthermore, it is difficult to imagine conse-
quences of enough significance to be effective that would not harm the students of the commu-
nity college affected. 
 
Membership in NCCA should not be required by the state, and therefore there is no need for 
state-imposed consequences for not joining and participating. Consequences for failing to sat-
isfy membership requirements should be at the discretion of NCCA and its members.  
 
State coordination of community colleges in the absence of a community college  
 association or membership therein 
  
The Coordinating Commission supports local governance of community colleges, but the Com-
mission finds that the state and its citizens would benefit from more effective state coordination 
of some aspects of the colleges’ work. 
 
The Coordinating Commission currently coordinates various educational matters as defined in 
state law. From its experience and also from information gained in doing this study, the Coordi-
nating Commission finds that there are three aspects that largely relate to Nebraska’s commu-
nity colleges that need to be handled in a better coordinated fashion: 
 

 Legislatively-intended allocation of state aid among the six community colleges 
 

 Effective remedial and foundations education by the community colleges 
 

 Appropriate measurements of community college performance and student success 
 
These goals are important to the future of the state and they are reasonable state expecta-
tions, given the state’s provision of significant amounts of state aid to the colleges ($88.6 mil-
lion in FY 2008-2009). 
 
Responsibility for coordinating these aspects should be given to a state entity or entities. 
 
The aspects of these goals that require education expertise could fall to the Coordinating Com-
mission, which already has constitutional and statutory coordination authority regarding a vari-
ety of educational matters. Such an approach is used currently in 11 other states. The Com-
mission emphasizes that it would need some additional resources to add these tasks to its cur-
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rent responsibilities. Non-education aspects relating to improving the allocation of state aid to 
community colleges could fall to the Department of Revenue.  
 
The approaches other states take to the statewide coordination of community colleges include: 
coordination by a state board of education; coordination by a statewide higher education 
board; coordination by a statewide community college coordinating board; coordination by a 
statewide community college governing board; and coordination by a board of regents that 
oversees other types of institutions, as well. Those approaches are fully described (with Com-
mission comments) in Appendix 3.2. One of those approaches is outlined below.  

Consider a community college council for Nebraska 
 
It is appropriate at this time for the State to consider the advantages and disadvantages of 
transferring the statutory tasks relating to coordination and collaboration among community 
colleges from the Nebraska Community College Association to a new entity – a community col-
lege council for Nebraska (or other appropriate name). 
 
Such a new community college council would be a state entity. In many other states, commu-
nity college coordination and collaboration activities are carried out by entities directly estab-
lished and funded by state government. The limited duties currently assigned to NCCA are 
among the range of activities assigned to state-level community college boards found in about 
a dozen other states.  
 
Because the governing authority of each community college resides in the governing board of 
each college, such a new Community College Council would continue to depend upon consid-
erable amounts of collaboration and cooperation from the community colleges. 
 
Among the challenges of developing a useful Community College Council would involve deter-
mining who would sit on such an entity. It would be appropriate to consider a mix of represen-
tatives from each community college, as well as representatives appointed by the Governor 
and appointed by the Legislature. Among the drawbacks of such a Community College Council 
would be the need for resources, including state funding for sufficient staff support, office 
space, travel expenses of members, and needed operating expenses. 
 
Many other states have non-governmental community college associations, such as NCCA, 
that exist alongside and often work with governmental entities that carry out coordination and 
collaboration activities among community colleges. We would expect that NCCA would con-
tinue to spend considerable effort on advocacy and lobbying activities aimed at benefiting the 
community colleges, including lobbying on issues such as the amounts of appropriations and 
mechanisms for providing state aid to community colleges. 
 
The Legislature is the appropriate branch of government to weigh the advantages and disad-
vantages of creating a Community College Council for Nebraska. 
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Summary and recommendations    
  
The Coordinating Commission finds that mechanisms for statewide coordination of community 
colleges vary widely across the country, demonstrate no particular dominance of one approach 
over another, and change with some frequency. It also finds that Nebraska’s approach to state 
coordination of community colleges is shared by no other state. Specifically, we are unaware 
of any other state that assigns any role in state coordination of community colleges to a non-
government entity funded by and made up of representatives of the colleges themselves. 
  
The Commission supports local governance of the community colleges. But the Commission 
finds that the state and its citizens would benefit from more effective statewide coordination of 
certain of their activities. Achieving those goals appears to be a reasonable expectation and 
benefit, given the state’s provision of significant amounts of state aid to the colleges ($88.6 mil-
lion in FY 2008-2009). Issues that would benefit from greater coordination include: legislatively
-intended allocation of state aid among the six community colleges; effective remedial and 
foundations education by the community colleges; and the creation, monitoring, and reporting 
of appropriate measurements of community college performance and student success.  
 
Consequently, the Commission recommends the following: 
  

 Governance. The community colleges’ boards of governors should continue to carry out 
their current governance functions.  

 

 Coordination. The Coordinating Commission’s existing duties and responsibilities in regard 
to the community colleges and their statewide coordination should be retained. Responsi-
bility for state coordination of the following three limited tasks relating to community col-
leges should be assigned to a state entity or entities.  

 Legislatively-intended allocation of state aid among the six colleges 
 In addition to legislative clarification of terms and processes in the cur-

rent allocation methodology, certain on-going responsibilities should be 
assigned to a state entity to support the integrity of the formula. These 
include the authority to ensure that courses receive the appropriate 
“weighting” (if that methodology is continued) and that periodic reviews 
of the appropriateness of those weightings are carried out. If the state 
moves from a course-weighting system to a program-weighting system, 
as the Commission recommends, that approach will require similar over-
sight and review. If courses remain the unit of weighting, a state entity 
should be given explicit authority to oversee and approve the assigning 
and periodic review of course weights.  

 Authority to resolve disputes and to ensure accurate reporting of data 
should be provided to some state entity, perhaps the Department of 
Revenue, which currently has responsibility for administering formula 
calculations. 
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 Effective remedial and foundations education by community colleges 
 Estimates of national remediation rates at public two-year institutions 

range from 42% to 61%. Nebraska’s community colleges have acknowl-
edged similar percentages for their entering students. A state entity 
should be given authority to coordinate approaches to this work to en-
sure the application of proven or promising practices to the problem and 
the reporting of foundations effectiveness. 

 
 Creation, monitoring and reporting of  appropriate measurements of community col-

lege performance and student success 
 The Commission recommends that appropriate instruments to measure 

the community colleges’ performance in response to their role and mis-
sion assignments be developed and periodically reported to the Legisla-
ture, Governor, and public. Measurements should be comprehensive 
(though limited in number), developed with the full participation of all 
community colleges, and collected and reported for each of the commu-
nity colleges. A state entity should be provided the explicit authority and 
additional resources needed to carry out these tasks. 

 
Who should carry out these additional coordinating tasks? 
 
Additional responsibilities for state coordination of community colleges should be assigned 
to a state entity. We urge that the state give serious consideration to creating a statewide 
community college council to carry out that limited but important purpose. Such a council 
would provide an organizational parallel to the boards that currently govern the University of 
Nebraska and the Nebraska State College System, but it would have far fewer governing 
responsibilities and less authority over the community colleges than those boards do over 
the institutions they govern. The locally controlled boards would continue to have the au-
thority to set tuition and fees, set local property tax levies, hire presidents, and carry out 
other locally controlled functions.   

A statewide community college council should have a statewide perspective, reinforced 
through having its membership include responsible individuals appointed by the Governor 
and confirmed by the Legislature. Such a council could be funded through the annual re-
allocation of less than one percent of the state’s annual provision of state aid to the commu-
nity colleges. This council approach would maintain primacy of the Coordinating Commis-
sion’s charge to ensure statewide coordination across postsecondary sectors and avoid 
what could be perceived as conflicts of interest between responsibilities affecting all public 
sectors and special responsibilities and relationships affecting only the community colleges. 
If the Legislature chooses this approach, the Coordinating Commission would be pleased to 
provide assistance to that new entity. 

If the Legislature does not favor that approach at the present time, the Commission recom-
mends that the Commission be provided additional, specified authority (and sufficient addi-



45 

 

tional resources) to at least temporarily carry out, while working closely with the colleges, 
the additional statewide coordination tasks identified in this report: aspects of the provision 
of state aid to community colleges; expectations for college readiness and the provision of 
foundations education; and appropriate measurements of community college performance 
and student success. The Commission strongly emphasizes that it would need additional 
resources to add that work to its current responsibilities. Regardless of the choice the Legis-
lature makes on this question of what entity should carry out additional coordinating duties, 
the Commission recommends that the effectiveness and workability of the chosen approach 
be evaluated after a reasonable period of time, perhaps three years.  

 Nebraska Community College Association.  At the determination of the colleges them-
selves, the NCCA, or any similar successor association, should continue to promote coop-
eration among the colleges, find meaningful ways for the colleges to share information and 
work together in the best interests of the state and its citizens, and perform other tasks the 
association’s members find useful. The colleges should choose for themselves whether 
they wish to be members.  
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IV. Potential Changes to the 
‘Weighting’ of  Courses in  

 the Community College  
 Funding Formula 
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LB 340 directs the Coordinating Commission to study “changes in the 
weighting of courses that may be necessary for reimbursable educa-
tional units to properly reflect the role and mission of Nebraska commu-
nity colleges and the cost of providing such courses.” 
  
The Commission was not charged to review and assess the state aid 
formula in its entirety, but some general background is necessary in 
order to understand the “weightings” issue we were directed to review. 
Graphics and text describing the Nebraska formula for state aid to com-
munity colleges are provided in considerable detail in Appendix 4.1. An 
overview is provided in the following paragraphs. 
  
The formula is complex – clearly more so than many desire or believe 
warranted. In addition to its complexity, some aspects of the formula 
seem counterintuitive. Misunderstandings of the formula often stem 
from attempting to view it as a collection of simple, stand-alone relation-
ships. (When something goes up, something else automatically goes 
up or down proportionally.) That is not the case, however. The formula 
is better understood as a series of interconnected moving parts, with 
variable relationships – interlocked feedback loops, if you will.  
  
A helpful analogy might be the calculations made to determine our per-
sonal income taxes. Generally, if our salary goes up, we pay more 
taxes. But we can all readily identify other factors that can make that 
general assumption incorrect. What if we have a new set of twins, and 
our exemptions therefore increase? Or we suffer a loss from a part-time 
business operation? The formula incorporates similar, interconnected 
calculations that adjust allocations. 
  



48 

 

Why is the formula so complex? 
  
Because the colleges are complex, with mul-
tiple funding sources, multiple activities, and 
varying levels of available resources. The 
Legislature’s funding goals for the commu-
nity colleges are complex, as well. (See 
sidebar on this page.) The Commission finds 
that each element of the formula is there for 
a reason, in response to some aspect of re-
ality. Could it be simpler? Perhaps, but that 
general discussion is within neither the 
scope of the Legislature’s assignment or this 
report. 
  
Funding sources for Nebraska’s  
community colleges 
  
In brief, Graphic 4.1 on the opposite page  
illustrates funding sources for Nebraska’s 
community colleges. As indicated, state 
funding is one of several funding sources. 
Each institution’s tuition, fees, and property 
tax revenue are direct funding sources; 
funds raised locally stay with the institution. 
  
Each institution also receives state aid, allo-
cated through a formula. One aspect of the 
formula attempts to reconcile the available 
resources of an institution (its tuition, fee, 
and property tax revenue) with the resources 
necessary to provide a reasonable range of 
services to the population served by each 
college. Nebraska’s community colleges 
vary widely in size (and, therefore, in tuition 
and fee revenue) and in their ability to raise 
property tax revenues. The current ap-
proach, overall, is to allow each college to 
retain all revenues it raises locally through 
tuition, fees, and property taxes. Those re-
tained funds do, however, figure into the cal-
culation of state aid each college receives. 

Legislative goals for CC funding 
 
Nebraska Revised Statutes, Section 85-
2222(1) –  The Legislature, in an effort to 
promote quality postsecondary education 
and to avoid excessive and disproportionate 
taxation upon the taxable property of each 
community college area, may appropriate 
each biennium from such funds as may be 
available an amount for aid and assistance 
to the community colleges. The Legislature 
recognizes that education, as an investment 
in human resources, is fundamental to the 
quality of life and the economic prosperity of 
Nebraskans and that aid to the community 
colleges furthers these goals.  
 
It is the intent of the Legislature that such 
appropriations reflect the commitment of the 
Legislature to join with local governing bod-
ies in a strong and continuing partnership to 
further advance the quality, responsiveness, 
access, and equity of Nebraska's community 
colleges and to foster high standards of per-
formance and service so that every citizen, 
community, and business will have the op-
portunity to receive quality educational pro-
grams and services regardless of the size, 
wealth, or geographic location of the com-
munity college area or tribally controlled 
community college as defined in section 85-
1503 by which that citizen, community, or 
business is served.  
 
Such funds so appropriated by the Legisla-
ture shall be allocated, adjusted, and distrib-
uted to the community college boards of 
governors as provided in the Community 
College Foundation and Equalization Aid 
Act. 
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Institution X’s 
Tuition and 

Fees1 

Institution X’s 
Local Property 

Taxes2 

Institution X’s 
Other Revenue3 

Institution X’s  
Operating Funds 

Institution X’s  
Share of State Aid4 

(Allocated through formula.) 

Graphic 4.1: Funding of Nebraska Community Colleges (Illustrated for Institution “X”) 

1 In 2008-09, 27.4 percent of Nebraska community colleges’ total revenue came from tuition and fees. 
2 In 2008-09, 37.5 percent of Nebraska community colleges’ total revenue came from local property taxes. 
3 Other Revenue: Other revenue would include items such as revenue from auxiliary services, grants and contracts, 
investment income, gifts, interest income, and other receipts. Other revenue is not part of the formula calculations.  
4 In 2008-09, 35.1 percent of Nebraska community colleges’ total revenue came from state aid. 
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Overview of the formula  
  
On the general premise that the state will assist institutions that assist themselves (through 
their willingness to levy property taxes within a statutorily specified range), the state uses the 
amount of each institution’s estimated local revenues in a formula that determines the alloca-
tion of state aid to the institutions in a manner that takes that willingness into effect (see “local 
effort rate” in Appendix 4.1). If, for example, an institution does not levy its area’s property own-
ers at rates within a specified range of the calculated state levy rate (LER), it may eventually 
receive less assistance from the state. A “simple as possible” narrative explanation of the state 
aid formula follows.  

  
 

 

“Revenue Need” – Estimated revenue need is determined through two separate processes. 
  

1. Total all of the prior year’s revenue for all colleges and add a three percent growth factor (Base Revenue 
Need). 
  
2. The total Base Revenue Need (BRN) is used to determine the revenue need for each college according 
to the following: 

 18% of the BRN is divided equally among the colleges 
 12% of the BRN is divided among the colleges according to each college’s share of the total current 

reimbursable educational units (REUs). 
 70% of BRN is divided among the colleges according to each college’s share of the total three-year 

average REUs. 
  
To each college’s revenue need determined above is added the percentage growth in the three-year aver-
age full-time equivalent (FTE) students. 
 
This calculation determines the total revenue need by institution (the estimated amount of revenue the insti-
tution needs to serve its students).  

“Resources Available” – Resources available is based on one calculation and reporting of tuition. 
 

 Local resources available is based on a state calculated levy rate (local effort rate*) multiplied by an 
institution’s property tax valuation. 

 
Reported prior year’s tuition and fees. 

 
These two numbers are added together by institution to determine the revenue available for each institution.  
 
* see Appendix 4.1, page 82 

Box 1  

Box 2  

Final Determination of State Aid Allocation 
 
Estimated revenue need to serve students (Box 1) minus resources available to each college (Box 2) equals 
state aid allocation to each institution. 

Box 1  —  Box 2  =  State Aid Distribution 
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Funding formulas – a common approach  
  
Nebraska is one of at least 40 states that uses some type of formula to determine allocations 
of state support to community colleges1. Those formulas are based on several different ap-
proaches and attempt to address a variety of state goals. Formulas for community college 
funding are complex, for they must separate from all of the colleges’ activities only those ele-
ments that the state has decided to financially assist. For example, although all community col-
leges offer general interest, recreational, or self-improvement courses, states seldom provide 
financial assistance for them. Formulas also may account for local support, as is the case in 
Nebraska. 
 
What are “weightings?”  
  
Formulas are used in many states to allocate among individual colleges the funding that legis-
latures provide to support their state’s community colleges. Generally, formulas do not deter-
mine the total funding amount that a legislature chooses to provide; rather, once that total 
amount is set by a legislature, formulas are 
often used to determine how much of that 
total amount each institution is to receive.  
 
A common element of formula funding in-
volves determining how much it costs col-
leges to offer the instruction and other ser-
vices they provide. The state then uses that information, often along with other data, to build 
formulas that will determine how much state funding to provide each individual college. Studies 
to determine the actual costs of instruction, administration, and other common elements are 
done at various levels of detail and sophistication and are used to help determine how formu-
las should be constructed. Most studies rely on common budget categories, as developed by 
the National Association of College and University Business Officers (NACUBO) or a particular 
state’s required budgetary or reporting categories.  
  
Some states do these cost studies every few years. Other states rely heavily on work done in 
other states, under the general assumption that if, in State A, teaching diesel repair costs a 
college four times as much per student as does the teaching of freshman composition, that’s 
likely to also be the case in State B. Regardless of rigor and the degree of reliance on home-
state, empirical data, all such studies confirm that some courses are more expensive to offer 
than others, generally for perfectly understandable reasons. 
  
These differential costs are generally expressed as multiples of the least-costly course. An-
other word for that approach is “weighting.” Continuing the example stated above, if freshman 
composition was found to be the least expensive course offering, it would receive a “weight” of 
one; if diesel repair was four times as costly to provide, it would receive a “weight” of four.  
1 Christopher M. Mullin and David S. Honeyman, “The Funding of Community Colleges: A Typology of State Fund-
ing Formulas,” Community College Review, 2007. 

“ Formulas are used in many states to 
allocate among individual colleges the 
funding that legislatures provide to sup-
port their state’s community colleges.  
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The next step involves aggregating all the different types of instruction provided by the institu-
tion within various categories of courses. Let’s look at a very small, hypothetical college 
(Focused Community College) that teaches only two things: freshman composition and diesel 
repair.  

In practice, this basic concept is elaborated to account for varying course credits, an obviously 
much greater array of courses/disciplines taught, conversion to full-time-student-equivalent ba-
sis, and so forth. In a simple example, each college’s total weighted instructional units are 
summed and that total number is divided into the total amount a legislature decides to provide. 
(In Nebraska, those units are expressed as “reimbursable educational units” and related to full-
time equivalent students.) If a state’s legislature decided to provide $200,000 to four small col-
leges that together generated 1,620 weighted instructional units, the value of each unit would 
be $123.46 ($200,000 divided by 1,620). If this approach was the only factor used to determine 
state aid allocations (and it seldom is), the colleges’ state aid would be as follows: 

Stated as simply as possible, these approaches identify approximately what it costs a college to 
offer various types of instruction, assigns “weights” (in Nebraska terminology) to those courses, 
and multiplies that cost by the number of students served over a specified time period. 
  
How important are these “weightings” to the allocation of state aid in Nebraska? 
  
In Nebraska, the “weightings” assigned to various courses affect the determination of about 82 
percent of the estimated revenue needed by each community college to serve its students.  
One part of the formula calculation uses weighted instructional units (“reimbursable educa-
tional units – REUs”) as averaged over a three year period; that section of the calculation af-

Graphic 4.2: ‘Focused Community College’ example 

Course Type 
Number of  

Course Hours 
Course “weighting” 

“Weighted  
Instructional Units” 

Freshman Comp. 200 1 200 

Diesel Repair 60 4 240 

Totals 260  440 

 

Graphic 4.3: Several Community Colleges’ example 

College 
“Weighted” Instructional 

Units 
Resulting State Aid 

Focused Community College 440 $54,322 

Narrow Community College 370 $45.680 

Modest Community College 460 $56,792 

Minimal Community College 350 $43,211 

Totals 1620 $200,000* 

 

* Note: Aid amounts do not total $200,000 due to rounding. 
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fects 70 percent of the estimated revenue needed by each community college.  A related sec-
tion of the formula uses the reimbursable educational units that each college generated over 
the past year; that section of the calculation affects 12 percent of the estimated revenue 
needed by each college. (See Appendix 4.1 for further discussion) 
  
What is Nebraska’s current approach to weightings? 
  
Nebraska currently establishes in statute2 three weighting categories for the various courses 
offered by its community colleges: 
  

 a weight of 1 for a “general academic transfer course or an academic support course”; 
 

 a weight of 1.5 for an “applied technology or occupational course offering which re-
quires the use of equipment, facilities, or instructional methods easily adaptable for use 
in a general academic transfer program classroom or laboratory”; 

 

 a weight of 2 for an “applied technology or occupational course offering which requires 
the use of specialized equipment, facilities, or instructional methods not easily adapt-
able for use in a general academic transfer program classroom or laboratory.”  

  
These weighting categories have been in place for many years and were developed through 
assumptions about and general estimates of the differential costs of providing the three cate-
gories of instruction. Until prompted by LB 340, no cost study had been done in Nebraska to 
verify that the weighting categories are the appropriate ones to use and that the funding ratios/
weights are backed up by an examination of actual costs. 
 
The actual assignment of course weightings is done by the NCCA. As new courses are added 
by the institutions, NCCA’s Council of Instructional Officers determines the weight each new 
course is given. (Indeed, NCCA largely determines which courses are to be counted in the for-
mula to begin with. That is, they determine what instruction is reimbursable.) New courses and 
their associated weightings are added to NCCA’s Combined Course List, which includes the 
reimbursable courses offered by all colleges and the weights that NCCA has assigned to them. 
That list is annually reviewed by the Council of Instructional Officers.  
  
The Commission’s approach to the Legislature’s questions about weightings 
  
To respond to the Legislature’s directive regarding course weightings, the Commission devel-
oped a cost study, with data compiled by each community college and submitted to the Com-
mission. 
  
Prior to designing the data gathering methods for the cost study, the Commission closely ex-
amined cost studies and other documentation supporting formula-driven allocations to commu-

2 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 85-1503 (2008). 
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nity colleges in 16 states; the Commission 
looked less closely at the approaches of sev-
eral additional states. The Commission’s cost 
study design utilizes what we believe are the 
best aspects of several states’ cost studies. 
For example, our approach is based on the 
federal Classification of Instructional Programs 
(CIP) codes – a  taxonomy of academic pro-
grams in various disciplines. While Nebraska’s 
community colleges currently weight each 
course taught, weighting factors in other states 
are commonly based on CIP codes, which re-
fer to academic programs, rather than aca-
demic courses. The Commission chose the 
CIP approach for the Nebraska community 
college cost study to potentially add reliability 
to a relatively small data set collected through 
a first-time exercise and to provide a means 
for comparison with the results of other states’ 
cost studies. Further, reliably measuring costs 
on a course-by-course basis is impractical. 
  
There is no single “best” way to carry out a 
cost study of this scope, and there is signifi-
cant variance in the methodologies of other 
states. The Commission’s first recommenda-
tion to the Legislature on this issue (prior to 
the passage of LB 340) suggested heavy reli-
ance on external consultants with experience 
designing and carrying out similar studies in 
other states. Because of its estimated costs 
(approximately $100,000), the Legislature did 
not approve that approach.  
  
Following the passage of LB 340, and as the 
Commission was beginning its work on the 
“weightings” question, the Commission sug-
gested to the community colleges that they 
consider funding such a study. They did not 
choose to do that, so the Commission devel-
oped the resulting study in consultation with 
the colleges. The Commission initially at-
tempted to capture costs for instruction, over-
head, and facilities. Despite significant effort, 

What’s a CIP code? 
 

The Classification of Instructional Pro-
grams (CIP) is the statistical standard for 
instructional program classification util-
ized by the U.S. and Canadian govern-
ments for a variety of surveys and data-
bases. Its purpose is to provide a system 
that supports accurate tracking, assess-
ment, and reporting of data. 
 
The codes have titles and program de-

scriptions that are generic categories, 
not exact duplicates of a major or pro-
gram at any individual institution. Each 
institution (or some other entity in some 
states) determines which code most 
accurately reflects its programs of study 
and assigns the CIPs accordingly. 

The codes have three levels. The first 
level is a two digit number followed by a 
period and is the broadest of all levels. 
There are 37 two-digit CIPs for aca-
demic and occupational disciplines. 
There are additional CIPs for programs 
that are usually non-credit, such as 
ROTC and personal improvement and 
leisure studies. 

The second and third levels provide ad-
ditional detail for classification and are 
identified by either two additional digits 
after the period (second level) or four 
digits (third level). 

 
For example: 
 
CIP 51. is titled “Health Professions and 

Related Clinical Sciences” 
CIP 51.06 is Dental Support Services 

while CIP 51.16 is Nursing 
CIP 51.0601 is Dental Assisting and 

51.0602 is Dental Hygienist 
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facilities data proved too problematic to include for further analysis, so the Commission based 
its analysis on instructional and overhead costs per full-time-equivalent student. Even that sim-
plification is compromised by the institutions’ having used two different methodologies to deter-
mine the overhead costs they assigned to each CIP code. (The Commission believes in this 
case that the effect of using the two different methodologies is minimal.) 
  
The Commission’s analysis focused on determining, as nearly as possible, the actual costs of 
providing reimbursable instructional programs (not all instructional activities of the community 
colleges qualify for state support), based on data provided by the colleges. Those costs, ex-
pressed in dollars per full-time-equivalent student, were then used to propose program-level 
weightings. We emphasize that the data on which the Commission based its analysis was pro-
vided by the colleges in good faith, but this project was a first-time exercise and presented 
some significant challenges for the institutions. Any future replications of the study would likely 
be easier and, perhaps, yield more accurate data. Although part of the process required some 
limited, large-scale reconciliation with audited information available from other sources, the 
data itself was not audited. 
  
The Commission regards as a second issue 
the question of whether weightings should 
be modified to provide financial incentives to 
one or more of the institutions’ roles and 
missions or to support other policy goals. A 
recommendation on that issue will be pro-
vided later in this report. 
  
The cost study has been a challenging project for all concerned. Administrative staff at the col-
leges put many hours into identifying and reporting within specified, carefully defined catego-
ries their actual costs of instruction, administrative overhead, and other expenses. Difficulties 
with that process caused significant delays, because Commission analysis could not begin un-
til an accurate data set was established. The directions the Commission gave the colleges for 
the study are in Appendix 4.2, available in the online version at www.ccpe.state.ne.us. A tech-
nical explanation of the Commission’s methodology is provided in Appendix 4.3, available 
online at www.ccpe.state.ne.us. The final data used by the Commission in its analysis is in-
cluded as Appendix 4.4, also available at www.ccpe.state.ne.us. 
 
Cost study findings 
  
The state’s three weighting categories are not fully supported by an examination of actual 
costs incurred by programs (as reported by the institutions).  
 

 Although analysis on a program level will, of course, differ to some degree from 
analysis done at a course level, from the program data submitted by the colleges it 
is clear that some programs (and, therefore, many of the courses that compose 
them) are weighted inappropriately by the three-category system. Some programs 

“ The state’s three weighting categories 
are not fully supported by an examina-
tion of actual costs incurred by programs 
(as reported by the institutions).  
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have costs that are higher than the relative weights currently assigned to the 
courses that compose them; some have costs that are lower. Nevertheless, the 
Commission believes the state is correct in including in the state aid formula a 
mechanism to account for the varying costs of various types of instruction. 

 

 At a more fundamental level, the weights currently assigned to some courses in the 
Combined Course List maintained by NCCA are inconsistent with the statutory de-
scriptions that accompany those weights.  

  
 To provide further guidance for the application of statutory weightings, NCCA devel-

oped and adopted “Course Weighting Decision Rules.” Nevertheless, some weight-
ings do not appear to the Commission to match either the statutory intent or the de-
cision rules. For example, macro and micro economics can be found in two different 
CIP codes, each given a different weight. The decision rules specify that terminol-
ogy courses all be given a weight of 1.5. Medical terminology courses can be found 
with weightings of 1.0, 1.5, and 2.0. Similarly, some institutions weight soil science 
classes and/or labs as 1.5, 2.0, or a combination of the two. 

  

  While the current three weighting categories are admirably simple and based on 
reasonable assumptions, the cost data supplied by the institutions indicates that the 
three weightings do not capture the full, relative range of institutional costs. For ex-
ample, the current weighting system in effect builds in the assumption that the col-
leges’ cost to offer their most expensive courses is twice the amount of their lowest-
cost courses. While the cost ranges reported by each institution vary, the Commis-
sion’s analysis indicates that, statewide, that range is clearly greater. Because the 
current weighting system is course based, and the cost study is program based, it is 
not possible to determine the exact extent of the difference. 

 
 The most finely grained approach to this problem would assign a different weight to 

each course (1, 1.04, 1.17, etc.) based on actual reported costs. That approach 
would be unduly cumbersome and would have other disadvantages.  A mid-range 
approach would assign a different funding weight to each CIP code. That approach 
would relate most directly to the cost study approach taken by the Commission. A 
simpler approach would aggregate the costs reported for each CIP within “bands” of 
comparable costs. The Commission recommends this latter approach because of 
its relative simplicity and the fact that any data errors on the high side or on the low 
for various programs would better balance each other within each band. Graphic 
4.4 (opposite page) comprises the application of the Commission’s recommended 
approach to the results of the cost study. It creates six funding “bands” based on 
the actual costs of offering programs. Technical discussions of methodology and 
data are found in the appendices relating to section IV of this report. See Appendix 
4.5 for a comparison of this study’s cost findings (by program), with results from 
largely comparable studies done by other states. 
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LB 340 directs the Commission to study 
whether course weightings should be 
changed to “properly reflect the role and 
mission of Nebraska community colleges,” 
as well as the cost of providing such 
courses. 
  
The Commission’s approach to the weight-
ings issue has focused on determining 
weightings that reflect the “cost of provid-
ing courses” – the second part of the Leg-
islature’s directive on weightings. Once 
instructional costs are accurately deter-
mined and applied within either a course-
based or program-based methodology, 
adjustments to provide incentives for cer-
tain activities, or to emphasize certain 
roles or missions, could readily be con-
structed. However, the Commission rec-
ommends against having weightings (by 
course or by program) reflect factors other 
than costs. 
  
The Legislature has proscribed the com-
munity colleges’ first mission: “The com-
munity colleges, individually and collec-
tively, shall have as their first instructional 
and service priority applied technology and 
occupational education and, when neces-
sary foundations education.” (Neb. Rev. 
Stat. § 85-962) To a large extent, the gen-
erally higher costs of providing “applied 
technology and occupational education” (a 
more modern term is career/technical edu-
cation) are reflected in the Commission’s 
cost study and, therefore, in our recom-
mended weightings.  
  

Graphic 4.4: Recommended weight ranges 
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That is not the case for foundations education, however. In our cost study it receives a rela-
tively low weighting. That is not because we think it unimportant (we clearly think it is very im-
portant), but because the institutions’ reported costs for providing foundations education yield a 
statewide average cost that results in that relatively low weighting. 
  
If the Legislature wants to use the allocation of state aid to incentivize institutions toward identi-
fied policy goals, or to emphasize certain roles or missions, the Commission would recommend 
a different approach — an approach that does not adjust weightings within the formula. That 
approach would involve the establishment of separate incentive/performance funds that could 
go to the colleges on the basis of their achieving certain goals. That approach could be more 
flexible and responsive to changing needs. 
 
Two examples:  
 

 If the state wanted to encourage the institutions to increase the number of nurses 
they graduate, the Legislature could establish separate funds that reward the enroll-
ment, retention, and graduation of additional nurses beyond existing levels. 

 If the state wanted to incentivize effective foundations education, it could set aside 
funds that would go to the institutions on the basis of successful student outcomes. 
For example, additional funds could be provided on the basis of students’ success-
fully completing a remedial math course and additional (larger) funds could be pro-
vided when that student subsequently completed a credit-bearing math course. 

 
Additional issues arising during the course of the LB 340 study 
 
During the course of this study, the Commission held two public hearings: one in Lincoln 
(during the day), and an evening hearing in Omaha. From those two events, and from the 
many letters and other communications received during the study, it is clear that the commu-
nity colleges have broad-based support for the work that they do. Several individuals spoke of 
the importance of retaining “local control” of the community colleges. Several others told of the 
ways in which the community colleges very positively changed their lives. 
 
Although some individuals expressed general support for the present means of funding the col-
leges, other individuals conveyed with great passion their dissatisfaction with the current way 
the state provides its financial support. That dissatisfaction related to: 1) recent disagreements 
over data submitted by the colleges for the calculation of the current year’s aid, in particular the 
matter of reported tuition and fees, and 2) broader concerns about the current formula — its 
philosophical underpinnings, and its underlying policies and statutory provisions. Most of these 
concerns were expressed by individuals associated with Metro Community College. 
 
The Commission was not directed to study any aspects of the formula beyond the use of 
weightings. Nevertheless, the Commission cannot avoid observing that Metro Community Col-
lege’s claims represent serious disagreements with the current formula — disagreements 
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about underlying principles, fundamental policies as set forth in statute, and definitional and 
procedural matters affecting the allocation of funds. 
 
Disagreements over higher education funding are frequent and recurrent. Metro’s claims — 
and the points of view of all of the colleges — deserve appropriate consideration. This dis-
agreement between the community colleges has formed a rift that must be healed. 
 
Summary and recommendations 
  
To respond to the Legislature’s questions about possible modifications to the course weight-
ings used in the current calculations of state aid to Nebraska’s community colleges, the Coordi-
nating Commission, working with the colleges, carried out a study to determine the instruc-
tional and administrative overhead costs of providing the reimbursable instructional programs 
offered by the institutions. 
 
This was a first-time exercise for the col-
leges and presented numerous challenges in 
the collection and analysis of data. Never-
theless, the Commission finds that the avail-
able data, and the Commission’s other re-
search on these issues, provide a sufficient 
basis from which to make the following rec-
ommendations. 
 

 The Legislature should continue to include in the state aid formula a mechanism to 
respond to and take into account the varying costs of offering different types of in-
struction. 

 

 The Legislature should consider replacing its current weighting system with a sys-
tem based on programs rather than courses. The federal government’s CIP codes 
should be used to categorize those programs.  

 

 Programs should be assigned to one of six “bands,” each associated with a weight 
applicable to all programs within the “band.” If the Legislature preferred greater cost 
differentiation, it could associate a separate weight with each CIP code. In either 
case, the weighting of each CIP code would be determined by its per-FTE cost, as 
calculated through the cost study. The Commission believes that the simpler, six-
band approach is preferable. Documents illustrating each approach, based on the 
actual data, are provided in Appendix 4.6. Financial implications of applying the six-
band weighting approach to the latest reported REUs are found in Appendix 4.7. 

 

 The Legislature should direct that an updating of the cost study be done every four 
years; updating should be done prior to every other biennial budget consideration of 

“ The Legislature should consider re-
placing its current weighting system with 
a system based on programs rather than 
courses. The federal government’s CIP 
codes should be used to categorize 
those programs.  



60 

 

the Legislature. The Commission recommends that the Legislature at some point 
fund a comprehensive cost study that would be done by an external entity with 
broad experience in doing such work for states and postsecondary systems. That 
more comprehensive approach could provide greater assurance that comparable 
data were collected from each college and therefore yield better data on which 
analyses, recommendations, and funding decisions could be based. 

 

 If the Legislature moves to a program-based weighting system, as recommended in 
this report, the issue of inaccurate course weightings in the Combined Course List 
becomes irrelevant. However, if the Legislature does not move to a program-based 
weighting system, the Legislature should direct that the Coordinating Commission, 
or some other agency assigned coordinating authority by the Legislature, working 
closely with the community colleges, review and approve the weights assigned to 
courses in the Combined Course List. That review and approval should be com-
pleted as soon as possible. CIP designations in the List should be corrected regard-
less of any modifications the Legislature does or does not make to the formula. 

 

 The Legislature also asked if course weightings should be changed to properly re-
flect the role and mission of Nebraska community colleges. The Commission does 
not recommend modifying the cost-derived weightings of either courses or pro-
grams to “properly reflect” any particular aspects of the colleges’ roles and mis-
sions. Rather, it recommends that, if the Legislature wants to provide financial in-
centives for certain roles, missions, or activities, it adopt a more focused, flexible 
approach. That would involve establishing separate funds that would be distributed 
to the institutions upon their reaching certain policy goals — the graduation of addi-
tional nurses, for example, or significant improvement in getting students through 
remedial/foundations work and having them successfully complete credit-bearing 
courses. 
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Appendix 2.1: Nebraska community college overview 

Fall Headcount Enrollment at Nebraska Public Postsecondary Institutions by 
Sector — Fall 2001 to Fall 20081 

1Data source:  National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS). 

12-Month Unduplicated Headcount at Nebraska Public Postsecondary Institu-
tions by Sector—2001–2002 Academic Year through 2007–2008 Academic Year1 

1Data source:  National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS). 
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Appendix 2.1 cont’d  

Fall Headcount Enrollment as a Percentage of 12-Month Unduplicated Head-
count at Nebraska Public Postsecondary Institutions by Sector — 2001–2002 
Academic Year through 2007–2008 Academic Year1 

1Data source: National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS). 

Nebraska community college tuition and fees, 2009-101 

1Data source: Community colleges’ websites 

 Resident Non-resident 

Central Community College $2,310.00 $3,360.00 

Metro Community College $2,160.00 $3,127.50 

Mid-Plains Community College $2,430.00 $3,030.00 

Northeast Community College $2,430.00 $2,932.50 

Southeast Community College $2,160.00 $2,632.50 

Western Neb. Comm. College $2,430.00 $2,790.00 
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Appendix 2.2: NE community college role and mission statutes 
Section 85-959  
Community colleges; role and mission assignments.  
 
The role and mission assignments enumerated in sections 85-960 to 85-965 shall apply to the 
community college system and its areas and campuses. Such assignments shall prohibit, limit, 
or restrict only those programs or services provided for under such sections.  
 
Source: Laws 1978, LB 756, § 43. 
 
 
Section 85-960  
Community colleges; public service activities; responsibility.  
 
The community colleges shall be responsible for public service activities within each area.  
 
Source: Laws 1978, LB 756, § 44. 
 
 
Section 85-960.01  
Community colleges; applied research activities permitted.  
 
Applied research activities of the community college areas shall be directly related to the en-
hancement of the instructional programs, student achievement, institutional effectiveness, pub-
lic service activities, and the professional development of the faculty.  
 
Source: Laws 1991, LB 663, § 100; Laws 1993, LB 239, § 15. 
 
 
Section 85-960.02  
Community colleges; foundations education.  
 
The community college areas shall serve as the primary public postsecondary institutions for 
foundations education.  
 
Source: Laws 1991, LB 663, § 101; Laws 1993, LB 239, § 16. 
 
 
Section 85-961  
Community colleges; responsibility in less than baccalaureate degree program areas.  
 
The community colleges shall have, except in specified program areas authorized by statute 
and the Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education, sole responsibility for the 
award of associate degrees, diplomas, and certificates in less than baccalaureate degree pro-
gram areas approved by the commission pursuant to sections 85-1413 and 85-1414.  
 
Source: Laws 1978, LB 756, § 45; Laws 1991, LB 663, § 102. 
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Section 85-962  
Community colleges; legislative intent; instructional and service priorities.  
 
It is the intent of the Legislature that the community colleges shall be student-centered, open-
access institutions primarily devoted to quality instruction and public service, providing coun-
seling and other student services intended to promote the success of a diverse student popula-
tion, particularly those who have been traditionally underserved in other educational settings. 
The community colleges, individually and collectively, shall have as their first instructional and 
service priority applied technology and occupational education and, when necessary, founda-
tions education. The second instructional and service priority of the community colleges shall 
be transfer education, including general academic transfer programs, or applied technology 
and occupational programs which may be applicable to the first two years of a bachelor's de-
gree program, and, when necessary, foundations education. The third instructional and service 
priority of the community colleges shall be public service, particularly adult continuing educa-
tion for occupations and professions, economic and community development focused on cus-
tomized occupational assessment and job training programs for businesses and communities, 
and avocational and personal development courses. The fourth instructional and service prior-
ity of the community colleges shall be applied research.  
 
Source: Laws 1978, LB 756, § 46; Laws 1991, LB 663, § 103; Laws 1993, LB 239, § 17. 
 
Section 85-963  
Community college areas; general academic transfer programs; campuses provided; 
limitations.  
 
The community college areas may provide general academic transfer programs at the follow-
ing campuses: Southeast Community College Area at the Fairbury-Beatrice Campus; Central 
Community College Area at the Columbus Campus; Metropolitan Community College Area at 
the Fort Omaha Campus; Mid-Plains Community College Area at the McCook and North Platte 
Campuses; Northeast Community College Area at the Norfolk Campus; and Western Commu-
nity College Area at the Scottsbluff Campus.  
 
In conjunction with and consistent with its determinations regarding transfers of credit, admis-
sion standards, and remedial programs pursuant to section 85-1413, the Coordinating Com-
mission for Postsecondary Education may authorize any or all of the campuses of community 
college areas not listed in this section to also provide general academic transfer programs.  
 
The delivery of general academic transfer program services shall be limited to those areas and 
campuses specifically provided for by this section or the commission. The community college 
areas are encouraged to work in cooperation with the University of Nebraska and the state col-
leges for the articulation of general academic transfer programs of the six community college 
areas.  
 
Source: Laws 1978, LB 756, § 47; Laws 1981, LB 320, § 4; Laws 1984, LB 993, § 1; Laws 
1991, LB 663, § 104; Laws 1994, LB 683, § 9. 

Appendix 2.2 cont’d 
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Section 85-964  
Community colleges; academic course instruction authorized.  
 
The community colleges may provide such academic course instruction as may be necessary 
to support applied technology education and academic transfer programs.  
 
Source: Laws 1978, LB 756, § 48; Laws 1993, LB 239, § 18. 
 
 
Section 85-965  
Community college area; education programs; contract to provide.  
 
Any community college area or institution may contract to provide for the delivery of education 
programs within institutions operated by any state agency or within any geographic area ad-
ministered by a federal agency or tribal authority.  
 
Source: Laws 1978, LB 756, § 49. 
Section 85-966  
Sections, how construed. 
 
The Legislature acknowledges the provisions of Article VII, sections 10, 13, and 14, of the 
Constitution of Nebraska. The provisions of sections 85-917 to 85-966.01 reflect the philoso-
phy of the State of Nebraska and shall be acknowledged as such and implemented by the 
Board of Regents of the University of Nebraska, the Board of Trustees of the Nebraska State 
Colleges, the board of governors of each community college area, and the Coordinating Com-
mission for Postsecondary Education. 
 
Source: Laws 1978, LB 756, § 56; Laws 1991, LB 663, § 105; Laws 1993, LB 239, § 19; Laws 
1994, LB 683, § 10. 
 
Section 85-966.01 
Role and mission; legislative change; conditions. 
 
After January 1, 1995, the Legislature shall not change the role and mission provisions in this 
section and sections 85-917 to 85-966 unless and until a proposal for such change has first 
been reviewed by the Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education and its recom-
mendations on such proposal have been given to the Legislature pursuant to subdivision (2) of 
section 85-1412, section 85-1414, or otherwise. 
 
Source: Laws 1994, LB 683, § 11; Laws 2003, LB 7, § 4. 
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Appendix 2.3: CC roles/missions by state (statutory assignments) 
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Appendix 2.4: Definitions 

adult basic education – courses that enable adults to acquire the basic skills necessary to 
function in society so that they can benefit from the completion of secondary school, enhanced 
family life, attaining citizenship, and participating in job training and retraining programs. 
Courses emphasize basic skills such as reading, writing, math, English language competency, 
and problem-solving. Programs include Adult Basic Education (ABE), Adult Secondary Educa-
tion (such as GED), and English Language Acquisition. 
 
academic transfer – courses and programs designed for transfer to four-year institutions. The 
subject areas generally fall within the categories of languages, arts and humanities, social sci-
ences, mathematics, and science. 
 
associate degree – an award consisting of approximately 64 semester credit hours or 98 
quarter credit hours that usually takes two years of full-time study to complete. Degrees may 
focus on academic areas of study and be specifically designed to transfer to a four-year institu-
tion (e.g., Associate of Arts or Associate of Science) or may focus on the application of knowl-
edge and skills (e.g., Associate of Applied Science or Associate of Occupational Studies). 
 
career/technical education (CTE) – formerly called vocational education. The courses and 
programs help students acquire academic and technical skills that prepare them for specific 
occupations.  
 
diploma or certificate – awards for completion of programs that require less than two years of 
full-time study  
 
foundations /developmental /remedial education – courses that are pre-college and in-
tended for students with below college-level skills. The courses enable students to acquire the 
skills necessary to participate in a postsecondary program of study. The courses do not count 
toward a degree, diploma, or certificate, and are not awarded transferrable credit. 
 
open access – an institutional policy that allows students to enroll in courses or programs 
without meeting any performance standards other than possessing a high school diploma or 
equivalent. 
 
personal enrichment courses – courses outside formal, credit-bearing education programs 
that are designed to enhance the personal lives of students  
 
training and support for business and economic development – courses that adults take 
outside of formal, credit-bearing education programs in order to acquire, maintain, or upgrade 
their workforce skills 
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Appendix 2.5: 3-year grad rates for 2-year associate degree students 

Source: NCHEMS Information 
Center for Higher Education Poli-
cymaking and Analysis 
Note: Graduation rate for stu-
dents beginning two-year pro-
grams in fall 2003 and graduating 
by summer 2007.  
Note: The completers reported 
for Nebraska account for about 
30% of all of the students who 
received degrees, certificates 
and diplomas conferred by Ne-
braska community colleges. 
These data refer to associate 
degree completers only. 
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Source:  Data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 
IPEDS Spring 2007 Survey, summarized by the National Center for Higher Education Management 
Systems (NCHEMS), January 2009. 

Appendix 3.1: Community college funding by state 2006-07 
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Appendix 3.2: State CC structures and degree of  centralization 
State Coordination of Community Colleges: 

• Other states’ approaches 
• Applying those (and other) approaches to Nebraska 
 

Governing and coordination structures for American community colleges are far more diverse 
than in any other sector of postsecondary education. Several authors have placed states’ coor-
dinating structures for community colleges within several categories. Some authors have 
added descriptive frameworks, ranging from highly coordinated at the state level to minimally 
coordinated.  
 
Studies reviewed by the Commission have generally categorized Nebraska as “decentralized.” 
The most recent of those categorizations is reproduced on the following page (Lovell and 
Trouth, 2004). In that categorization, approaches to statewide coordination of community col-
leges include coordination by state boards of education, state higher education boards or com-
missions, state community college coordinating boards, state community college governing 
boards, and state boards of regents. To further complicate the picture, some states employ 
more than one of these approaches, coordinating some of their community colleges through 
one structure and some through another. And lastly, the categorizations are not as neat as the 
table makes them appear, for at least two fundamental reasons. First, not all organizations 
characterized or designated as statewide community college coordinating boards, for example, 
carry out the same tasks or exercise the same level of control over their institutions. Further-
more, these categorizations, even when made with the best professional judgment, change 
over time.  
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Appendix 3.2 cont’d 

Source:  “Statewide Community College Governance Structures: Factors that Influence and Issues that Test Effec-
tiveness,” Cheryl D. Lovell and Catherine Trouth, Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and Research, Vol. XIX, 
pp. 133-174, J.C. Smart, ed., Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2004. 
1 New York CUNY actually has a city-level governing board that operates in a similar fashion to a state-level board. 
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Appendix 3.2 cont’d 

Commission review of taxonomies published over the past many years demonstrates a general 
trend toward greater rather than lesser statewide coordination. That would generally parallel 
the trend of increasing reliance on state funds mentioned earlier in this report. 
  
The Commission has reviewed other states’ approaches to state coordination of community 
colleges and makes the following observations about them and other possible approaches. 
 
Other states’ approaches:  

 
 Community college coordination by a State Board of Education. According to Lovell and 

Trouth’s 2004 analysis, seven states assign community college coordination (to greater 
or lesser degree) to their state board of education. Although some advantages could 
potentially be gained from that approach, the Commission does not find it to be particu-
larly progressive, appropriate, or practical for Nebraska. The State Board would require 
considerable time to assimilate a full understanding of community colleges’ cultures, 
issues, challenges and opportunities. The Nebraska Department of Education would 
have to hire several additional staff with higher education (and, in particular, community 
college) knowledge and expertise.  

  
Coordination by a statewide community college coordinating board. Such boards exist in 

13 states. Such a board could readily handle coordination tasks for the community col-
leges. The chief benefit of such an approach would be the statewide, rather than institu-
tional, perspective that such a board would provide. Such boards are typically ap-
pointed by governors, with confirmation by the state’s senior legislative body. They do 
not supplant the governance responsibilities of local boards. Creating one in Nebraska 
would require resources sufficient to support several highly qualified staff, suitable of-
fice space, board members’ travel, and other operating expenses. This approach would 
have to be carefully designed to avoid the legal pitfalls that befell earlier approaches 
tried in Nebraska in the 1970s. The Commission is confident that could be done if the 
Legislature chose to do so. 

 
 Coordination by a state community college governing board. Nine states have such 

boards. In those states, virtually all community college funding comes from state appro-
priations, with no or minimal reliance on local funding. If Nebraska were to pursue that 
approach (and the elimination of property tax levies for community colleges would ap-
pear at least initially popular to many), maintaining the current level of total funding for 
the colleges would require an increase of state appropriations of approximately $98 mil-
lion per year, plus an undetermined amount for local bonding obligations.  

 
A strong, statewide governing board could readily deal with the coordination issues 
raised in this report, as well as others, and would offer the benefits of a statewide per-
spective. Its scope of responsibilities would be greater than that of the approach dis-
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cussed immediately above, and it would exert significantly greater control over each 
individual community college than would a statewide community college coordinating 
board. Some believe it could perhaps realize cost savings through greater efficiency; 
others believe it could lead to cost escalations stemming from a potential need to 
equalize faculty salaries around the state. It would represent the greatest departure 
from  the “local control” approach that was widely supported in testimony presented to 
the Commission in the two public hearings held during the Commission’s work on this 
report.  
 

 Community college coordination by an existing governing board.  A state board of regents 
oversees community colleges in 14 states, carrying out those duties along with over-
sight of at least some their states’ four-year colleges and universities, as well.  

 
It would be a challenge for either the University of Nebraska Board of Regents or the 
Nebraska State College Board of Trustees to exercise governing functions for their in-
stitutions and only coordinating functions for the community colleges, each of which 
have their own, locally elected governing boards. Comments made immediately above 
would also relate to having either entity exercise governing functions for the six commu-
nity colleges.  
 
The Regents or Trustees (and their staffs) would have to assimilate and understand the 
particular challenges, opportunities, culture and responsibilities of the community col-
leges. That would include an understanding of significantly different student demo-
graphics, institutional roles and mission, faculty characteristics and responsibilities, the 
whole area of career and technical education, foundations education, and institutional 
and sector traditions. Assigning state coordinating tasks for the community colleges to 
either the University of Nebraska Board of Regents or the Nebraska State College 
Board of Trustees would also require additional staff and resources for those entities. 

 
In the Commission’s view, this approach would dilute the attention the governing 
boards for the University of Nebraska and the Nebraska State Colleges could continue 
to give to their current responsibilities. Incorporating oversight of career and technical 
education (a major responsibility of the community colleges) and consolidating under 
any one board the close supervision of education stretching from foundations education 
through master’s level education (in the case of the State Colleges) or through doctoral 
and professional studies (in the case of the University of Nebraska) would present sig-
nificant challenges. Adding the funding complexity of a sector that relies to a large ex-
tent on local property taxes to the oversight of institutions that do not receive such sup-
port would complicate governance and funding decisions. The Commission believes 
that the University’s Board of Regents and the State College Board of Trustees have 
sufficient responsibilities to discharge without adding the complexities that would ac-
company the expansion of their oversight to include coordinating even limited activities 

Appendix 3.2 cont’d 
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of the community colleges. 
 
Lastly, and very importantly, this approach would dilute attention given to the commu-
nity colleges themselves, the sector of Nebraska public education that enrolls our 
state’s second-largest number of students.  

  
Community college coordination by a statewide higher education board. That approach, 

more or less, is done in 11 states.  Although the Coordinating Commission could carry 
out additional tasks relating to the coordination of the community colleges, significant 
expansion of the Commission’s oversight in this regard could present a real or per-
ceived conflict of interest between those duties and the Commission’s charge to ensure 
statewide coordination across postsecondary sectors. Nevertheless, if better or pre-
ferred alternatives are not identified, some, most, or all of the limited coordinating tasks 
mentioned in the body of this report are related to work the Commission already does 
and could be carried out by the Commission. The Commission strongly emphasizes 
that it would need additional resources to add that work to its current responsibilities. 
The Commission’s staffing level has remained essentially flat since 1992, despite the 
addition of numerous tasks and responsibilities.  

 
Other approaches 
 
 Encourage (but not provide a means for) voluntary coordination among the colleges.  Ne-

braska operated under that approach from 1977 until 1991. During that time the Legis-
lature had repealed the Coordinating Commission for Technical Community Colleges, 
and the NCCA developed in the absence of any state oversight. Provisions for an asso-
ciation were not codified until 1991, when the current Coordinating Commission for 
Postsecondary Education was established.  

             
The Coordinating Commission does not support this approach. If state coordination of 
community colleges is important to the state — and the Commission finds that it is — a 
mechanism to ensure coordination must be created, empowered, and adequately re-
sourced.  

 
Continue statewide coordination assignments to the Nebraska Community College Asso-

ciation (NCCA). NCCA is the current “association” authorized in Nebraska statutes  and 
performs several functions. Although NCCA has made many useful contributions and 
could be strengthened, with only an executive director and an administrative assistant it 
lacks the financial and staffing resources needed to carry out fully the coordinating 
tasks mentioned above and those already assigned to it. Bringing NCCA capabilities up 
to the necessary level would likely require the addition of several highly qualified staff, 
additional office space, and the significantly increased financial resources needed to 
support expanded responsibilities. Those additional resources would have to come 
from the colleges, from state appropriations, or a combination of sources.  

Appendix 3.2 cont’d 
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Appendix 3.2 cont’d 
Disputes of the last few years, and the fact that not all Nebraska colleges are current 
members of NCCA, present additional complicating factors to this approach. Finally, the 
Commission is not aware of any other state that in statutes assigns any state coordina-
tion responsibilities to a non-governmental association comprised of and funded by the 
colleges themselves. NCCA’s structural ties to the institutions tends to reinforce institu-
tional rather than statewide perspectives. 
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1 Western Nebraska Technical Community College Area v. Tallon [Tallon I], 192 Neb. 201, 219 N.W.2d 454 (1974). 
2 Nebraska Constitution, Article VIII, Section 1A. 
3 State of Nebraska v. Tallon [Tallon II], 196 Neb. 603, 244 N.W.2d 183 (1976).  

Appendix 3.3: History: Nebraska’s approaches to state coordination of  
community colleges 

In 1971 the Legislature first attempted to organize Nebraska’s community college system 
statewide by creating the State Board of Technical Community Colleges and establishing local 
governing boards to oversee each community college area. Generally, the state board was 
charged with statewide coordination duties, while the local boards were to manage the govern-
ance duties for the colleges in their areas. However, some powers of the local boards were 
subject to approval by the state board, such as the power to construct facilities and issue reve-
nue bonds. Further, the Legislature required the state board to establish minimum standards 
for the local boards addressing many governance issues such as the qualifications of instruc-
tional personnel, internal financial procedures, curriculum content and degree requirements, 
and admission policies. 
 
At the same time the Legislature created a state board, it also established a system to provide 
state aid to each community college area. Additional changes were made to the state aid in 
1972 and 1973, when the Legislature added the requirement that a community college area 
could not receive state aid if it levied a property tax of less than one mill. The maximum levy 
available to community colleges was one mill.  
 
Legal challenges followed, and in 1974 the Nebraska Supreme Court held the property tax lev-
ied by the community colleges was unconstitutional1 because it violated a provision in the Ne-
braska Constitution, known as the Duis Amendment, that prohibits the state from levying prop-
erty taxes for state purposes2. The Court examined both the governance structure and the 
state aid provisions to make its determination. 
 
In 1975 the Legislature enacted a new system for the community colleges. In place of the state 
board, the Legislature created the Nebraska Coordinating Commission for Technical Commu-
nity Colleges. The commission was given standard coordinating functions, and the local 
boards held final authority for any governing decisions. The Legislature also established a new 
property tax levy limit and simplified state aid by distributing it solely on the basis of full-time 
equivalent enrollment totals.  
 
This second system structure also faced a constitutional challenge, but the Nebraska Supreme 
Court in 1976 upheld the system as constitutional3. The following year, the Legislature again 
changed the system by repealing the Nebraska Coordinating Commission for Technical Com-
munity Colleges and giving most of its powers to the new Coordinating Commission for Post-
secondary Education that had been established the previous year. In 1979, attempts were 
made to establish a Community College Council to oversee the community colleges, but the 
proposal was defeated on the floor of the Legislature.  
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Appendix 3.3 cont’d 
NCCA grew out of these failed attempts at coordination in the 1970s. After 1977, except for the 
limited duties that had been assigned to the Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Edu-
cation, the state removed itself from coordinating the community colleges despite its continua-
tion of state aid. With little state oversight, the colleges voluntarily collaborated and coordi-
nated through what became the NCCA, a nongovernmental, nonprofit entity made up of locall 
elected representatives of the colleges themselves. The Legislature further endorsed this ap-
proach in 1991 when it statutorily proclaimed that the Coordinating Commission’s work in coor-
dinating the community colleges should be done through “an association of the boards of the 
six community colleges.” 
 
This approach accomplished several things. First, it was less likely to face a constitutional chal-
lenge. Second, because NCCA receives no state funds, the voluntary approach had the added 
benefit of not requiring the state to financially support a focused coordinating entity for the col-
leges, even though coordinating/governing entities are supported for the University of Ne-
braska and the Nebraska State Colleges. And lastly, this approach gave the colleges them-
selves minimal state oversight of the effectiveness of their efforts at statewide coordination, 
despite the considerable amount of state aid provided over the years.  
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Appendix 3.4: NCCA coordinating responsibilities 

NCCA Policy Manual – Section 3015 
NCCA Board Coordinating Responsibilities and functions  

 
 Preparation and updating of a statewide community college system strategic plan, includ-

ing developing the process for participation of area boards, area presidents, area staff, and 
area students and where appropriate, community and business leaders, executive and leg-
islative branch members, and representatives from other education sectors, organizations, 
and agencies;  

 
 The NCCA Board will approve the legislative agenda annually at the fourth quarter meeting 

of the board.  
 
 Coordination of system legislative strategy, including, but not limited to formulating policy 

and position statements, organizing and directing support or opposition for specific legisla-
tion, identifying issues affecting one or more community colleges, preparing positions for 
alternative outcomes of legislative issues, and representing the community college system.  

 
 Coordination of system budget request, and where necessary and appropriate, identifica-

tion of system-wide program emphasis, system-wide requests, categorical requests, and 
other areas where individual area budget requests may directly affect the effective pursuit 
of the system request. In addition, the NCCA shall be responsible to set a final system 
budget request strategy and budget request philosophy, plan executive and legislative 
budget request conferences and hearings, and perform final budget document preparation 
and production, including establishing and coordinating a budget request calendar of activi-
ties.  

 
 Coordination of area program offerings in accordance with role and mission, the state aid 

distribution formula, uniformity of statewide programs, and efficient distribution of services 
and use of resources.  

 
 Recommendation and facilitation of system representation at the state-level with other edu-

cation sectors, state agencies, government and community entities, the executive and leg-
islative branches, including designating membership on committees, task forces, commis-
sions, and other bodies, particularly those responsible for statewide coordination.  

 
 Coordination of information and data requests, and public relations activities at the state-

level with other education sectors, government agencies, community and business leaders, 
the executive and legislative branches, other states, and national organizations.  
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Appendix 3.5: NCCA handling of  information, data requests 

NCCA Policy Manual – Section 13000 
Information and Data Requests  

(Adopted August 11, 1984) 
 
The community college areas receive numerous requests for information from 
governmental entities and individuals involved in the legislative or administrative process of 
government. Responses to such requests may affect the structure and/or funding of individual 
areas or the CC system as a whole, as well as impinge on the local control or authority of the 
area boards of governors. Therefore, the Nebraska Community College Association (NCCA) 
deems it advisable to adopt the following general policy with regard to such requests for 
information and data. 
 
1. The NCCA recognizes that the community college areas are public bodies and as such owe 
a duty to the public to make available as much relevant information and data concerning the 
community colleges as possible. It is the desire of the area governing boards and area 
presidents/chancellors that requests for information and data from federal, state, or local 
governmental entities or persons connected with federal, state, or local governmental 
activities be initially directed to the NCCA office. In the interest of efficiency, the NCCA will 
attempt to answer requests by exploring and exhausting all current sources of data on the 
community colleges before asking the areas to provide additional information. These 
sources include data submitted to the Department of Administrative Services and the 
Legislative Fiscal Office in the annual budget requests of the community colleges, 
information submitted to the Legislative Fiscal Office for the Nebraska Educational Data 
System (NEEDS), information submitted to the Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary 
Education for the Higher Education General Information Survey (HEGIS), budget reports 
submitted to the State Auditor, and any other standard or special data sources available in 
the state. The use of pre-existing information is particularly necessary when requests 
require the community colleges to spend public funds to generate, complete, and/or 
duplicate data which are of little or no value to the area governing boards in carrying out 
their statutory responsibility to govern the community college areas, or are of little or no use 
to individuals or groups for determining the quality or effectiveness of the community 
colleges. 
 
2. The NCCA and the community college areas will make every effort to comply with the public 
records law and all other applicable laws, rules and regulations requiring the compilation 
and dissemination of information and data. In addition, the NCCA and the community 
college areas will cooperate in every reasonable way to make information concerning the 
community colleges available to those persons and entities requesting it. 
 
3. The NCCA office will act as the central clearinghouse for information requested about the 
community colleges. This is especially applicable in the case of any request which: (a) 
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Appendix 3.5 cont’d 
asks for information that applies to all community college areas; (b) asks for information 
which may affect all community college areas or one or more areas differentially; (c) asks 
for information not required to be submitted or not required to be submitted in the format 
requested; or (d) asks for information involving estimates, projections, opinions, policy or 
other speculative information not approved by community college area boards of governors 
or area presidents/chancellors. The NCCA executive director, after consultation with area 
presidents or their chairman, area instructional officers or their chairman, area business 
officers or their chairman, the president of the NCCA or the chairman of the NCCA 
legislative committee, or other appropriate community college representatives, will respond 
to the request for information in the following manner: 
 

a. For requests where the total cost of obtaining the information is less than or equal to 
 $250 per area in duplicating costs and staff time, provide the information if it is available 
 or can be easily obtained in the format requested. 
b. For requests where the total costs of obtaining the information exceeds $250 per area 
 in duplicating costs and staff time or the information cannot be easily obtained in the 
 format requested, negotiate with the person or entity making the request to either 
 modify the request, reimburse the community colleges for costs in excess of $250 per 
 area, and/or make arrangements for representatives of the entity making the request to 
 travel to the area(s) concerned to inspect the relevant public records. 

 
4. Each community college area is encouraged to establish a policy with regard to the 
compilation, duplication, and distribution of information and data including the costs charged 
for the same and forward such policy to the NCCA executive director. Each community 
college area is also encouraged to designate one administrator with whom the executive 
director may confer on informational requests affecting the area of the community colleges 
as a system. 

 

Appendix 3.6: State Auditor’s report 

This appendix can be found in the online version of this report, at 
www.ccpe.state.ne.us 
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Appendix 4.1: Calculation of  state aid for Nebraska community colleges  

Institution X’s 
Tuition and 

Fees1 

Institution X’s 
Local Property 

Taxes2 

Institution X’s 
Other Revenue3 

Institution X’s  
Operating Funds 

Institution X’s  
Share of State Aid4 

(Allocated through formula.) 

Funding of Nebraska Community Colleges (Illustrated for Institution “X”) 

1 In 2008-09, 27.4 percent of Nebraska community colleges’ total revenue came from tuition and fees. 
2 In 2008-09, 37.5 percent of Nebraska community colleges’ total revenue came from local property taxes. 
3 Other Revenue: Other revenue would include items such as revenue from auxiliary services, grants and contracts, 
investment income, gifts, interest income, and other receipts. Other revenue is not part of the formula calculations.  
4 In 2008-09, 35.1 percent of Nebraska community colleges’ total revenue came from state aid. 



83 

 

18
%

 

S
tate T

otal F
orm

u
la B

ase R
evenu

e
1 

÷ 6 

E
q

u
alizatio

n
 (sam

e am
ount to each college) 

12
%

 

S
tate T

otal F
orm

u
la B

ase R
evenu

e
 

In
stitu

tio
n

 X
’s  

p
rio

r year 
R

E
U

s
2 

X
 

Institution X
’s P

rio
r Y

ear In
stru

ctio
n

al A
ctivity 

Institution X
’s In

stru
ctio

n
al A

ctivity (3-year rolling avg.) 

70
%

 

S
tate T

otal F
orm

u
la B

ase R
evenu

e
 

In
stitu

tio
n

 
X

’s  
3-year a

vg
.  

X
 

  “N
E

E
D

S
” m

inus “R
E

S
O

U
R

C
E

S
” eq

u
als “S

T
A

T
E

 A
ID

”  

“N
E

E
D

S
” (calculated) 

“R
E

S
O

U
R

C
E

S
” (calculated) 

=
 A

 

=
 B

 

=
 C

 

+
 +
 =
 

Institution X
’s “N

E
E

D
S

” 

+
 =
 

Institution X
’s “R

E
S

O
U

R
C

E
S

” 

Institution X
’s reported  

L
o

cal E
ffo

rt R
ate

3 

Institution X
’s yield from

  
T

u
itio

n
 an

d
 F

ees 

1 F
o

rm
u

la B
ase R

e
ven

u
e (F

B
R

): F
B

R
 is the total of all institutions’ prior 

ye
ar’s tuition a

nd fees, state aid, an
d local p

roperty ta
x revenu

e, plus a
n add

i-
tiona

l 3 percen
t “gro

w
th factor.” 

2 R
E

U
: R

eim
bu

rsable E
ducationa

l U
nit. R

E
U

s reflect the am
ount an

d typ
es of 

instructio
n give

n b
y th

e institutions, includ
in

g adjustm
ents for the fact that 

som
e courses are m

ore costly to offer than others. 
3 L

o
cal effo

rt rate: A
 calcu

lated am
o

unt potentia
lly ava

ila
ble to all colle

ge
s 

base
d on a pre

sum
ed level of prop

erty ta
x le

vies. 

D
 

+
 

S
tu

d
en

t G
ro

w
th

 F
acto

r  
(percentage change in  
3-year average F

T
E

) 
=

 

Appendix 4.1 cont’d 



84 

 

Appendix 4.1 cont’d 

Community College Funding Formula 
 
The current community college aid formula is based on an equation that NEEDS minus RE-
SOURCES equals STATE AID. (NEEDS – RESOURCES = STATE AID) 

 
Component Parts of the Formula 

 
1. Calculation of NEEDS (divided into two parts) (Information from all colleges) 
 

A. Prior-year Revenue 

 Determined on the basis of prior year’s revenue: Property taxes, state aid, tuition and 
fees, and a growth factor. 

○ Property taxes: Lesser of the actual amount levied for general fund purposes in 
the previous year OR the amount generated from previous year’s valuation at the 
previous year’s Local Effort Rate (LER). (See separate definition) 

○ State aid and tuition and fees are prior year’s numbers. 
○ General growth factor for 2009-10 and thereafter will be 3%. 

 Add prior year’s property tax levies, state aid, and tuition and mandatory fees. Multiply 
the sum by the 3% growth factor. Add the 3% result to the sum to determine the For-
mula Base Revenue. 

[1.03(property tax + state aid + tuition & fees)] = Formula Base Revenue (FBR) 
 
This portion of the NEEDS calculation determines the Formula Base Revenue which is used in 
the second part of the NEEDS calculation. 
 

B.   Statewide Formula Needs: (Affects each college) 

 30% of Formula Base Revenue (from A) times 60% divided by the six community col-
lege areas. (This is known as System Foundation Need and is 18% of the Formula 
Base Revenue). 

 
 
                                 

 30% of Formula Base Revenue (from A) times 40%.  This is 12% of the Formula Base 
Revenue. The product is multiplied by each college’s proportionate share of Reimburs-
able Educational Units (REUs) for the most recently completed year. (This is known as 
the REU Need). (See page 82 for the definition of REU). 

(.4(.3FBR))% of REUs) = REU Need 

.6(.3FBR) 
 6 

= SFN 
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Appendix 4.1 cont’d 

 Average Revenue Remainder Allowance – Formula Base Revenue of all college areas 
minus the sum of Foundation and REU Need. This product (Revenue Remainder) is 
multiplied by each college’s proportionate share of the three-year average REUs to 
become the Average Revenue Remainder Allowance. 

% of REUs[FBR  - (SFN + REU NEED)] = ARRA 

 Student Growth Factor – Sum of System Foundation Need, REU Need, and Average 
Revenue Remainder Allowance multiplied by one or one plus the percentage change 
in current three-year average FTE from the prior three-year average FTE. 

                              (SFN + REU Need + ARRA) (1 + % change in FTE) = SGF 

 Base Revenue Need – the greater of formula calculated needs or 98% of prior year’s 
Base Revenue Need. (This is used in the formula to guarantee that a community col-
lege will not drop below 98% of the prior year’s revenue need and is known in the for-
mula as the Stabilization Percentage.) 

BRN = Calculated NEED or .98 of Prior Year’s BRN 
 
The above calculations determine the Total Revenue Need. 
 
2.   Calculation Resources (consist of two components) 
 

A. The yield from local property tax rate is determined by a Local Effort Rate times the 
property tax valuation. 

 Local Effort Rate (LER) (Determined for the System) 
○Total Base Revenue Need (determined in NEEDS calculation) minus Total State 
Aid for the fiscal year for which aid is being calculated and Total Prior Year Tuition 
and Fees. This remainder is divided by the prior year’s Total Property Tax Valua-
tion for the system and multiplied by 100. 

 
 
 
 
The LER is multiplied by each college’s prior year property tax valuation divided by 100 to de-
termine the yield from the Local Effort Rate for each college, which is part one of the resources 
calculation. 
 

B. Tuition and Fees – Prior tuition and mandatory fees accrued by each college. This is not 
a calculation, but rather an amount reported by each college. 

 
Calculation of Resources: Yield from Local Effort Rate plus Tuition and Mandatory Fees equals 
Total Resources. 

LER + Tuition & Fees = Total Resources 
 

BRN— (Total State Aid available + Total Prior Tuition & Fees) 

Total Prior Property Tax Valuation 
( ) 100 = LER 



86 

 

Appendix 4.1 cont’d 

3. Community Colleges Aid Calculation: Total Revenue Needs (1) minus Total Resources (2) 
equals State Aid. 

 State Aid to any particular college can be reduced if the college levy is below 80% of LER. 

 Community colleges may levy 20% above the state calculated Local Effort Rate (LER) or 
20% below the LER. 

 
Definitions 
 
Reimbursable Educational Unit (REU) – Reimbursable Educational Units are full-time 
equivalent students (FTE) weighted depending on the courses taken. Basic academic transfer 
courses are weighted at 1.0, light vocational/technical courses are weighted at 1.5, and heavy 
vocational/technical courses are weighted at 2.0. Weights are to reflect varying costs of deliv-
ering instruction in different disciplines. Approximately 70% of the formula is based on REUs. 
 
Local Effort Rate (LER) – The LER is the Base Revenue Need minus Total State Aid appro-
priated for the fiscal year for which aid is being calculated, and Total Revenue from Tuition and 
Mandatory Fees from the prior year. The remainder is divided by the total property tax valua-
tion for the system in the prior year and multiplied by 100. The Property Tax Revenue that 
counts as a resource will be the amount that the LER would generate from each community 
college area’s property valuation for the prior year. Any amount levied over the LER will not 
count in the resource calculation. The LER will be determined each year by the amount of 
state aid that is appropriated. The LER will ensure that property tax rates across the state will 
only vary by 20% over or 20% under the LER, which will usually result in a range of about two 
cents per $100 of valuation across the state. 
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Appendix 4.2: Cost study directions 

Appendix 4.3: Course weighting — background and methodology 

Appendix 4.4: CIP cost study data 

This appendix can be found in the online version of this report, at 
www.ccpe.state.ne.us 

This appendix can be found in the online version of this report, at 
www.ccpe.state.ne.us 

This appendix can be found in the online version of this report, at 
www.ccpe.state.ne.us 
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Appendix 4.5: Comparison of  other states’ cost study results 
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Appendix 4.5 cont’d 
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Appendix 4.6: Potential weighting systems 

Divided into 6 weighting categories (CCPE recommended) 
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CIP-by-CIP weighting (not recommended) 
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Appendix 4.7: Allocations resulting from CCPE recommended approach 

 
 BRN = Base Revenue Need (Larger of calculated or 98% of prior year 
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