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Mind the Gap: An FAQ 
 
Members of the campus community have asked many questions about working with their program data 
and making comparisons. A common question is the following:  
 

“How do we know if a difference is significant?”  
 
This FAQ offers guidelines for making comparisons with program data and determining the significance 
of differences, including student equity data.  
 
Q1: How do we make comparisons with program data? 
 
Compare your program to itself over time. 
Examine trends in your program’s data over the past five years. How have your numbers changed during 
those five years? Did the results for fill rate, course success, degrees and certificates (etc.) change across 
time? If so, in which direction and by how much? 
 
Compare your program data to a standard or goal. 
The “Disaggregated Course Success & Retention” visualization on Tableau has lines representing the 
college’s institution-set standard and aspirational goal for course success rate. Also, your program 
records should have between one and five program-level standards. You can compare your program’s 
course success rates, as well degrees and certificates awarded (when applicable), to those standards.  
 
Compare your program to others’ performance. 
The final set of comparisons involves numbers from other entities of the college. You can compare your 
program performance to those of similar programs, your division, or the college. Are your program’s 
numbers higher or lower than those for the other entities? Are your program’s trends (i.e., change 
across the five years) similar to those of the other entities?  
 
Q2: How do we know if a difference between numbers is significant? 
 
The Chancellor’s Office (CO) provided guidelines on interpreting gaps related to student equity in 2017.1 
The standard method for determining disproportionate impact in the CCC system is the Percentage 
Point Gap (PPG) method. This FAQ is not intended to provide in-depth information on the PPG or 
alternative methods for calculating disproportionate impact. Additional information can be found in the 
documents listed under “Resources.” 
 

                                                           
1 The CO released “an enhanced PPG methodology” in March 2019. While this enhanced procedure is more 
precise, it is also more complicated and less practical for planning teams. For this reason, the college will use the 
2017 procedure for program planning. The college will continue to use the enhanced procedure for campus-wide 
student equity work. The enhanced procedure is described in Student Equity and Achievement (SEA) 
Disproportionate Impact (DI) Files FAQ in the “Resources” section.      
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The significance of a gap is based on the size of the gap and the number of students involved (N). An 
equity gap is present when an identifiable subgroup has an outcome significantly below the college 
average (or the highest-scoring group). To identify whether statistically significant gaps are present you 
can: 
 

1) Subtract the overall rate (e.g., success rate) from the rate for an identifiable subgroup (e.g. 
males, females, EOPS, etc.). If the difference is a negative number (i.e., the subgroup’s rate is 
below the overall rate), continue to step two.  

2) Identify the number of cases for the subgroup. The Tableau tooltip on the “Disaggregated 
Course Success & Retention” visualization will show this number after “Number of Enrollments.”  

3) Compare the percentage point gap to the Margin of Error (MoE) corresponding to the number 
of cases on the “Thresholds for Margin of Error” table. 

4) If the difference between the two groups is greater than or equal to the MoE, the gap is 
statistically significant. For example, if the identifiable subgroup has 400 students and a success 
rate 6% below the overall rate (-6%), the difference is significant because the MoE is 5%. 

 

  
 
Exceptions. 
There is one possible exception to the first step above. When one group comprises the vast majority, 
there will be little difference between the overall rate and the rate for that group. For example at Rio 
Hondo, students identifying as Hispanic/Latinx comprise about 80% of the overall population and will 
have scores similar to the overall rate. In situations like this, the advice is to compare the score for the 
subgroup to the score for the highest scoring other subgroup. For some programs, “Other/More than 
one race,” “Gender Not Reported,” or another group with fewer than 10 enrollments will have the 
highest rate. In these situations, use the next highest scoring group for the comparison. 
 
Q3: Can we use the Percentage Point Gap method to look at differences other than equity?      
 
Yes, with caution. Although the CO established the PPG as the method for determining equity gaps, the 
same principles apply to examining differences in, say, success rates between two years or success rates 
between two courses. When comparing two scores like this, use the number of cases from the smaller 
group when identifying the Margin of Error (MoE) in the “Thresholds” table.  
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Q4: How important is “statistical significance?” 
 
Statistical significance should be viewed as one piece of a complicated puzzle. In 2016, the American 
Statistical Association issued a statement on the limitations of statistical significance, which said that 
business and policy decisions should not be based solely on statistical significance.  
 
Q5: How do we determine our program’s well-being and which differences to prioritize? 
 
Ultimately, these are collective decisions of the program team. Factors influencing these decisions will 
include the program’s mission, the program data, your experiences in the program, and external factors 
like community demographics and the economy. These factors and others inform decisions based on 
professional judgement. 
 
The program data, even statistically significant differences, are not intended to be the final word. Much 
of the value of the planning and review processes is in the inquiry, discussion, and reflection among 
team members. The program data provide a great place to start the discussion.   
 
 

Resources 
 
Interpreting Gaps 
 
California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, Percentage Point Gap Method, 2017. Link 
 
Ramirez-Faghih, C., & Fuller, R. (2017). Gauging student equity: Methods for measuring disproportionate 

impact. Presentation to the annual conference of the California Association for Institutional 
Research, Concord. Link 

 
 
Student Equity Plan 
 
California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, Student Equity and Achievement (SEA) 

Disproportionate Impact (DI) Files FAQ, 2019. Link 
 
Rio Hondo College, 2019-2022 Student Equity Plan: Executive Summary, 2019. Link 
 
 
Statistical Significance 
 
American Statistical Association, American Statistical Association Releases Statement on Statistical 

Significance and p-Values, 2016. Link 
 
Wasserstein, R.L., & Lazar, N.A. (2016) The ASA statement on p-values: Context, process, and purpose, 

The American Statistician, 70(2), 129-133. Link 

https://www.cccco.edu/-/media/CCCCO-Website/About-Us/Divisions/Digital-Innovation-and-Infrastructure/Research/Files/PercentagePointGapMethod2017.ashx?la=en&hash=CEC0183482280988242FD1EED4F3F1AE39335985
http://0005r66.myregisteredwp.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/474/2017/11/111017_1015_Ramirez-Faghih.pptx
https://riohondo0-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/jsass_riohondo_edu/EYO7bSV3eiFJkxhbxxuQ0BcBKEe_klixh-kY-e7uSCZXxw?e=DZuaBe
http://online.anyflip.com/iars/bxrt/mobile/index.html
https://www.amstat.org/asa/files/pdfs/P-ValueStatement.pdf
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