
Asking the questions: 
What does President Ray want to know?

Usually for “Ed Said” we come up to your office and ask 
questions and then print your answers. People seem 
to expect people in positions like yours to have all the 
answers.

(OSU President Ed Ray rolls his eyes and laughs.) “Or at 
least be asking the right questions,” he says.

Which brings us to the point today. Let’s turn it around 
and have you ask questions. When you wake up and get 
ready for what’s ahead, what are some of the biggest 
continuing questions on your mind? 

“One of them — I talk about this all the time, so it’s no 
surprise — is whether or not we can close achievement 
gaps and raise retention rates and graduation rates for all 
of our students. We’re in the University Innovation Alliance 
(a nationwide coalition of 11 public research universities 
committed to discovering and sharing ways to make college 
degrees accessible to a diverse body of students) because we 
believe we benefit from having colleagues who are wrestling 
with the same sorts of issues.

“I think it took us too long to create the position of vice 
provost and dean for undergraduate studies, a person who 
is always on point on these matters, and is working on 
what the academy needs to look like for students to have 
their best chance at success. But now we’re very fortunate 
to have Susana Rivera-Mills in this position. I don’t know 
that you could imagine somebody you would like better in 
a position like that. She’s very passionate, very committed, 
very bright.

“We want 90 percent retention of first-year students and a 
70 percent six-year graduation rate, and we want to do it by 
2020. I don’t know if we’ll get there by 2020. But we’ll get a 
heck of a lot closer than we would if we didn’t set a goal, if 
we just said, ‘Ohhh, we just want to do better.’ That doesn’t 
inspire anyone to do anything.

“If President John Kennedy (who told Congress in 
1961, “We choose to go to the Moon in this decade,” but 
was assassinated in 1963) had lived, he would have been 
delighted that we landed a man on the moon in 1969.

“But I don’t think he would have been depressed if it took 
us until 1971 to do it. I think it was gutsy of him to say we’d 
do it by the end of the decade, but what was non-negotiable 
about his promise was that we’d do it.

“This — closing the achievement gap and improving student 
success — is non-negotiable to me. I’m going to be paying a 
lot of attention.

“We need to ask the questions that are right for us, and 
then set targets and stay on task.

“That question, about student success — is one that’s there 
every day.” 

So that’s at the top of your list. What else?
“Another one that’s a little less tangible, but still so important, 

is the fundamental question of our financial sustainability 
over time. Not whether we’re sustainable. We are. But are we 
sustainable as we see ourselves operating now?

“For example, we have this commitment to never go below 
two-thirds of our undergraduates being Oregon students. 
Is that financially sustainable? I honestly don’t know. But 
I want us to do our best to honor that commitment, even 
with the constraints we’re under and given that the state 
consistently falls short of giving us the resources we need to 
sustain that goal.”

To maybe oversimplify it — and I’ll grant that this is my 
oversimplification, not yours — if you were a corporate 
president, you would be asking whether your company 
could survive with only one-third of its customers — in 
this case the out-of-state students — paying enough to 
cover the costs of the services they receive.

“Yes, but we do have donor money, and grants for 
research that we can leverage to give undergraduates 
great experiential learning experiences, and so on. Every 
resource we bring in matters, but still — two-thirds Oregon 
undergraduates? We’re losing money, regularly, on it, and 
there’s no evidence that the state is going to close the gap.

“That’s a real problem and a real question for us, and we’re 
just going to have to keep tracking it year-to-year, and see if 
we can do it.”

How is this affected by our success with online learning?
“When I talk about this goal, I’m talking about having 

two-thirds of the undergraduates on the Corvallis campus 
be students from Oregon. The rest — mainly online and at 
OSU-Cascades in Bend — not so much, although I think we 
can expect OSU-Cascades to have no difficulty meeting that 
two-thirds goal on its campus for quite some time.

“When I refer to the two-thirds commitment, I’m talking 
about right here on this campus, in Corvallis, where it all 
began.”

Why should that be so important to us?
“Because we were created for Oregon. Are we providing 

quality education to the students we’re supposed to be 
providing it to, given our land grant mission? We think at least 
two-thirds of the undergraduates on this campus being from 
Oregon is evidence that we’re being true to that mission, and 
our Board of Trustees is right there with us on this.

“But suppose the state can’t get its act together on 
finances, and we in Oregon prove to be incapable of tax 
reform. If that happens, a lot of things aren’t going to get 
funded over the next decade.
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“If it comes to that, we’ll still face the question of whether 
we can sustain our commitment to undergraduates from 
Oregon. Will the math just not work? We’ll do all we can, but 
that’s a question that’s less under our control, and one that’s 
a little abstract.”

What else?
“Here’s a question that’s a little more concrete, and 

something that’s irritated me from day one. When I came 
here (in 2003, from The Ohio State University) I came from 
a place where athletics actually gave money back to the 
university. Well, there aren’t a lot of Ohio State-type athletics 
programs out there. I expect that’s true at no more than a 
dozen institutions. Pretty much every other university spends 
money on athletics, including all of the Division II and Division 
III schools, despite their claim that they don’t give athletic 
scholarships. Maybe 20-40 percent of the students at those 
schools participate in intercollegiate sports and many of them 
are on scholarships that are not called athletic scholarships.

“I’m very concerned about us getting to a model where 
athletics is more self-sustaining. When I came here we had a 
transfer from the main budget of about $4 million to athletics, 
and I started a process to wind that down, and we got it 
close to $3 million, but that led to a million-dollar deficit for 
athletics at the end of the year.

“Now we’re trying to get to the point where perhaps the 
university is providing enough support to athletics to cover 
the scholarships we’re entitled to provide under NCAA rules. 
That comes to about $7 or $8 million, and most of those 
students probably wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for that 
scholarship money. In fact, many out-of-state students come 
here to compete in Pac-12 sports who are walk-ons and pay 
full tuition. I’m pretty comfortable with that basis for financial 
support for athletics, because it’s another form of student 
recruitment, and much of that money goes right back into the 
university in the form of tuition and fees.

“I don’t want to be much above that, and I want to see if we 
can get to that point in another two or three years. During 
my time here we have had really strong support from donors 
for capital projects and annual support for athletics but the 
competition is more intense than ever and we will have to 
continue to build on our recent success.

“The question is this: Can we get to the point where there are 
no surprises, where we know the university is going to cover a 
certain amount for athletic scholarships, and that’s it?”

What else keeps you up at night?
“This too is longer term, and very frustrating: When I first 

came here and talked about diversity and inclusion, people 
answered me by saying, ‘Well, we’re not very diverse in Oregon,’ 
and I said that if we actually become a place where people 
know that — no matter who they are or what they look like — 

they can come here and flourish, we will become a destination 
of choice, and it won’t matter how diverse Oregon is.

“I’d like us to be able to say we’re there, but we can’t say 
that now. We’re doing a lot better in terms of our profile — in 
terms of the students, faculty and staff who are here — but 
we have a long way to go. The question is, ‘Do we have it in us 
to become a destination of choice because we deal with issues 
of inclusion and equity and social justice in ways that are 
admired by people, and draw people to us?’ 

“It’s not just about equity and justice, it’s about what’s in 
everybody’s interest. When I say we want our graduates to 
be able to compete with anybody, anywhere, anytime, and 
we want them to be successful in their careers and in service 
to others, all of our graduates are moving into a world that’s 
much more diverse than the world that I grew up in, or that 
you grew up in.

“Here on our campus, where we’re in something of a bubble, 
I want it to more accurately reflect the world our students 
will move into. We want this place to look enough like the 
real world that our graduates are comfortable anywhere, with 
anyone, and are ready to work collaboratively with anyone.

“Can we get to a place where people of diverse backgrounds 
look at us and just know they want to come here, because this 
is a place where everyone is welcome for who they are?”

Do you have one last question?
“One question people in Pendleton ask me with well-

deserved pride is what I like most about the Pendleton Round-
Up. I always respond that my favorite thing at the Pendleton 
Round-Up, where I ride a horse in the Round-Up parade, is the 
exact moment when I get off my horse under my own power, 
at a time and place of my own choosing.

“I’ve been here as president long enough that there’s a 
question I need to answer: When am I done? When will I have 
run my lap? When will it be time for other people to take up 
the baton and go forward? I think anyone in leadership ought 
to be asking that question.

“When the Board of Trustees offered me a five-year contract 
in 2015, I remember thinking, ‘Wow, that’s a long time.’ But 
it’s also part of why I started pushing so hard on student 
success, and on diversity and inclusion. I’m not letting up on 
any of that. There’s no relaxing until I finish, hopefully at a 
time and place of my own choosing. 

“There’s that line in show business: ‘Always leave them 
wanting more.’ You don’t want to wait too long.

“When is the best time to leave and have there be great 
momentum for this wonderful university, so it just keeps 
getting better and better for the next 20 years after I’m gone?

“That’s a question I have to answer.” q
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