
It’s time for higher education 
to get better at telling its story

At a time when political and philanthropic support of higher education is becoming increasingly important, recent 
surveys make it clear that many Americans think a college degree is declining in value, as a financial commodity and as 
a generator of social good. Meanwhile, numbers — such as these taken from the College Board’s 2016 “Education Pays” 
report — show the opposite is true:

• In 2015, median earnings were 84% ($23,200) higher for females age 25 to 34 with at least a bachelor’s degree 
working full time year-round than for high school graduates; the premium for males was 75% ($26,200).

• The unemployment rate for individuals age 25 and older with at least 
a bachelor’s degree has consistently been about half of the unemploy-
ment rate for high school graduates.

• In 2014, 69% of 25- to 34-year-olds with a bachelor’s degree reported 
exercising vigorously at least once a week, compared to 45% of those 
with only a high school diploma. 

• Children of parents with higher levels of educational attainment are 
more likely than others to engage in a variety of educational activities 
with family members.

• Among adults age 25 and older, 39% of those with at least a bache-
lor’s degree volunteered in 2015, compared with 16% of those with 
only a high school diplo ma.

• In the 2014 midterm election, the voting rate of 25- to 44-year-olds 
with at least a bachelor’s degree (45%) was more than twice as high as 
the voting rate of high school graduates (20%) in the same age group.

Oregon State president Ed Ray says it’s time to speak with more urgency 
and conviction about the value proposition of a college education:

“I think there’s a lot more questioning today about the value 
and impact of higher education than there has been histor-
ically, and this has been building for a number of years,” he 
said. “Here’s a bit of historical perspective: At the start of the 
1990s, when the tech revolution was taking hold, we made a 
very good argument — which is as true today as it was then: 
‘Unless you know exactly what career you want to pursue 
when you enter college, you should seek a broad liberal arts 
education to prepare you for the five to 10 different jobs you 
will hold during your working life. Furthermore, you’re going 
to make more money with a degree. You’re going to have 
skills that will position you for better success in the many 
different jobs you are likely to have in your career.

“Now, if you already know when you get to college that you 
want to be an engineer or a nurse or a landscape architect, 
then God bless you. My oldest daughter always loved dance, 
and now she owns a dance studio. My privileged status in 
Columbus, Ohio, today is as ‘Miss Stephanie’s dad’. 

But you know what? I didn’t know what I wanted to do, even 
when I declared my major in my senior year of college. I was at 
the other end of the spectrum in terms of clarity about where 
my life was going.

“Part of the value of a higher education — particularly one with 
a strong liberal arts base — is that you gain skills that will be 
adaptable across jobs, across a lifetime, making you not just a 
better worker but a better community member. If you have criti-
cal thinking skills, if you know how to frame problems and design 
solutions to them, if you know how to write critically and critique 
issues, if you have an ethical base that keeps you moored even in 
the worst of times, these are qualities that are crucially import-
ant life skills, not just for a job and career, but for life. People 
bought that idea, but then tuition started relentlessly rising.

“When the dot-com crash came at the end of the 1990s, people 
would say to those of us in higher education, ‘Costs are going 
up, some of these tech jobs are going away, where’s the value in 
higher education?’

Orman Morton ’16 and President Ed Ray
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“And educators basically could still say — and it’s still our best 
argument — ‘On average, you’ll still earn about a million dollars 
more in your career if you have a college degree. You will be 
healthier. You will be more happy in your family life. You will be 
more involved in your community and more engaged in the po-
litical process. And on top of all that, there’s the million dollars.’

“Then 2008 came and we had the Great Recession, and people 
said, ‘Wait a minute — Joey has a college degree and he doesn’t 
have a job, so not every college grad is getting that million dol-
lars anymore!’ The conversation got more tricky. What degrees 
get you the million dollars? If engineers are always going to have 
a job, shouldn’t everybody be an engineer? Why do you even 
have philosophy degrees?

“We in higher education started falling in on ourselves as we 
scrambled to deal with that legitimate concern. We lost sight of 
our best answer, which is what it always has been: College is an 
excellent investment for one’s career and life circumstances. You 
will make more money. You will have a lower rate of unemploy-
ment. You will be happier and more satisfied. And the earnings 
gap is actually greater now in favor of those with a college 
degree. It’s way more than a million dollars.

“But all that seems to have been lost in this continuing drum-
beat about the rising cost of higher education, so it’s crucial that 
institutions like ours tell our story more clearly and convincingly. 
Public higher education educates about 80 percent of those who 
go on to post-secondary education, and starting in the mid-
1980s, states systematically reduced the per-student funding. 
Declining state support per student has been the most signifi-
cant driver of increasing tuition costs in this country for the last 
30 years.

“I talked in the State of the University address (in February in 
Portland) about how students’ share of our cost of instruction 
is now about 67 percent, while the state’s is about 22 percent. 
That represents a 50 percent increase in the students’ share of 
the cost of instruction from 15 years ago! Anyone who thinks it 
hasn’t gotten much harder to get access to an affordable higher 
education hasn’t been paying attention.

“We have to make our story — at the local and national levels — 
about specifics, and not just about numbers. At the State of the 
University, I introduced one of our Ecampus graduates, Orman 
Morton (pictured with me on the opposite page), a father of 
three who lost his job of 10 years when a Baltimore steel mill 
shut down. Instead of sinking into despair, he turned to Oregon 
State to remake himself. Now he has an environmental sciences 
degree and assesses water quality in Maryland. And on top of 
that, he’s a splendid fellow! You can’t hear stories like this and 
not feel good about higher education, and about Oregon State 
University.

“We also have some impressive numbers. In the State of the Uni-
versity address, I talked about how 43 percent of our students 
graduate with no debt at all, and about how our average debt is 
$25,000, about $5,000 less than the national average. Our loan 

default rate is 3.9 percent compared to a national average of 
7.5 percent. We have the second lowest resident undergraduate 
tuition in the Pac-12, we provide more grant and scholarship 
support than any university in the state, and our average amount 
of support per student is the highest among Oregon’s public 
universities.

“We’re also doing a better job of talking to our students about 
what they need to do to have a more effective learning process. 
Success depends on how well your university prepares you, but 
it also depends on you, as a student. How disciplined are you in 
your studies and in exploring knowledge beyond your studies? 
Whom do you interact with? Do you know who your professors 
are? Who are your friends? Who do you talk to about important 
things? Do you do community service? Are you on a sports team 
or do you participate in student clubs? All of that experience 
defines what you ultimately have to show for your college expe-
rience by the time you graduate.

“Another factor that makes the current atmosphere more chal-
lenging for us, in a way that is not really about our performance 
but can erode our support, is the increase in partisanship in our 
nation over the last 40 years, and how that is now exacerbated 
by the rise of social media.

“It’s not just that people disagree about things, but they disagree 
instantaneously about things and it is personal. And issues don’t 
get resolved before the next thing comes over the transom. So 
these unresolved differences of opinion build up. It’s becoming 
a case of, ‘I haven’t got time to know what your opinion is, I’ve 
only got time to tell you mine.’ I think we in higher education 
will get better at advancing learning and understanding in this 
environment, but for now, we’re being somewhat ineffective in 
our efforts to respond in the moment to what comes at us. We 
would all benefit from more thoughtful consideration of the 
challenges we face as a university, state and nation.

“This has spilled over, in some instances, to our relationships 
with our alumni and friends. I have generous, supportive people 
who challenge my motives and integrity now because we’re a 
sanctuary university, or because the board voted unanimously 
with one abstention to divest from carbon-based equities in our 
portfolio, or because we agreed to look at the names of some of 
our buildings and consider changing them over issues of inclu-
siveness. We are losing the ability to disagree but still respect 
each other despite differences of opinion.

“All of us who care about higher education and about Oregon 
State have to keep reminding ourselves of why we do the work 
we do, and of the progress we’re making. Just as importantly, 
while we need to respond to the negative stuff with facts and 
figures, we need to keep sharing our stories, our narrative about 
how lives get changed at this place. We have to keep telling peo-
ple what really happens here. Each university and college can tell 
a compelling story of its impact on individual lives, communities 
and society at large. We have yet to use our collective voice to 
affirm our case convincingly at the national level, and that needs 
to happen soon.” q
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