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Part 1: The state’s higher education goals and our progress towards 

them 

The HECC’s is required by law to “adopt a strategic plan for achieving state post-secondary education 

goals” (ORS 351.735). So what are those goals? 

The statute goes on to establish that the goals of the HECC’s strategic plan should be related to, but 

need not be limited to, the following: 

      (A) Increasing the educational attainment of the population; 

      (B) Increasing this state’s global economic competitiveness and the quality of life of its residents; 

      (C) Ensuring affordable access for qualified Oregon students at each college or public university; and 

      (D) Removing barriers to on-time completion. 

 

One can find still other goals for higher education elsewhere in Oregon law. These include: “creating an 

education citizenry to support responsible roles in a democratic society and provide a globally 

competitive workforce,” “creating original knowledge and advancing innovation,” and “contributing 

positively to the economic, civic, and cultural life of communities in Oregon,” (ORS 351.006); as well as 

“to provide the ability to enter the workforce immediately,” and “to provide the means for continuation 

of academic education, career and technical education, or the attainment of entirely new skills as 

demands for old skills and old occupations are supplanted by new technologies.” (ORS 341.009).   

Clearly, our Commission’s strategic plan is expected to address various aspirations for Oregon’s post-

secondary system.  This is consistent with the variety of our post-secondary institutions and their 

respective missions.  The goals of higher education are diverse, reflecting the enormous impact that 

higher education has on the state’s economy and citizenry, present and future.  Higher education cannot 

be reduced to a single number, assessed formulaically, or be improved simplistically. 

At the same time, we believe that the most effective strategic plans are organized around a limited 

number of measurable goals. They elevate certain priorities, and diminish others. This plan follows our 

statutory charter in being organized around three primary aspirations for Oregon higher education: (1) 

improving educational attainment and completion, (2) improving Oregon’s economic competitiveness 

and quality of life; and (3) ensuring that resident students have affordable access to colleges and 

universities.   

Goal 1: Improving educational attainment and completion 

As the result of a 2011 law, state goals in this area are well-known, well-defined, and quantifiable. 

Under ORS 351.009, the Legislature declares that “the mission of all education beyond high school … 

includes the achievement of the following by 2025:  

• 40 percent of adult Oregonians have earned a bachelor's degree or higher. 
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• 40 percent of adult Oregonians have earned an associate’s degree or postsecondary credential 
as their highest level of educational attainment. 

• 20 percent of all adult Oregonians have earned at least a high school diploma, an extended or 
modified high school diploma, or the equivalent of a high school diploma as their highest level of 
educational attainment.” 
 

The goal, known as “the 40-40-20 Goal,” has become shorthand for the efforts of the Legislature, 

Governor, the OEIB, and other state education boards, commissions, and agencies to significantly 

improve the education achievement levels and prosperity of Oregonians by 2025.  It implies that Oregon 

intends to become one of the best-educated populations in the world. The 40-40-20 Goal establishes a 

clear target – a “North Star” aligned with Oregonians’ economic, civic, and social aspirations -- against 

which to generally gauge the State’s educational progress.  We believe that for the goal to be 

meaningful, it must be accompanied by the clear understanding that increased levels of attainment of 

diplomas, degrees and certificates must be achieved equitably, with Oregon’s diversity – of race, 

ethnicity, gender, home language, socioeconomic status and geography – equally well-represented in 

each stage. 

More than a numerical target, however, 40-40-20 expresses a distinct point a view about the capacity of 

learners and the responsibility of education system to support them. Fundamentally, it says that every 

Oregonian is capable of earning at least a high school diploma and that most should earn some sort of 

post-secondary credential.  The job of policymakers, educators, and community members, then, is to 

adopt the policies and practices to ensure that they do so.  It emphasizes degree and certificate 

completion, and it draws our attention to achievement data that calls for a robust response on behalf of 

greater equity.  If taken seriously, and not just as political rhetoric, these are powerful statements that 

represent significant departures from the implicit assumptions of the past. They imply the need for 

equally significant departures in educational policy and practice.   

Where are we now? 

While the state has made modest progress towards the 40-40-20 goal since its adoption in 2011, the gap 

between Oregon’s aspirations and its reality remains stark.   

Table 1 displays current educational attainment rates for Oregon adults, compared with the attainment 

goals of 40-40-20. 

 

 

CURRENT EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT OF OREGON 

ADULTS, VERSUS THE 40/40/20 GOAL 
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Note: Working-age adults are 25-64 years old. The high school completion group 

includes people who self-report to have some college but no degree; the number of 

individuals in this group with certificates or credentials is unknown. Source: 

ECONorthwest analysis of data from the American Community Survey (2012), the 

Oregon Department of Education, the National Student Clearinghouse, and Oregon 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The gulf between the state’s aspirational goals and actual levels of attainment is even greater for 

African-American, Hispanic, and Native American Oregonians, among other populations.  In 2013, adult 

Oregonians belonging to those groups were, combined, less than half as likely as the overall adult 

population to have earned a Bachelor’s degree and about 25 percent less likely to have earned an 

Associate’s Degree or certificate. 

Which direction are we heading? 

While Oregon’s levels of educational attainment remain a long way from 40-40-20, the overall trend 

appears to be positive.  Between 2006 and 2013, the percentage of working-age (25-64 year old) 

Oregonians with Associate’s degrees or higher edged upward from about 38% to almost 41%. This 

increase represents the existence of nearly 90,000 more working-age degree-holders in Oregon today 

than a decade ago, at a time when the total population for this age group grew by only 71,000. Oregon’s 

increase mirrors a national trend for that time period that is likely associated with the large numbers of 

unemployed and underemployed Americans who enrolled in higher education during the Great 

Recession.  Oregon also benefits somewhat from migration patterns whereby more degree-holders 

migrate into the state than out of it; this likely contributes to the fact that the overall share of Oregon’s 

population with degrees, as well as the increase it has seen in this figure since 2010, slightly outpace the 

US average. 

 

Where are we now: the education “pipeline”? 

Under statute, 40-40-20 is a goal for the entire adult population, and the preceding discussion focused 

on the state’s progress specific to the 25-64 year-old age group. A different and no less important 
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perspective comes into view when we look specifically at higher education outcomes for recent cohorts 

of Oregon high school students.  This analysis accounts for the eventual higher education outcomes of 

recent cohorts of Oregon high school students, regardless of whether or not they attended college or 

university in Oregon.  By restricting its focus to the experience of recent Oregon high school students, it 

does not credit Oregon for the in-migration of well-educated adults, nor does it credit the state for 

working-age adults who return to school to earn certificates or degrees later in their careers.  The most 

comprehensive analysis of this kind to date focuses on the 41,655 sophomores who were enrolled in 

Oregon public high schools in 2003-2004, and its findings are startling.  By 2013 (seven years after their 

expected date of high school graduation), from this cohort: 

 7-10% had not completed high school or earned a GED; 

 62-65% had completed high school/GED but not earned a certificate or degree; 

 6% had earned a certificate or two-year degree; 

 22% had earned a four-year degree. 

Students in this cohort who were low-income or students of color experienced even less opportunity 

and success in higher education; for example, just 12.5% of low-income students and 11.5% of Latino 

students in this cohort had earned any certificate or degree by 2013 (compared with 28% overall).   

While we can reasonably expect the percentage of degree earners to rise somewhat over the next 

several years as some members of this cohort complete their college journeys, it appears unlikely that 

this group of recent Oregon high school students will reach the same level of educational attainment 

enjoyed by older Oregonians, much less 40-40-20. 

Summary 

Oregon’s 40-40-20 goal provides policymakers with a rough measuring stick to evaluate the state’s 

progress towards creating educational, economic, and civic opportunity for all Oregonians.  Viewed 

through this lens, Oregon remains far behind its 2025 goal, with especially alarming gaps for low-income 

students, students of color, and recent high school graduates.   

Goal 2: Increasing Oregon’s global economic competitiveness and the quality of life of its residents;  

and 

Goal 3: Ensuring affordable access for qualified Oregon students at each college or public university 

 

While the HECC continues to view 40-40-20 as an overarching statutory guide for higher education 

policy and investment, we also increasingly appreciate its limitations. Even with some the refinements 

discussed later in this Plan, 40-40-20 will remain a highly imprecise barometer for higher education.  

With its single-minded focus on certificate and degree completion, it fails to account for vitally 

important aspects of the mission of higher education, including graduate education, workforce training, 

and research.  It does not distinguish between different degree types, nor do its targets reflect the 

state’s particular economic or labor market needs at any given moment in time.  Taken literally, the 

statute’s application to the entire adult population (including even those beyond working age) creates a 

host of practical difficulties.  The “middle 40,” in particular, remains loosely defined and only imprecisely 
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tracked.  For all of these reasons, we believe that 40-40-20 should continue to serve as a basic guidepost 

for our work, not a hard rule.   

While we agree that these represent vital products of higher education, neither Oregon law nor the 

Commission has yet devised specific and measurable goals for monitoring our contributions in these 

areas.  The need for the Commission to develop standard, stable, and measurable goals in these areas is 

a primary recommendation and direction of this Strategic Plan, and is discussed in Part 4 below. 

 

In the meantime, we can draw on a variety of metrics to reach preliminary conclusions about the 

current status and trends of higher education with respect these goals. 

 

Goal 2: There can be little doubt that Oregon higher education plays a tremendous role in enhancing the 

state’s global economic competitiveness and quality of life.  It is more challenging to assess whether this 

impact is increasing, or diminishing. Data here. 

 

Goal 3: Rising tuition prices, living costs, time-to-degree, and debt and default levels makes it clear that 

the access and affordability of Oregon higher education has suffered considerably over the last decade. 

While the amount of scholarships and other forms of financial aid have grown, this increase has not kept 

pace with rising costs.  Summary data here. 
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Part 2: Background and key understandings about the higher 

education landscape 

1. Improving higher education attainment is deeply dependent on improving high school 

completion rates and knowledge/skills.  While significant progress can be made towards the 

former without improving the latter, the ceiling for this approach is significantly below 40-40-20.   

2. Limitations on public resources, competition for state dollars, and the diminished ability of 

students to pick up the slack through tuition mean that Oregon higher education will not meet 

state goals without simultaneously addressing each of the following: (a) cost structures, (b) 

delivery models, and (c) public funding levels.  

3. To meet our goals, Oregon higher education must serve students who are increasingly complex: 

more diverse, lower income, with greater desire for options and information, a greater need for 

flexibility, and a greater need for support.   

4. Oregon students are increasingly accessing higher education through a variety of institutions, 

timelines, and delivery systems. 

5. Top-down approaches to influencing higher education processes and outcomes are likely to be 

met with resistance and, ultimately, to fail.  Significant and sustainable changes to higher 

education are only possible with leadership, engagement, and partnership from students, 

faculty, administrators, board members, and other community members who are most directly 

responsible for higher education processes and outcomes.   

6. While various other state, national, and international organizations exist for the promotion of 

collaboration between actors at all levels of higher education, the HECC is uniquely and solely 

focused on meeting Oregon’s public goals and needs.  As a result, it is responsible for provoking 

and convening conversations that are unlikely to occur in its absence, including those focused 

on promoting equitable and efficient progress towards meeting state goals and objectives and 

student needs. 

7. Higher education is a critical tool for Oregon industry and the economy through (a) skill 

development, including abstract and creative thinking; and (b) research and innovation that 

responds to and drives the Oregon economy and the well-being of its citizens. 
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Part 3: The HECC’s roles and responsibilities 

Higher education in Oregon is a complex network of dozens of private and public career schools, 

colleges, and universities that collectively enroll nearly 300,000 Oregon students at any given point in 

time. Under Oregon’s statutory framework, the leadership, governance, and operations of those 

institutions is the sole responsibility of their respective owners, boards of directors, and administrators. 

In contrast to those institutional governing responsibilities, the HECC, meanwhile, is generally 

responsible for advising on, adopting, and implementing state policies to ensure that this network 

remains well-coordinated and student-friendly. It is the State of Oregon’s sole board and agency with 

responsibility for ensuring educational success from the point at which students are completing their 

high school diplomas and moving forward to learning, training and mastering skills in college and career 

training programs.  

Originally chartered by the Legislature in 2011, the commission was given new authorities in 2013 to 

reflect the reorganization of postsecondary governance, including the transition to institutional 

governing boards for public universities. 

The HECC “may exercise only powers, duties and functions expressly granted by the Legislative 

Assembly” (ORS 351.735).  Those “powers, duties, and functions” are described in multiple chapters of 

Oregon statute.  Some are overarching; others vary by sector (community college, public university, 

private and independent colleges and universities, career and trade schools).   

Major powers, duties, and functions for the HECC are as follows: 

 Developing state goals for the post-secondary system, including community colleges, public 

universities, and student access programs (ORS 351.735); 

 Adopting a strategic plan for achieving the state’s postsecondary goals (ORS 351.735);  

 Recommending to the Governor and the OEIB a consolidated higher education budget 

request aligned with the strategic plan (ORS 351.735); 

 Developing a comprehensive higher education budget request linked to the strategic plan 

(ORS 351.735); 

 For some private and out-of-state schools, degree authorization (ORS 348.603); 

 For private career schools, licensure and teacher registration (ORS 345, 341.440, 342.197, 

348.070, 687.011); 

 For public universities, developing the biennial state budget request, allocating legislatively 

appropriated resources, conducting annual evaluations, and approving mission statements, 

significant changes in academic programs, and resident tuition increases greater than 5% 

(ORS 351); 

 For community colleges, developing the biennial budget request, allocating legislatively 

approved resources, and approving new certificate and degree programs (ORS 326 and 341); 

 For all sectors, data collection, analysis, research, and reporting; 
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 In conjunction with the Oregon Workforce Investment Board and the Oregon Department of 

Employment, state implementation of the federal Workforce Investment and Opportunity 

Act (WIOA); 

 Administration of the Oregon Opportunity Grant and other student success programs 

through the Office of Student Access and Completion (ORS 348); and 

 Developing dual credit standards, transfer standards, and credit for prior learning standards 

(ORS 340.310, 341.430, and 351.751). 

The Commission believes that the effective exercise of its “powers, duties, and functions” requires 

developing close partnerships with the governing boards, administrators, faculty, and students at the 

institutions we serve. The Commission must also be responsive to legislative, gubernatorial, and public 

interests. We must simultaneously help to set the public agenda for higher education as well as to 

implement the directions established by others. While not enumerated in the summary of our role 

above, we believe that that the HECC plays a particularly important convening role for Oregon higher 

education and the communities that it affects. To effectively exercise our powers, duties, and functions, 

while meeting our responsibility for providing higher education leadership and responsibly 

implementing legislative directives, requires the Commission and its staff to continually convene and 

engage our partners throughout communities around the state.  The strategies contained within this 

plan involve the exercise of the HECC’s statutory powers, duties and functions, but they also reflect our 

appreciation that systemic change requires deep partnership. 
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Part 4: HECC strategies 2016-2020:  

Goal-setting, Funding, Pathways, Student Supports, Affordability, 

Workforce, Innovation, and Economic Development 

1. Goal-setting. Sharpen our state higher education goals and better monitor our 

progress 

Background 

The HECC is uniquely responsible for developing goals for Oregon higher education, for collecting data 

and other information from our institutions and other higher education partners, and for reporting on 

the progress of our state and institutions towards meeting these goals.   

Having clear state goals and measuring our progress towards them can serve at least two important 

functions: 

a. To shape the Commission’s strategic plan, its policy agenda, and its biennial funding request to 

the Governor and Legislature. 

b. To shine a public spotlight on state and institutional progress, including areas of strength as well 

as areas for growth, in order to help draw attention, resources, and commitment to key 

priorities. 

HECC Strategies 

 Develop a standard, stable, and measureable goal for the contribution that higher education makes 

to improving Oregon’s economy and the quality of life for its residents. 

 

 Develop a new adult educational attainment goal, distinct from 40-40-20. 

As noted in Part 1, Oregon’s 40-40-20 goal exists in law today as a goal for the entire adult population, to 

be reached by 2025.  

A rigid interpretation of the statute would imply that the State should undertake a massive effort in 

adult education. It would suggest that hundreds of thousands of Oregon adults of all stages of their lives 

and careers, including even those nearing or past retirement age, should be encouraged to continue or 

complete their education and training. It would suggest that this effort should be undertaken without 

regard for the job opportunities that may, or may not, be available to these new, adult-age GED, 

certificate, and degree completers.   

The HECC will work with our community and institutional partners to develop a new adult educational 

attainment goal, distinct from 40-40-20, for possible introduction to the 2017 Legislature.  

In doing so, we recognize several key points: 
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1. Increasing training and educational opportunities for working-age adults, including those who 

exited the education system many years ago, should remain a top priority for the HECC and the 

State of Oregon -- receiving equal emphasis to our work to serve the traditional college-age 

population.  

2. How we set our specific training and education goals for working-age adults should reflect actual 

and projected labor market demands and employment opportunities. Because the condition of 

the economy and labor market changes continuously, our goals for this population will require 

periodic refinement.  

3. For younger, school-age Oregonians whose education today is preparing them for a lifetime of 

work and citizenship whose demands and opportunities we can hardly begin to imagine, the 40-

40-20 goal remains an appropriate target.  

Our work on this strategy will require addressing certain definitional issues; for example, how will we 

define the “adult population” to which a separate educational attainment goal should apply?  While it is 

appropriate for us to consider questions like this, however, we must take care to try to maintain the 

relative simplicity of the current formulation of 40-40-20. Like 40-40-20, a new adult educational 

attainment goal should serve as a general compass heading for state policy and investment proposals 

and a rough yardstick for measuring state progress, not as a precise formulation meant to drive highly 

specific programs, activities, or accountability measures. 

While the primary emphasis of this strategy will be on developing an overarching adult education goal 

for consideration by the Legislature, consideration should also be paid to the development of non-

statutory targets for specific areas of state focus that are supported by HECC/CCWD staff in conjunction 

with the Oregon Department of Employment and Oregon Workforce Investment Board, including GED 

completions, services to dislocated workers, incumbent and other worker training, and youth 

employment opportunity.   

 Develop interim 40-40-20 targets, both for overall student cohorts as well as for specific cohorts of 

underrepresented students. 

In order to make 40-40-20 more actionable for institutions and for the State, we will develop a set of 

interim targets that would describe the annual or biannual progress we will need to make in order to 

reach that ultimate objective.  Moreover, we will describe the separate, often steeper trajectories that 

will be necessary to ensure that students of color and low-income students achieve 40-40-20 in the 

same time frame as the overall population.  The HECC should produce annual or biannual reports on our 

progress against those interim measures.  

Consistent with the previous strategy, these interim and disaggregated 40-40-20 targets, and our 

associated reporting on progress towards reaching them, will focus on the younger, “pipeline” 

population and not the older adults who will be the focus of a distinct educational attainment goal. 

 Conduct public reporting on higher education outcomes, in aggregate and by institution, in a more 

systematic way and with an equity focus. 
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For institutions, policymakers, and the public to effectively target efforts to improve higher education 

requires a clear and systematic understanding of the outcomes that our students are experiencing. This 

is especially true for entities, like the HECC, that have placed a particular emphasis on improving equity. 

Likewise, prospective students and their families will make better decisions about whether and where to 

attend college or university when they are equipped with information that increases their 

understanding of the outcomes experienced by students with similar characteristics to their own.  

Over the next 2-3 years, Commission staff should develop at least annual reports on key higher 

education outcome measures, including but not limited to certificate and degree attainment.  Those 

reports should be prepared for the state overall as well as an institution-by-institution basis.  

Commission staff should also explore the development of online tools that would assist Oregon 

residents in better understanding outcomes experienced by students like themselves. 

Before launching any new reports and tools, the Commission shall carefully evaluate what may already 

be available to students and the public, including federal resources such as College Navigator and 

College Scorecard.  Likewise, this work should build on institution-driven efforts to develop standard 

measures and reporting mechanisms such as the Voluntary Framework for Accountability and 

__________ [analogous university-led effort]. 

Finally, the Commission’s work in this regard should be accompanied by a clear appreciation that 

educational outcomes data does not, on its own, tell a complete story. Data can help draw our attention 

to issues and areas that require further investigation, but it is not generally sufficient for making sound 

policy or investment decisions. For this, further context is often required.  

 Improve state and institutional capacity for capturing, monitoring, analyzing, and reporting on 

student data. Work with colleges and universities to develop stronger mechanisms to capture 

student intent and aspirations.  

The preceding strategies imply that the HECC and its institutional partners have robust systems, staffing, 

and expertise for the collecting, analysis, and dissemination of data. In actual fact, the ability of colleges 

and universities to collect and maintain accurate data, and the ability of the HECC to receive, analyze, 

and report on it, varies greatly. While all of Oregon’s public institutions have developed the ability to 

systematically capture and reporting core data that drives state funding or is required for federal 

reporting (eg enrollment and, for public universities, certain outcome measures), there is tremendous 

variation in their ability to accurately collect additional student-level data – including, for example, even 

basic demographic information about students. Even where the capacity for this sort of additional data 

collection exists, it may occur according to local protocols and definitions that make comparisons with 

other institutions difficult or impossible. 

For its part, the HECC has limited resources for (a) working with institutions to develop appropriate, 

standard definitions across a wide range of measures of interest; and for (b) publicly reporting on data 

accurately, systematically, and for dynamic audiences.  The HECC’s multi-year work to create D4A, a 

web-based data collection and reporting system focused today on community college data, is a 
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promising development, but additional support will be necessary to expand its functionality and to 

include, for example, student data from public universities and/or private schools.  

The HECC should seek additional funding (including but not limited to legislative appropriations) to (a) 

support the capacity of Oregon public institutions to improve their data collection, maintenance, and 

submission systems; and (b) support the HECC’s ability to effectively report on educational outcomes for 

Oregonians.  

2. Funding.  Increase state funding 

Background 

The story of Oregon higher education between 2007 and 2013 was the story of two extraordinary 

trends: a 16% increase in enrollment and a nearly 30% drop in state funding.  Although since 2013 

enrollment has leveled off and state investment has increased, Oregon’s public institutions have not 

fully recovered from recession-era cuts.  Moreover, the primary fiscal strategy that colleges and 

universities used to weather the recession – tuition increases that totaled about 50 percent by the end 

of the time period and have continued to rise since, albeit more slowly – has created a “new normal” of 

students who are more financially vulnerable than they were in 2007.  

These factors would present a significant funding challenge for the HECC even if the Commission’s goal 

were merely to maintain the status quo for Oregon students.  In the context of the State’s goals for 

aggressively improving higher education attainment levels, however, the funding challenge is truly 

enormous.  Significantly improving educational outcomes at the same time students are facing higher 

college costs and more job opportunities elsewhere is likely to require major investments in targeted 

financial relief and on-campus student supports that improve their likelihood of success and completion.  

And for institutions to be able to make these student-focused investments, they must first have 

sufficient revenue to contend with looming cost increases that will affect the core of their operations, 

including the escalation of their retirement funding obligations, as well as to rebuild institutional reserve 

funds in anticipation of the next economic downturn.  

In 2013, the State of Oregon invested nearly $2,230 less per college and university student than the US 

average, ranking the state 47th in public higher education funding nationally.  While more recent state 

budgets have likely brought Oregon several steps closer to average, it remains the case that Oregon 

significantly lags most of the country in higher education funding.   

The strategies in this Plan are designed to help the state meet ambitious goals.  They are accordingly 

ambitious.  And while our strategies do not rely on funding alone, funding is indispensable to helping 

Oregon move towards its goals. 

HECC Levers 

The Legislature and the Governor, not the HECC, determine how much funding to appropriate to Oregon 

higher education.  The Legislature and the Governor, not the HECC, are responsible for answering even 
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larger questions that significantly impact higher education’s opportunities, including taxation and 

revenue, corrections and human service funding, and the Public Employees Retirement System (PERS).   

Formally, the HECC’s role in determining how much the state should spend on higher education is 

limited to developing a biannual budget request to the Governor (our “Agency Request Budget”) within 

whatever parameters have been established.  This document, however, along with the HECC’s 

subsequent advocacy to the Legislature on behalf of the Governor’s budget recommendations, gives the 

Commission an opportunity to clearly and convincingly explain the relationship between state 

investments in higher education and student outcomes.  Whatever the Legislature chooses ultimately to 

invest in higher education, the HECC should allow its members and the public to clearly understand 

what the impact of that investment is likely to be. 

Strategies 

 Develop a comprehensive model of the costs that will be required to meet state goals. 

In order to make useful and compelling budget recommendations to the Governor and Legislature, we 

require a comprehensive model that links state funding inputs to student achievement outcomes, based 

on the specific demographics of the students whom will need to be served.  This model should build on 

previous efforts, including work undertaken by the Post-Secondary Quality Education Commission in 

2007, NCHEMS for community colleges and the State, and HECC staff in 2014-15.  

The basic purpose of the model should be to estimate the state investment that would be necessary in 

order to reach different levels of higher educational attainment.  Building it will require an accurate 

understanding of the existing relationship between costs/expenses and student outcomes.  We do not, 

however, assume that the education system of the future will be identical to the one that exists today.  

To be useful, the model must be dynamic; that is, it should permit the user to adjust non-fixed factors 

such as the following: 

 High school completion and college readiness rates. 

 The proportion of college students enrolling in the various higher education sectors: public 

two-year, public four-year, and private. 

 Completion rates and time-to-degree, by sector. 

The model will require estimating the educational and instructional costs, per student, at different 

institutional types.  In establishing this, it should distinguish between marginal and average costs, as the 

cost of adding an additional student to an institution is likely less than the average cost per student.  At 

the same time, the model should take into account the likely additional costs associated with serving 

additional students who on the whole may be lower-income and less well-prepared academically than 

the traditional college population.   

If the model is built to predict the total costs under different scenarios, it should permit the user to 

model how those costs should be shared amongst various payers: the federal government (primarily 
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through the Pell Grant), the State (through institutional support and scholarship aid), and students 

(through tuition).   

 

3. Pathways. Simplify and coordinate systems and structures for student entry, 

navigation, completion, and exit/re-entry to career. 

Background 

Today’s students are older, more mobile, and more diverse than ever before. They are more likely to be 

juggling higher education with job and career, and to be caring for family members. They are more likely 

to be earning credit at more than one college or university, public or private.  They are more likely to be 

taking at least some courses online or through options that blend distance learning with conventional 

classrooms and/or practicums.  They are more likely than ever before to have earned college credit 

through high school and/or work-based prior learning experiences.  And if Oregon is going to 

significantly expand higher education access and success for populations that are not enrolling or 

succeeding at high rates today, these trends are likely to accelerate still further. 

While increasing the variety of college options is essential for meeting the demands that students and 

state goals place on higher education, increasing diversity within the marketplace creates challenges for 

student success, too.  The traditional four-year, residential model for undergraduate education, focused 

on 18-22 year-olds, is a well-worn path that is reasonably successful at producing graduates.  On the 

other hand, success (at least as measured by certificate or degree completion) is more elusive for part-

time students, for older students, for students who enroll intermittently, and who move more 

frequently.   

We do not accept that our response to this challenge should be to limit options and push students 

towards traditional models of higher education that simply aren’t realistic or appropriate for many of 

the students whom we must serve.   

Rather, our strategies should be twofold.  Section 4 below (“Student Success”) describes strategies for 

improving the capacity and ability of our institutions – especially those that serve large proportions of 

non-traditional populations -- to help those students succeed.  

At the same time, we must also engineer smoother, simpler pathways that permit students to take fuller 

advantage of – rather than to be exhausted by – the multiplicity of options available to them for post-

secondary learning.  Students should receive better maps at the outset for navigating their journeys 

from first course to career.  They should encounter fewer barriers to transferring credit from institution 

to institution.  They should have increasing options for (and guides to) building their higher education 

progression on foundations of work experience.  They should be better supported in exploring and 

determining their ultimate objectives, and linking those goals to their courses of study.  
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To effectively serve increasingly complex students who seek access to relevant and innovative learning 

options, our education system should be engineered to enhance the portability, flexibility, coherence, 

and relevance of post-secondary options and ultimately, the ability of students to pursue successful 

careers. 

 

HECC levers 

We believe the desire to engineer simpler, smoother learning pathways that reflect the roles of public 

and private institutions, from trade schools to online degree programs to public research universities, is 

central to the very reason for the existence of our coordinating commission.  The tools at our disposal 

for this work are significant, and include the following: 

 The publication of data, collected and analyzed by the HECC, that helps inform learners about 

their options and their likelihood of success in each. 

 The convening of academic experts, especially faculty, from multiple institutions and sectors to 

lead and advise in the development and updating of common certificate/degree pathways. 

 The approval and application of standards related to dual credit (ORS 340.310), credit for prior 

learning (ORS 351.751), and transfer degrees at community colleges (ORS 341.430). 

 The approval of new or significant changes to academic programs at community colleges and 

public universities (ORS 352.089, 341.465, and 351.735). 

 The licensure and oversight of private career schools and non-exempt private degree-granting 

schools, in accordance with standards established by the law and by HECC rule. 

 Budget recommendations and funding allocations to community colleges and universities. 

Strategies  

 Develop the pipeline: support colleges and universities in taking increasing responsibility for 

improving K-12 outcomes (eg Regional Achievement Collaboratives). 

 

 Improve the alignment of learning standards and outcomes between high school and higher 

education, between higher education institutions themselves, and between higher education and 

career.  

While Oregon policymakers, educational leaders, and practitioners have invested considerable energy 

over the years tackling issues of alignment between institutions and sectors, with some success, we 

believe this should become an area of even greater focus in the years to come.  There are several 

dimensions to this effort: 

 In partnership with the State Board of Education and advised by educational leaders from K-12 

and higher education, the HECC should help reassess whether Oregon’s current standards and 

expectations for high school graduates are consistent with what we expect matriculating 

students at colleges and universities to know and be able to do.  Particular attention should be 
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paid to whether high school math expectations and course sequences remain consistent with 

college expectations and standards, particularly in view of the work that the HECC recently done 

to support colleges in developing a new math pathway that is not centered on College Algebra.  

Solutions should be developed to address any misalignment.   

 The HECC will continue work launched in mid-2015 to guarantee the quality and portability of 

college credits earned in high school, while expanding equitable access to these accelerated 

learning programs.  The HECC’s dual credit standards and approval process should be reviewed 

and renewed, taking into account emerging accelerated learning models that rely increasingly 

on demonstrations of student mastery in the awarding of college credit.   

 To reduce credit loss and reduce time-to-degree for transfer students, the HECC will develop 

and support work that builds on prior efforts to establish common learning outcomes, especially 

for the general education requirements common to most bachelor’s degrees, and to clearly link 

institutional course offerings to those common outcomes.  We will also develop and support 

efforts to make career and technical education (CTE) courses more transferable, especially 

among community colleges.  

 Building on efforts such as the Association of American Colleges & Universities’ “Liberal 

Education and Americas Promise” (LEAP) initiative, we will work with our institutions to meet 

our employers’ expectations for relevant preparation and our communities’ need for more 

engaged and informed citizens.   

Our approach to improving the alignment of higher education in Oregon relies less on creating clear 

channels for institutions than it does clear channels for learners.  Over time, we envision shifting from a 

system where boundaries between sectors and regions are kept rigid while learning standards and 

outcomes are allowed to be malleable, to a system where essential learning standards and outcomes 

are a steel frame upon which a variety of institutions (high schools, two and four-year universities, 

public and private) are permitted to innovate and flourish. 

 Promote degree pathways and related initiatives that increase opportunities for post-secondary 

students to build on career-oriented education and workplace experience. 

The traditional pathway to earning a Bachelor’s degree in the US involves approximately two years of 

basic study in a variety of disciplines – courses intended to introduce students to different major options 

as well as impart essential skills and understandings required for citizenship, employment, and 

scholarship -- followed by approximately two years of increasingly advanced study in a particular field, 

or major.  While this pathway continues to serve many community college and university students well, 

it may not provide sufficient flexibility to serve the increasing diversity of student needs, desires, and 

backgrounds associated with the expansion of higher education contemplated by this Strategic Plan. 

Students for whom the traditional BA pathway may not be optimal include those who first earn a CTE 

certificate or applied Associate’s degree and later on, likely after a period of employment in their field, 

seek a Bachelor’s degree.  For example, early childhood educators, many of whom initially earned an 

early childhood certificate through a community college, are increasingly being encouraged (including by 

Oregon state officials) to attain Bachelor’s degrees in order to develop and advance in their profession.  
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For this and other fields, we should explore and develop options that increase the opportunity for 

learners to “stack” general education courses on top of more specialized studies in order to complete a 

degree.  Even for more traditional-age students, the option to take an “inverted” pathway to degree 

may be appealing and motivating if it permits them to more deeply explore – and even experience – 

career opportunities at the outset of their college journey rather than at the end.   

 Career: Create better connection and alliance of higher education and training with employer needs 

 

 

4. Student Support. Improve campus and community-based support for student 

access and completion. 

Background  

a. Student completion, not just enrollment, is our primary challenge and opportunity. 

b. The most effective interventions to support student success appear to be those that rely on 

counseling, tutoring, coaching, and mentorship. 

c. Institutions struggle to bring these interventions to scale.  

d. Funding pressures have forced institutions to rely increasingly on adjunct faculty.  Part-time 

faculty bring real-world experiences that are valuable, but tend to be less available and 

accessible outside the classroom due to the fact that they’re part time. This likely limits 

opportunities for students to receive long-term support, guidance, and mentorship from 

faculty.   

e. Community engagement (including families, community-based organizations, and others) 

are critical for fostering and sustaining student success, especially for underrepresented 

students.  

HECC levers 

a. Recommendations to Legislature and Governor on budget and policy. 

b. Funding allocations to public institutions. 

c. Strategic funds/grants to incentivize promising practices. 

d. Convening experts and stakeholders: to share promising practices and build partnerships 

among community organizations, student organizations, and campus experts. 

e. Engaging the community beyond the campuses, forming business, community/family, 

workforce, K-12, partnerships and alliances to build a college-going culture.  Using data and 

publicity to help Oregonians understand the value and successful pathways to higher 

education and the labor market. 

f. Creating tools and engaging students and families to help them navigate the higher 

education system more successfully. 

Strategies 
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 Implement, monitor, and adjust HECC funding allocation formulas to create incentives for institutions 

to invest in student success. 

 

 Consider the creation of a strategic fund within the Public University Support Fund (PUSF) for the 

support of statewide, collaborative, university-led initiatives to improve student success.  

 

 In partnership with institutions, support the development of technical assistance center(s) to 

disseminate best practices for student success. 

 

 Work with the Legislature and other partners to ensure that funding proposals focused on 

tuition/access are complemented by funding dedicated to student success. 

 

 Engage students, families, and community groups as partners in efforts to improve student success. 

 

 Reduce reliance on adjunct faculty through increased state investments in institutional capacity.  

 

 

5. Affordability.  Limit student and family cost for all, with a particular focus on 

ensuring that Oregon middle schoolers (and older) can reasonably expect to 

have options for a truly affordable higher education experience. 

Background  

a. Higher education provides high return on investment (ROI) for individuals, for families and 

communities, and for the state.  Just as the benefits of higher education are broadly shared, 

so should be the costs. 

b. The total cost of meeting our higher education goals varies significantly depending on what 

assumptions we make about what the student experience should be.  A pragmatic and 

student-centered approach should use public funding and policies to promote the 

availability of diverse options for earning certificates and degrees (eg residential and non-

residential, brick-and-mortar and online, full- and part-time). 

c. Although the cost of higher education in Oregon remains low compared to that of other 

state systems, we lag far behind other states in providing need-based financial aid. 

d. Policy efforts to improve affordability for students and families have had limited success, 

partly because we have failed to take a more encompassing view of the subject. For 

example: increases in grant funding that are offset by tuition increases; focus on access as 

the primary goal of the affordability agenda without similar levels of attention to student 

aspiration and success; failure to acknowledge that it may be appropriate for students to 

pay more for higher-cost / higher-payoff degrees. We have not assessed with sufficient rigor 

the various components of an affordability agenda (price, cost of living vs. learning, grants, 
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loans, time-to-degree, likelihood of completion, expected earnings) and their contribution 

to career and lifelong success.  

HECC levers 

a. Tuition cap (5% at universities) 

b. State investment: OOG and institutions 

c. Institutional accountability through reporting 

d. OOG allocation methodology 

e. Policy recommendations to Legislature, Governor 

f. Improving completion rates, diminishing time-to-degree, improving transitions to well-

paying work (see above) 

Strategies  

 Develop a better affordability benchmark: publicly acceptable but more nuanced than tuition 

 

 Connect middle schoolers (and up) to the promise of affordability 

 

 Support innovations that might lower cost structures consistent with high quality (eg textbook 

affordability, WGU). 

 

 Increase state financial aid to the national average per student (while ensuring that this isn’t merely 

offset by tuition increases that result from diminished state support). 

 

 Updating of Shared Responsibility Model? 

 

 

6. Workforce, Innovation, and Economic Development 

 
 Develop a coherent structure for recommending state investments in research, graduate education, 

and workforce activities.  

 We have separate line-items for OSU research (Forestry, Agriculture Experiment, Extension), 

owing to history. 

 Other state funding for research and economic development is modest and scattered 

(OregonInc, Talent Council, ETIC dollars at HECC). 

 

 HECC-OWIB shared items 

 

 


