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Foreword

A public compact for postsecondary education in the 21st century must have at its core a commitment to educational
opportunity. The demands of the knowledge economy and modern democracy require that most Americans have the
opportunity to develop critical thinking, problem solving, communication, and technological knowledge and skills.

In contrast to the public compacts that provided for the rapid expansion and development of institutional capacity after
World War Il, the new public compacts must focus on students. The parties to these compacts remain largely unchanged:
students and families, colleges and universities, and state governments. Business leaders and the general public also
have a greater stake in the success of new higher education compacts as the educational requirements for work and
democratic participation change.

Public compacts focused on students will require a policy shift from an institutional-building agenda—building and
expanding facilities and developing our faculties and programs of study—toward a focus on students, ensuring that
increasing numbers of young and working-age adults enroll in education and training programs beyond high school
and that students succeed in completing their certificate and degree programs in order to meet workforce and societal
needs. Addressing a public agenda focused on students coincides with a myriad of external economic and social forces
that must also be considered.

The College Opportunity Risk Assessment is the first state-by-state tool to consider the breadth of the policy landscape
that must be navigated to ensure future educational opportunity. It offers states a “risk ranking” on four interrelated risk
categories—higher education performance, equity, public funding and productivity, and economic policies that influence
public revenue and budgeting for states—using 17 indicators.

The complexity of the state risk reports reflects the complex nature of the problem. The data show the great variation
among states in their exposure to risk, but also in the nature of the risks to educational opportunity. It is our hope that
better assessing state risk for maintaining educational opportunity will stimulate dialogue among state and institutional
leaders and ultimately contribute to better public policies for the decades to come.

The Institute on Research for Higher Education at the University of Pennsylvania’s Graduate School of Education
welcomes the reactions of readers to the ideas in this report.

Joni E. Finney, Ph.D.

Director, Institute for Research on Higher Education
Professor of Practice

Graduate School of Education

University of Pennsylvania
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N

What is the College Opportunity Risk Assessment?

The College Opportunity Risk Assessment is a tool for state leaders to use in understanding the risks to educational
opportunity relative to other states. It offers states a “risk ranking” using 17 indictors across the following four categories
that reveal the broad and interconnected policy landscape that must be navigated to ensure future educational
opportunity:

Education performance: Poor educational performance leads to higher risks in providing postsecondary
educational opportunity. Risk areas encompass preparation for education and training opportunities after
high school, participation in workforce certificate and college degree programs, completion of certificate
and degree programs, and affordable educational opportunities for students and their families.

@

N
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Educational equity: Large gaps between white and minority residents indicate higher risk in providing
postsecondary educational opportunities. Risk areas encompass existing gaps in high school preparation,
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college participation, completion of workforce and college education programs, college affordability and

“
(

ensuring access to higher education in regions across the state.

Higher education funding and productivity: High costs for producing workforce certificates and college
degrees and low degree productivity pose risks in providing postsecondary education opportunities. Risk
areas encompass volatility of state funding for higher education and productivity in producing workforce
certificates and college degrees.

State economy and finances: Unstable general fund revenues, poor economic performance, low or no state
reserves, high debt, and large gaps in income between high- and low-income state residents pose risks to
providing educational opportunity. Risk areas encompass the robustness of state economies, the volatility

of general fund revenues, reserves, debt and pension liabilities, and the gaps in income between high- and

@ G

low-income residents.

States are ranked 1 (low) through 50 (high) according to their overall risk as well as for each risk category.

For individual state risk assessments and the technical guide detailing how each risk category is scored, go to

https://irhe.gse.upenn.edu/College-Opportunity-at-Risk.

The demands of a knowledge-based economy and a modern democracy require that most Americans have the opportunity to
develop critical thinking, problem solving, communication, and technological knowledge and skills. But numerous forces threaten
peoples’ ability to achieve these forms of knowledge and skills beyond high school.

We offer the College Opportunity Risk Assessment as a tool for state leaders to use in understanding the risks to educational
opportunity relative to other states. The Risk Assessment recognizes the dynamic interplay of the many public policies related to
higher education performance, equity, public funding and productivity, as well as economic policies that influence public revenue and
budgeting for states.

All states face risks to postsecondary educational opportunity, but each state faces different types and levels of risk within their diverse
economic and social realities.

Consider lllinois, which has the 34th highest risk ranking nationally. While the state faces a substantial risk in higher education funding
and productivity, as well as in state economy and finances, it performs relatively well in terms of education performance. Illinois’s
significant debt and unfunded liabilities, volatility in higher education appropriations, and high spending per postsecondary credential
at public universities threaten college opportunity for its residents.
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Even states with strong performance relative to other states still have a lot of work to do.

For example, Wisconsin has the sixth lowest overall risk in the nation, but it has the second highest risk in educational equity. The
state has among the nation’s biggest gaps in both high school graduation and postsecondary completion between white students and
students from all other racial and ethnic groups. For the state to meet workforce demands in the years to come, it must take steps to
close these gaps.

Similarly, California’s overall risk is relatively low, but it ranks 43rd nationally in postsecondary productivity. California spends $42,349
per degree and certificate produced at all public institutions, a figure that puts it at risk of falling short of projected workforce needs.

The College Opportunity Risk Assessment can help leaders grasp the nuances of these challenges and use that knowledge to inform
policies that will minimize these risks.

Understanding college opportunity risk at the state level is critical to understanding our overall risk as a nation. By 2025, the United
States will need approximately 60 percent of its workforce to have college degrees, workforce certificates, industry certifications,
and other high-quality college credentials (Lumina Foundation, 2018)." All states have a long way to go to meet these educational
benchmarks. Unless state and college and university leaders take steps to address this shortfall, the United States will be woefully
unprepared for the economic and civic challenges of the 21st century.

An Urgent Need for New Compacts for Public Education
Opportunity is at risk when public policies do not adjust to a changing world.

State higher education policies are all too often based on outdated priorities and economic conditions (see sidebar “20th-Century
Public Compacts for Higher Education”). To address college opportunity risks in a way that ensures opportunity for decades to come,
states will need new compacts for public education that reflect 21st-century realities.

N

20th-Century Public Compacts for Higher Education

To meet new economic and social demands in the years immediately following World War |l states created public
compacts that provided for orderly growth of higher education. The best known of these was the California Master Plan
for Higher Education, the lllinois “system of systems,” and the large state systems of higher education in North Carolina,
Wisconsin, and many other states that provided for orderly growth.

These shared agreements between institutions, state governments, and students and families varied from state to state,
but the values that guided them provided some sense that educational opportunity would be available and affordable for
far more students than before the war. Implicit in these compacts was the financial contribution of state governments to
colleges and universities, with an expectation of what students and families would pay, based on stable and predictable

policy.

While states did not go far enough in ensuring equal opportunity for all residents, these policies resulted in the significant
expansion of American higher education through the latter half of the 20th century.

'In a Presidential Address to a Joint Session of Congress in February 2009, Barack Obama said that by 2020, America should “once again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world.”
This goal will be met, according to the White House if 60 percent of 25-to-34-year-olds had completed an associate’s degree or higher by 2020.
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Even the most farsighted higher education leaders in the latter half of the 20th century did not understand how education and training
opportunities in our nation would become nearly the only means of economic mobility.

Nor did state leaders fully understand the broad and rapid economic changes sweeping the globe—and the influence of these
changes on local, regional, and state economies. The shift from a goods-producing to services-based economy is only one example of
the changes that influenced the revenue streams of states.

Serious fissures in public compacts became apparent in the final decades of the 20th century and into the new century. Economic
recessions in nearly every decade since the 1970s created a boom and bust higher education funding cycle that largely mirrored state
economies. The shortcomings of current public policies for higher education were most apparent after the 2001 and 2007 recessions.

Today it is clear that post-WWII state policies, which were designed to educate 30 to 40 percent of Americans beyond high school, do
not meet current and future demand.

A Framework for Moving Forward: A Focus on Performance and Equity

Rather than focusing on building institutional capacity, today’s public compacts for higher education must prioritize increasing
educational opportunity. States do this by minimizing risks in education performance, equity, state higher education funding, and
state economic and finance issues. Until states take significant steps to address these risk areas, they will not be able to address their
college opportunity challenges.

FIGURE 1
A healthy higher education ecosystem.
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In order to create a healthy educational ecosystem, states must act on the following priorities:

Prioritize students in need of education and the institutions that educate most Americans. Resources for higher education
must be sufficient to improve performance and equity, but those resources must be used in productive ways. Simply increasing
state revenue is insufficient for improving performance and equity. This is not to imply that all states have invested enough in higher
education, but the importance of public investment must be balanced by funding policies that focus on improving performance and

equity.

Colleges and universities that educate most low-income, first generation, and minority students (community colleges, regional
comprehensive colleges, etc.) must receive the resources needed to ensure student success, as well as reform their practices so that
students succeed.

Rebalance the financial burden. Even though total revenue (net tuition plus state/local appropriations adjusted for inflation) per
student for public higher education is at a record high (since data collection began in 1980), the sources of funding have shifted
(SHEEO, 2017). The state portion of total revenue has declined even as state funding for higher education has increased over the past
five years. Net tuition revenue has increased faster than state revenues. As a result, net tuition revenue is now the largest portion of
total revenue for public higher education in a majority of states, which means that students and families shoulder a disproportionate
share of the burdens of paying for postsecondary education (National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2000-2008;
Finney & Doyle, 2016).

For families making $48,000 or less per year, the percent of family income, on average, needed for education and training at many
types of colleges and universities exceeds their total income in many states. Even those making up to $75,000 per year have few
discretionary resources to spend for education and training beyond high school (Finney & Doyle, 2016).

Our College Opportunity Risk Assessments make it clear that state governments and postsecondary institutions must assume a greater
share of the responsibility for addressing these risks, as students and families have stepped up and contributed a substantial share
over the last decade or more toward a public compact for educational opportunity.

Rebalancing the financial burden will require a state commitment to stable state funding and a higher education commitment to
increased productivity and stable, predicable tuition and fee policies that link tuition increases to growth in family income.

Prioritize funding for education and training opportunities beyond high school. Balancing state budgets by cutting higher
education is not a formula for increasing the knowledge and skills of the population. As the economies of states transform from
20th-century manufacturing to 21st-century knowledge-based industries, policy choices must prioritize higher education opportunity
based on improved educational performance and equity through stable funding to higher education, the productive use of funds, the
development of state reserves for economic downturns, and policies to better manage state debt and public pension liabilities, as well
as policies to encourage economic growth and knowledge-based industries.

Simply stated, some of the solutions to increase educational opportunity lie outside of the traditional higher education policies.
States must consider policy reform not only in funding higher education but also the broader fiscal context to ensure that educational
opportunity for the next generation is a possibility.

Consider how individual state context influences performance and equity. All states have different challenges, of course.
Population trends differ markedly among states, as do their economic circumstances. While political differences also exist among the
states, all states share responsibility for providing higher education. The convergence of a public agenda that encompasses individual
educational opportunity with an economy that produces high paying jobs is of benefit to political leaders of all stripes. Understanding
the relationship between these unique risk factors and the future of higher education opportunity in that state is paramount.
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College Opportunity Risk Rankings at a Glance: Overall State Risk Rankings

FIGURE 2

Figure 2 shows the total of a state’s ranking in each category of risk: educational equity, educational performance, state economy
and finances, and higher education funding and productivity. A state can be ranked from 1 to 50 in each of these four categories;
therefore, its total ranking—the sum of the four categories—can be as low as 4 and as high as 200.
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College Opportunity Risk Rankings at a Glance: Educational Performance Rankings

FIGURE 3

Figure 3 shows risk related to educational performance during students’ pre-college years within each state based on four indicators:
preparation, participation, completion, and affordability. These indicators take into account the quality of K~12 education, high
school graduation rates, AP high test scores (preparation), the percentage of young- and working-age adults enrolled in educational
programs beyond high school (participation), the on-time completion rates for students earning an associate’s or bachelor’s degree
(completion) as well as the percent of family income required to pay, on average, for an individual to attend a postsecondary

institution (affordability). A state can be ranked from 1 to 50 in each of these seven variables.
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College Opportunity Risk Rankings at a Glance: Educational Equity Risk Rankings

FIGURE 4

Figure 4 shows state risk related to equity of educational opportunity. This category considers equity along the educational pipeline
and distances to the nearest college or university: high school completion, postsecondary participation, postsecondary completion,
and geographic equity. A state can be ranked from 1 to 50 in each of these four variables.
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College Opportunity Risk Rankings at a Glance: Higher Education Funding and Productivity
Risk Rankings

FIGURE 5

Figure 5 shows risk related to higher education funding and productivity. This category considers postsecondary productivity, degrees
and workforce certificates awarded, and volatility of higher education appropriations. A state can be ranked from 1 to 50 in each of
these three variables.
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College Opportunity Risk Rankings at a Glance: State Economy and Finances Risk Rankings

FIGURE 6

College Opportunity at Risk: An Assessment of the States

Figure 6 shows state risk related to a state’s overall economic and financial context beyond the higher education sector. This category

examines risks related to the overall health of the state economy and the degree of volatility of general fund revenue, the debt and
pension liability exposure, as well as the state’s position for a new economy. A state can be ranked from 1 to 50 in each of these six

variables in this category.
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Category Ranks and Sum of Category Ranks for Each State

FIGURE 7
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Educational Educational HE funding and State economy

performance equity category productivity and finances
State category rank rank category rank category rank Risk Total Risk Rank
Ohio 118 35
New York 35 17 40 28 120 38
Tennessee 43 19 32 26 120 38
Alaska 33 43 29 17 122 40
North Dakota 12 47 50 20 129 41
New Mexico 32 20 35 46 133 42
Oklahoma 41 18 28 47 134 43
Connecticut 37 22 44 39 142 44
Nevada 42 25 33 45 145 45
Louisiana 48 37 12 50 147 46
South Carolina 49 21 43 40 153 47
Alabama 50 22 48 34 154 48
Montana 46 45 37 36 164 49
Mississippi 40 41 37 48 166 50
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Conclusion

State leaders and policymakers are uniquely positioned to lead the public compact for postsecondary education into
the 21st century. Today, this compact must be guided by the imperative to improve educational performance and equity
and a commitment to creating innovative policy solutions that focus on student success in a knowledge-based, global
economy and modern democracy.

Ironically, the success of the past may be the nation’s biggest obstacle in designing policies appropriate for the 21st
century. Much of the success of our great systems of higher education and the public policies that supported them
after WWII may have hampered our willingness to consider alternatives to better align 21st-century public needs
and purposes with 21st-century public policies. The mantra that the United States has the “greatest system of higher
education in the world” belies the serious threats to educational opportunity.

All states face risk to postsecondary educational opportunity, but each state faces different types and levels of risk within
their diverse economic and social contexts. The College Opportunity Risk Assessment is intended to be a foundational
tool to help leaders understand the nuances of these challenges and subsequently inform policies that will minimize
these risks.

We recommend that state policymakers engage in the following actions to build upon this informational foundation:

e Enhance the State Risk Assessment with additional state-level data to provide specificity and context for
assessing state risks to educational opportunity

¢ Conduct a statewide “public policy audit”? (Jones, 2018) to understand the policies that increase risks to
educational opportunity.

e Governors, legislators, business leaders, and institutional leaders must collaborate more effectively than in
past few decades in order to put in place a public compact for educational opportunity that will serve states in
the decades to come. Some states, such as Tennessee and Texas, have begun the process of developing 21st-
century policies to match 21st-century needs. Others must also begin this difficult but urgent work.

These actions are the first steps in creating sustainable state policies intended to place students at the center of a public
compact for higher education that will serve both social and economic interests into the middle of the 21st century.

2 systematic review of statutes, policies, regulations and procedures to determine which (and how) they serve as barriers to achievement of specified goals or, conversely, the ways in which they

promote achievement of those goals (Jones, 2018).
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