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Session Goals

® Overview of Public Opinion on Higher Education Value
® Discuss ROl Data Usage in Accountability and Incentive Structure

® Lessonsin Understanding Perceptions of Higher Ed Value in MT




I Is College Worth the Cost? The Public Remains Divided
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Some Americans are rethinking the value of a four-year degree.
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Americans Think Higher Ed is Valuable
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Do You Think a Four-Year College Degree is Valuable?
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Americans Think Higher Ed is Valuable
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Voters’ Favorability of Higher Education Institutions
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Veocational or trade schools
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The higher education system
in the United States

Proprietary or for-profit
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Source: Third Way/Global Strategy Group and GS Strategy Group poll of 1,500 eligible voters nationwide from March 21-26, 2024




Americans Think Higher Ed is Valuable

e 89% of American adults without a college degree or credential say

having at least one credential is valuable.
(Gallup-Lumina Foundation State of Higher Education 2025)

® 88% of Americans say education after high school is needed for

higher-paid jobs and more career opportunities.
(New America, Varying Degrees 2025)

e 80% of Americans say colleges and universities help individuals get

ahead and succeed in life.
(New America, Varying Degrees 2025)




Americans Think Higher Ed is Valuable...
For Now

® 27% say it is less important for people today to have a two- or four-
year degree in order to have a successful career than it was 20 years
dg0. (Gallup-Lumina Foundation State of Higher Education 2025)

® 65% of American voters expect fewer high school graduates will
pursue higher ed in the next decade because it does not offer the

same value and advantages in the job market as it did in the past.
(Third Way 2024 nationwide voter poll)




What’s Changing?

7 in 10 U.S. adults believe higher ed is heading in the wrong direction.

e COVID: 69% say the pandemic caused a drop in college quality. (Third way)

e Campus Culture: 38% of those with little confidence in higher education
attributed that to issues of political and ideological climate. (Lumina-Gallup)

e Cost: 81% of voters and 86% of high school students believe college is getting
more expensive. (Third Way)

e Careers: 37% of those with low confidence in higher ed say it doesn’t teach
relevant skills. (Lumina-Gallup)




Insight #1: Communicate Cost Clearly

Among high school students surveyed by Third Way:
e Most felt anxiety about paying for college—stemming from

perceptions of the cost and uncertainty about how to pay for it.

® Most view student debt as extremely risky and scary, and many
see it as something to be avoided at all costs.

e Most assume they won’t qualify for scholarships, Pell Grants, or
other sources of aid to help reduce cost below the sticker price.




Insight #2: Focus on Career Alignment
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Which of the Following Comes Closest to Your Definition
of the Value of Higher Education?
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Insight #2: Focus on Career Alignment

In your own words, what is the value of higher education today? (Open End)

|high paying need
o better icamn

depends help

career

s aegree moe

important
nowledge P

“Higher education gives students more opportunities “A better career and advancement for me and my

for higher payer jobs and security. It is an family. Better paying job."
investment in their future.”

“The value of higher education today lies in its ability
“It is hard to get a high paying job without higher to provide individuals with opportunities for personal

edueation. In this context it is very valuable.” growth, intellectual development, and career
advancement.” GS‘G




Insight #3: Be Transparent About ROI

e Only 17% of high school students “strongly agree” they can easily
find information about which colleges offer the best ROI.

e Students express wanting more quantitative information about
post-graduation employment rates and earnings, and more
qualitative information like testimonials from former students.

e Changesin the federal policy landscape will necessitate more and
clearer information about how college is paying off.




Communicating ROl with Limited Data
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®m Data Not Available u Students in High-Value Programs Students in Low-Value Programs

Source: Gainful Employment and Financial Value Transparency Regulations




Helping Students Access ROI Information

® SLDSs can help measure and publicly report the employment outcomes
of students

® College Scorecard and other tools can provide insights as well




Helping Policymakers Use ROI

® Supporting data transparency
® Improving completions

® Incentivizing credentials of value




Helping Policymakers Use ROI

e Improving ROl will help restore Americans’ faith in the value of higher
education.

e States are increasingly using ROI data for:

O Transparency (public-facing dashboards)

o Financial incentives (outcomes-based funding)

O Program offerings (considering workforce demand when approving
new programs)




Demonstrating Value in Montana...




college access.

Resident Agreement That...

All Montanans should have the opportunity to
access a college education.

People living in rural Montana have access to
quality higher education options.
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Montanans have a shared commitment to

Nearly nine out of ten
residents (88%) agreed that
all Montanans should have
the opportunity to access a
college education.




College degrees contribute positively to
communities.

"My Community Benefits from..."

"... people who earn college degrees decide to Most of the state's
live here, . .
' residents said that
communities

benefit when locals earn
college degrees and when
degree holders move to
their community.

... people from here earn a college degree. S8
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Postsecondary education provides individuals
with pathways to good jobs. s s bt
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Yet.....barriers persist.

Percentage of Residents Saying That ...

505
2-year colleges in Montana 70%
14%

51%
Your nearest college or university 8%
20%%

4-year public colleges or

. G &7%
universities in Montana

d-year private colleges or
universities in Montana

Colleges or universities elsewhere
in the USA

| Is worth the cost of
attending

B Contributesto a
strong Montana
workfarce

m Neither of these

The majority of Montanans
believe that public higher
education contributesto a
strong Montana workforce.

However, residents are split
on whether college is worth
the cost.




Is it material reality that college cost is too
high?

Public Two-Year Public Four-Year Public Research
MNondoctoral

24% of enrollment 16% of enrollment 60% of enrollment
% of avg. NetPrice* 9% of avg. Net % of avg.

Price* family family Price* family
income income income
$0-30k
(18% of 8,448 49 11,000 63 13,576 78
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MT Median $30k-48k (16%) 8,874 23 12,161 31 14,100 36
IFET’"“F $48k-75k (21%) 11,674 19 14,180 23 17,321 28
ncome

$75k-110k (19%) 12,696 14 16,869 18 19,549 21

$110k + (25%) 13,838 7 17,138 9 20,866 11




Or is the perception of cost and potential for
ROl skewed? Published Rate vs. Paid Amount

1st-time, Full-time, Resident Students
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In MT, completion is the lynchpin.

Increased wage outcomes
for college graduates suggest
that earning a degree has a
positive ROI for individuals.

Yet, that positive return on
investmentis dramatically
curtailed for those who do
not complete degrees.

Furthermore, respondents
who don't have college
experience are significantly
more likely to disagree that
a college degree leads

to better career (37%)
compared to those with an
AA or BA (31% and 18%).




Making sense of college value in MT

Just over % of respondents who were considering college in the next five years have
household incomes under $50k. Those respondents are more likely to face affordability
challenges.

69% of those considering college in the next five years disagree that people living in rural
Montana have access to quality higher education,” a significantly greater proportion when
compared to other college-going household types (41%-44%).

Yet, they are also less likely to have peer groups who have positive experiences in higher
education. MT residents with annual household incomes below $50k (51%) were less likely
than those with higher incomes (71%) to say most people they knew had positive

experiences in college and finished their degrees.




Considerations for Driving Value in Higher Ed

Barriers to access are real (and perceived). Affordability impacts access for many
Montanans, especially those from rural areas and those in Montana’s middle-
income bracket and below.

Completion matters (even more than we think). In Montana, MUS institutions
graduate students at or just below national averages for on-time 2- and 4-year
programs. Some credit, no degree, and debt mean low ROI for students and
stranded investment for the state.

Transactional value isn’t enough. The facts about higher education’s positive
impact on increased wage outcomes and positive ROl (for those who complete) are
only part of the transformational story about the value of college.
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