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Session Goals

● Overview of Public Opinion on Higher Education Value

● Discuss ROI Data Usage in Accountability and Incentive Structure

● Lessons in Understanding Perceptions of Higher Ed Value in MT
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Americans Think Higher Ed is Valuable

● 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)

● 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 
ago. (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.

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

● Campus Culture: 38% of those with little confidence in higher education 

attributed that to issues of political and ideological climate. (Lumina-Gallup)

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

● 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:

● 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.

● 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



Insight #2: Focus on Career Alignment



Insight #3: Be Transparent About ROI

● Only 17% of high school students “strongly agree” they can easily 

find information about which colleges offer the best ROI. 

● Students express wanting more quantitative information about 

post-graduation employment rates and earnings, and more 
qualitative information like testimonials from former students.

● Changes in the federal policy landscape will necessitate more and 

clearer information about how college is paying off.



Communicating ROI with Limited Data



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

● Improving ROI will help restore Americans’ faith in the value of higher 
education.

● States are increasingly using ROI data for: 
○ Transparency (public-facing dashboards)
○ Financial incentives (outcomes-based funding)
○ Program offerings (considering workforce demand when approving 

new programs)



Demonstrating Value in Montana…



Montanans have a shared commitment to 
college access.



College degrees contribute positively to 
communities.



Postsecondary education provides individuals 
with pathways to good jobs. 



Yet…..barriers persist.



Is it material reality that college cost is too 
high?



Or is the perception of cost and potential for 
ROI skewed? 

Montanans paid less in 
tuition and fees cost in 
the 2023-2024 academic 
year than they did 20 
years ago.



In MT, completion is the lynchpin.



Making sense of college value in MT

Just over ½ 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 ROI (for those who complete) are 
only part of the transformational story about the value of college.
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