HIGHER ED NEEDS ATTENTION

A university situation the Legislature can’t Duck

SALEM — |
niversity of Cregon Day at thie Legis-

lature was once a moment of cheer- .

leaders and mascots, a Capitol-wide
explosion of green and yellew,
Thisyearit was all about the state’s higher edu-
cation system being in the red, and the
UO's sizable legistative agenda to do
something about it,
And President Richard Lariviere was
};:lezdling the cheerleading duties hir.-

Tuesday moming, In a room off in a
comer of the Capitol, Lariviere was ex-
horting University of Oregen students,
staffers and foundation board members
to sweep into legislators’ offices to lebby for the
EJO's two-part proposal upending the current sys-
tem. The president is leading the effort to pass bills
-creating both an $800 million state bond issue, to
be matched by private fund-mising, to setupa U0
endowment, and separate institutional hoard of

" trustees for the UQ and any other state university
thatwants one i

"We're trying to preserve the public status ef one

of America's great publicuniversities,” Lariviere told
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his trcops, sounding a Rockne-like tone unusualin
the gray-flannel suits of university presidents.
“Oregon {5 ready for this, and Oregon is with

this,” he declared, citing a recent poll. “.,. This is-

a time to be bold. This is no time ta be timid, We
need to act to preserve not only the University of
Oregoen, but the entire state.”
Thesituation facing Lativiére andhis
univessity, and thestate’sentiresystern,

matie, As Lariviers also noted, “Oregen
is in the forefront of disinvestment in
higher education,” as the state’s in-
vestment, never high, has dwindled in
direct contradiction to the Hsing inter-
nationai importance of the knowledge
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The UQ plan would exchange the Legislatures
deciining annual support for 30 years of fixed pay-
ments on the bonds, aiming to make the university
solidly endowed and financially independent of
Salers. The process would be bolstered by the uni-
versity’s own board making its budget decisions,
which should also fire up private fund-raising,

. Critics object that the UQ plan would take up
a huge chunk of the state’s limited borrowing ca-

- clearly seems to caltfor something dra- -

pacity and dolittle for the other state universities.
The state's higher education leadership, Chancel-
lor Gegrge Pernsteiner and the state board, are in
opposition, promoting thelr owr plan to switch
althority from the state Legislature to the state
board - which Lariviere supports, but says doesn't
go far enough. S

Of their opposition to his plan, he says, "[t's
disappointing. I really don't understand it very
well”

’I’uesda}'aftembon, aftera day of canvassing the
Capitol, Lariviere said the legislators' response was
“very encouraging. 1 think it has to dewith the fact

" that everyone believes something has to be done,

and that something has to de with finance, not
just governance.”

Qregon being Oregon, the university mayhave
another advantage besides boldness, “Nike has
indicated suppert for the program,” said lobby-
ist Dave Barrows, "and has indicated to its lobby-
ists in this building that they are to assist in every
way they can.”

Which Is actually better than having chearlead-

RIS, .
Fhe UO's plah, which getsits first legislative hear-

- ingin twoweeks, mayweilnot flyin its current form;

thete is indeed a question of where it leaves the,
state’s other universities, especially the regionals.
But like Lariviere himself, it captures dn urgency.
that's been for too long hard to find in the state’¥
considerations of its higher education system.

It may also capture the current moment Typi-
cally, the state’s univessities have been an after-
thought in the Capitol, but this sessien is awash in,
higher education bilis: the University of Oregons
proposals, the higher education board's propos-
als, and similar but slightly different bills coming
from alegislative task force on the subject. Repre-
sentatives of a state with a median inceme steadily
plunging further below the national average —
with an official state geal of 40 percent of Orego-

" niansholding fotir-year degrees, alevel almost 50

higher than current reality— seemm to be awaken-
ing to the need to talk about higher education, and’
maybe even do something about it. .

If it actually happens, the Capitol would have,

_samething better than cheerleaders: K

Something to cheer about.
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