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RCC, SOU work to boost enrollment

JULIE ANDERSON / Daily Courier

Physics 201 students (from left) Joe Mazzini, Daniel Villa, Lexi Wright and Rachael Tarrant work together on
a project at the Rogue Community College and Southern Oregon University shared campus in Medford on
Wednesday.

By Vickie Aldous of the Daily Courier

The total number of students enrolled at Southern Oregon University and Rogue Community College
continues to climb from a pandemic-era dropoff, with both schools working to offer programs that
boost student earning power and the economy.

"We exist primarily to get students onto pathways that lead into the workforce and benefit the
economy of our region. Yes, it's about intellectual curiosity, but it's also about giving students a
practical toolkit to succeed," said SOU President Rick Bailey.

Like SOU, RCC is focused on increasing enrollment.

"Enrollment growth doesn't just happen," said RCC Dean of Enrollment Management Nicole Sakraida.
"It's about how do we meet the needs of the community and students?"

The total number of students enrolled at RCC went up from 5,193 in the fall of 2024 to 5,560 this
fall, according to data from the Higher Education Coordinating Commission.

RCC still hasn't recovered completely from the pandemic, when 2019 enrollment of 6,148 students
plunged to 3,619 in 2020. RCC also had a new software system in 2020 that snarled the enrollment
process for many students.

For SOU, total student enroliment rose from 5,129 last fall to 5,206 this fall.

That remains lower than 2019 fall enrollment of 5,966. SOU had a less precipitous pandemic dropoff
than RCC, with enroliment dipping to 5,041 in the fall of 2020.

RCC and SOU both got new presidents in 2022.
RCC President Randy Weber created Sakraida's position of dean of enrollment management.

"He set this vision for the college to stabilize enroliment and grow out of the pandemic enroliment
decline. We can all do something to grow enrollment," she said.



Although concerns about the value of college remain widespread, Sakraida said graduates on
average still have more earning potential than people who don't take college classes.

In April, RCC was honored with a national Opportunity College distinction, meaning its graduates
earn at least 25% more than the local median income and its student demographics match the
community — rather than representing only an elite that can afford to go to college.

Sakraida said RCC has advisory boards to help it understand what employers want and to adjust
programs to meet those needs.

The community college partners with local high schools. For example, Illinois Valley High School
students in Cave Junction don't have school on Friday, so they can bus to RCC's Redwood Campus in
Grants Pass to take classes, Sakraida said.

She said RCC revised its course offerings and schedules so students can take more credits more
easily.

Under a different measure of enrollment that measures full-time equivalent students, RCC is actually
above pre-pandemic levels. Its full-time equivalent count was 1,271 in 2019, compared to 1,350 this
fall, according to the Higher Education Coordinating Commission.

RCC connects struggling students with a wide variety of resources, ranging from food aid to
equipment for welding students to child care.

Students can earn credentials that stack on top of each other, providing a boost to their earning
power at work.

With many students transferring to SOU or other universities, RCC has worked to make sure the
process is as streamlined as possible, Sakraida said.

"I don't see us as competitors," she said. "We work closely with SOU. Students can start with RCC
and transfer to SOU. As we see growth, it's our hope they will also see growth. We want students to
be educated — whether it's at RCC or SOU or somewhere else. The community will benefit. We see
each other as partners."

With expanded programs, RCC does have a space crunch. It doesn't have enough science lab rooms,
and its truck driver training program in White City has proven so popular RCC is teaming with the
Josephine County Fairgrounds for more space, Sakraida said.

The automotive, diesel and welding programs also need more room, she said.

"We do have space and facility challenges," Sakraida said. "Where do you put these students now
that you have them?"

In 2024, voters in Josephine and Jackson counties rejected a $60.3 million bond for building and
classroom improvements at RCC's campuses in Grants Pass, White City and Medford.

Based in Ashland with building space in Medford as well, SOU has been making budget cuts and
eliminating some majors to deal with financial woes.

Bailey, SOU's president, noted that the university is one of three public universities around the state
that saw higher total student numbers this fall. Oregon has seven public universities.

"Our overall head count is up. With the challenges we've had over the last few years, that's a really
positive sign," Bailey said.

Total enrollment at Oregon State University in Corvallis and the University of Oregon in Eugene also
rose.

Counted as full-time equivalent students, SOU's enroliment dipped from 3,209 in the fall of 2024 to
3,150 this fall.

Of the seven public universities, Oregon State University, the University of Oregon and the Oregon
Institute of Technology in Klamath Falls saw FTE increases this year.

SOU consults with business leaders to ask what skill sets they want to see, Bailey said.

In addition to bachelor's and master's degrees, SOU offers shorter-term certificates that can increase
students' income as they earn their degrees. The certificates are also attractive to mid-career workers
who want to gain skills, Bailey said.

The most popular programs at SOU — in order — are business, psychology and education, he said.
Bailey said he sees RCC as a partner, not a competitor.



"RCC is a fundamentally different type of institution," he said. "Not every Rogue Valley community
member needs a bachelor's degree. There are plenty of opportunities for both of our schools to thrive.
A lot of successes we've enjoyed at SOU have RCC's fingerprints all over them."

As SOU and RCC work to increase enroliment, they're battling demographic headwinds hitting many
K-12 schools, community colleges and universities in Oregon.

The state's population of people ages 17 and younger has been dropping since 2020, according to a
population and demographic report by the Oregon Office of Economic Analysis.

The Oregon birth rate is 1.4 children per woman, while the rate needed to replace residents is 2.1
children, the report said.

Falling birth rates, longer life expectancy and the aging of the baby-boom generation have
contributed to a dramatic shift in the age makeup of Oregon residents, the report said.

"As a sign of the massive demographic structural change of Oregon's population, the number of
elderly people has exceeded the number of children under the age of 18 since 2023. To illustrate the
contrast, in 2000 the elderly population numbered a little over half of the number of children in
Oregon, and now the elderly outnumber the children," the report said.

Any long-term population growth in Oregon will rely on migration into the state, the report said.
Migration can occur either from other states or other countries.

Among the state's 17 community colleges, the total humber of students enrolled has dropped from
126,787 in 2015 to 98,393 this fall. RCC enrollment fell from 6,830 to 5,560, according to data from
the Higher Education Coordinating Commission.

The data shows total enrollment at the seven public universities declined from 102,586 in 2015 to
99,610 this fall, with SOU dropping from 6,215 to 5,206.

"If you look at 10-year enrollment, we're definitely down," Bailey said. "Our goal at SOU is to turn
the ship and move us in a different direction."

Reach reporter Vickie Aldous at 541-474-3813 or valdous@thedailycourier.com.



