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Viewpoint: When the state cuts education, Southern
Oregon pays

From preschool through RCC and SOU, the region’s
schools are key to sustaining the local economy;
steady funding is essential

By Dylan Bloom

In Oregon, public education is often treated as a budget problem. In Southern Oregon, it is
closer to infrastructure. It shapes who can work, who can stay, and whether communities like
Ashland have the workforce they need to function.

From early childhood programs to community college and regional universities, education
helps determine whether the Rogue Valley economy holds together. Early learning, K-12
schools, Rogue Community College and Southern Oregon University are not separate
institutions here. They function as a pipeline, and when one part weakens, the effects show
up everywhere else.

Start with early childhood.

Research associated with economist James Heckman has helped make the economic case
clear: High-quality early learning can produce an estimated 13% annual return on investment
through higher earnings, better health and stronger workforce participation. Early childhood
education is not only preparation for kindergarten. It is an economic development strategy.

That matters in rural regions like Southern Oregon, where the effects are immediate as well
as long-term. When child care and pre-K are available, parents can work. When they are not,
they cannot. Southern Oregon has already seen how fragile that system can be. Last

year, funding instability threatened Head Start services for more than 900 preschoolers in
Jackson and Josephine counties before a last-minute reprieve. When early learning slots
disappear, employers feel it, families feel it and shifts go unfilled long before anyone in Salem
notices the numbers.



The same pattern continues in K-12 schools. Public schools shape whether students leave
high school ready for work, training or college. In Southern Oregon, that difference shows up
quickly. Students arrive at Rogue Community College or Southern Oregon University either
prepared to move forward or needing to catch up first. The workforce does not begin at
college. It begins years earlier in local classrooms. When K-12 funding falls short, the results
show up later in hiring shortages, lower earnings and fewer young people able to build a
future here.

Few public investments affect the Rogue Valley more directly than Rogue Community
College. RCC trains nurses, technicians, trades workers, first responders and small-business
employees. It serves recent graduates, working adults and people starting over after layoffs
or career changes. The college contributes $306.5 million a year to the Southern Oregon
economy, about 2% of the region’s gross regional product. Local hospitals, school districts
and employers depend on people trained here.

Southern Oregon University plays the same role at the next level. SOU is not just a campusin
Ashland. It is one of the region’s economic anchors and a pipeline for teachers, counselors,
public employees and other professionals the Rogue Valley depends on. The university has
been credited with generating roughly $282 million a year in economic activity in Jackson
County. Many graduates stay in the area, which means SOU helps supply the very workforce
that keeps local schools, governments and community institutions running.

Ashland has already seen what happens when public support fails to keep pace. This

year, SOU required a $15 million state bailout to stabilize its finances, and the university’s
Small Business Development Center closed after 41 years. That kind of rescue should not be
treated as normal. It is what happens when state funding is allowed to erode over time and
does not keep up with inflationary pressures or the real cost of maintaining regional
institutions.

One of the biggest policy mistakes in Salem is treating each level of education as if it stands
alone. Early learning, K-12, community college and universities operate as one system,
whether the budget recognizes that or not. Limited access to child care affects school
readiness. Underfunded schools affect college readiness. Weak support for community
colleges limits workforce training. Cuts to regional universities reduce the number of
professionals who stay and serve communities like ours.

For Southern Oregon, this is not theoretical. The Rogue Valley depends on people trained
locally who decide to stay. When funding falls, programs shrink, employers lose talent, and
more families are forced to look elsewhere for opportunity.

Salem may debate education as a line item. Here, it is the foundation of whether our
communities can keep working.



Dylan Bloom is a current master’s in teaching candidate at SOU, member of the Ashland City
Council and liaison to the city’s Early Learning Ad-Hoc Committee.



