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Chairman Gardner, Vice Chair Williams, and members of the Senate Finance Higher Education 

Subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today on HB 49 and Ohio’s higher 

education policy.  My name is David Harrison, President of Columbus State Community 

College. 

 

Columbus State has grown into one of the largest and most comprehensive colleges in Ohio 

serving students from more than 130 countries and all 88 Ohio counties. The College contributes 

nearly a billion dollars annually in regional economic impact, and has earned recognition as a 

trusted steward of taxpayer and tuition dollars. We do this while maintaining our commitment to 

expanding access to an affordable, high-quality education for an increasingly diverse student 

body. We have a partner-first focus at Columbus State, and have forged strong partnerships with 

employers, K-12 districts, and with universities to ensure a high-quality, affordable education for 

all students. 

 

I want to start by thanking you for the support you’ve provided higher education in recent years. 

Performance-based funding combined with increases in SSI, College Credit Plus, an array of 

efficiency measures, a commitment to strengthen state transfer policy, and a collaborative 

approach to capital investments have all been important reforms that community colleges have 

embraced. As a state we have momentum, and we are starting to gain a national reputation as a 

place where public officials and higher education leaders work together on innovative solutions.  

 

The policy changes the Senate is considering in HB 49 builds upon the progress already 

underway. In particular, the modest, capped tuition increase for community colleges will allow 

us to bring to scale promising practices on behalf of students, families, and employers. The 

revenue generated would be used for career and transfer advising, textbook affordability, student 
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scholarships, and faculty and staff support to expand K-12, university, and employer 

partnerships. A $10 per credit hour increase would cost the average Columbus State student an 

additional $90 per semester, and would not cost the State a penny in GRF. Columbus State 

would still be the lowest higher education provider in our region by far. We recognize the 

difficult situation of the State budget, and understand that there won’t likely be additional 

investment in the State Share of Instruction. With the steps Columbus State has already taken for 

cost containment and affordability, tuition revenue is critical to continued advancements on 

issues important to the State. 

 

At Columbus State we have worked hard to reduce costs and ensure affordability for students, 

while allocating resources to improve student success and completion.  

 We did not raise tuition for 6 ½ years, foregoing nearly $30,000,000 in tuition revenue. 

 From 2008-12, cost of tuition at Columbus State dropped by nearly 8% when adjusted for 

inflation. An analysis by the Legislative Service Commission has shown that by forgoing 

these tuition increases, Columbus State left more revenue capacity on the table than any 

college or university in the State. This analysis is included as Attachment 1. 

 Our tuition is:  

 10% below the Ohio community college average 

 12.8% below the Ohio non-levy community college average 

 32% below any college in our region; which is really the measure that families 

monitor. 

 76% of our students have zero student loan debt. 

 We have aggressively reduced textbook costs, saving students nearly $4,700,000 over the 

past four years. I refer you to Attachment 2 for a summary of the work our faculty and staff 

have done in recent years to lower textbook costs. We have: 

 Used funds from the last State capital allocation to develop a digital lab for our 

faculty to develop coursework that doesn’t require a traditional textbook, and 

allocated more than $2,000,000 of institutional funding in support of the work. 

 Provided training for faculty to create their own digital learning content or adopt 

Open Educational Resources.  
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 Partnered with K-12 districts on Straight A grants to develop digital materials for 

the highest enrollment College Credit Plus courses.  

 

We have reallocated institutional resources to focus on student success, and we’re seeing results. 

In the past four years we have closed the performance gap, as measured by course completion, 

for low income students by 50% and for students of color by 24%. We had our largest graduating 

class in Columbus State’s history last Friday, when our enrollment is nowhere near historic 

highs. And the number of credentials awarded to African American students increased by more 

than 11% in the past year. 

 

We declared war on remediation, partnering closely with high schools to ensure that students are 

graduating from high school ready to do college-level work, and creating alternative approaches 

to readiness for adults, including contextualized math courses aligned with technical coursework 

and self-paced approaches that improve success, saving students time and money. We have 

reduced the number of credit hours for our technical programs, again saving students time and 

money. We have invested millions of institutional dollars into student scholarships. Our data 

show that students who receive even a modest scholarship take more classes and complete their 

program of study more quickly. It has become an important student success intervention that we 

want to expand. 

 

These results have garnered Columbus State national recognition. Of the 1200 community 

colleges in America, we are the only one involved in three prominent national initiatives. In 2015 

we were named one of only 19 Leader Colleges nationally through the Achieving the Dream 

network in recognition of three successive years of improving student success. We are one of 

only 30 colleges nationally selected as part of the American Association of Community Colleges 

Guided Pathways initiative, a Gates-funded project establishing best practices in student success 

and completion, to be replicated throughout the U.S. We are one of only 20 colleges selected as a 

Right Signals college, a Lumina Foundation program ensuring that certificates and degrees are 

closely aligned with regional employment needs. In short, we have done our homework. We are 

now ready to implement an aggressive plan to graduate more students and help them move 
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directly into a high-growth career or transfer to one of our great university partners to complete 

their bachelor’s degree. 

 

 

Community colleges are purpose-built to address two of Ohio’s most urgent challenges: rising 

student debt and unmet workforce needs. Columbus State is addressing both of these challenges 

through creative partnerships.  

 

Community Colleges are the Answer to Student Debt 

Current student debt is a startling figure. Nationally, total student debt now exceeds $1.3 trillion. 

The average debt of bachelor’s degree holders is over $37,000 and it will take these graduates an 

average of 21 years to pay off those loans. Students who are borrowing the most money in many 

cases are those who can afford it the least. Community colleges are the solution to this problem. 

Better utilization of community colleges in bachelor’s degree education would dramatically 

reduce the average debt load of university graduates.    

 

Ohio ranks in the bottom quarter in the U.S. both in terms of the number of students who 

graduate with debt, and in the amount of debt they take on.  States with strong 2+2 policies and 

incentives score much better on both measures.  Florida, for example, scores in the top quarter in 

the U.S. on student debt measures, and their community college system leads the nation in 

completion rates as a result of strong 2+2 state policy. If Ohio is serious about achieving the 65% 

Goal as announced by the Ohio Department of Higher Education – where 65% of our citizens 

will hold a postsecondary credential by 2025 – we should emphasize associate degree 

completion and 2+2 pathways to make bachelor’s degrees affordable for everyone.  

 

Columbus State has established its own regional 2+2 policy through a program called Preferred 

Pathway.  Six years ago we partnered with The Ohio State University to provide guaranteed 

admission to OSU for our graduates, and created deeper alignment of curriculum, advising, and 

other processes. Soon other universities including Ohio University, Miami, Capital, Columbus 

College of Art and Design, Franklin, Ohio Dominican, Ohio Wesleyan, and Otterbein joined the 
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partnership. By completing the freshman and sophomore year at Columbus State, the Preferred 

Pathway partnerships save students between 30-45% on their tuition expenses. That’s a savings 

of between $12,000 and $75,000 dollars on bachelor’s degree tuition, depending on the 

university. The savings is even greater when you factor in expenses for room and board.  

 

In addition, our extensive adoption of College Credit Plus both shortens time-to-degree and 

maximizes savings to students and families. This past school year more than 4,800 high school 

students enrolled at Columbus State through College Credit Plus. They are from 140 high 

schools in 60 school districts spanning 11 counties. We expect this growth rate to continue as 

more students and families look to Columbus State for a high quality, affordable pathway to their 

future.  

 

Employer Partnerships Drive Workforce Innovation 

Employers throughout Central Ohio partner with Columbus State to address their talent 

development needs. The college has a Workforce Advisory Council comprised of business 

leaders from target industries in our region. Together we have a regional strategy to prepare the 

emerging workforce – recent graduates and others entering employment for the first time; the 

incumbent workforce – those currently employed whose skills must grow as technologies and 

other factors change; and the transitional workforce – mature workers who are in declining 

industries or re-joining the workforce. 

We have partnered with Honda of America to develop a pipeline of electro-mechanical 

engineering graduates to address an urgent need. This co-op program enables students to start 

while still in high school, work at Honda as students, and transition to full-time employees upon 

completion of their associate degree. We also have faculty assigned full-time at Honda’s facility 

to train their current workforce. 

We have partnered with the Insurance Industry Resource Council which includes 13 leading 

Ohio-based insurance companies to prepare the industry for the 26,000 jobs that will be open 

over the next 5 years. This partnership has resulted in an educational pathway that mirrors the 
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professional career path in the industry, ranging from a Claims certificate to a graduate program 

in Insurance. The program has been designed to attract mature workers in transition, including 

military veterans. 

Most recently, we have partnered with Amazon Web Services to develop a solution to the 

changing skills required as a result of the rapid adoption of Cloud technologies. This partnership 

will enable us to build Cloud skills into our certificate and associate degree programs, including 

College Credit Plus, and will also provide a framework to help current programmers, data 

analysts, and cyber-security professionals transition to Cloud architecture. We are working 

closely with CIOs of early Cloud adopters to address this need as rapidly as possible. 

 

In conclusion, we believe this is a moment in time for community colleges. We have embraced 

performance-based funding and have implemented meaningful efficiency measures. Tuition 

policy as recommended in HB 49 would enable us to operationalize proven student success 

initiatives; expand 2+2 university partnerships, which will increase Ohio’s completion rates 

while dramatically reducing the cost of the bachelor’s degree and debt obligations for students 

and their families; and respond to the needs of employers to position Ohio’s workforce as a 

global competitor.   

 

Thank you once again for your support of our State’s colleges and universities. I appreciate the 

opportunity to speak with you today. I would be happy to answer any questions you may have.   
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