RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT

Maintaining Investment in Higher Education During a Time of Crisis
By Isaac Kwakye and Emma Kibort-Crocker, September 2020
Higher education systems equip individuals with the tools they need to succeed in the labor market with
higher-paying jobs that lead to improved living standards and more secure and fulfilling lives. Higher
education was critical in the recovery from the last recession, and during the COVID-19 crisis, higher
education has acted as a protective factor against the economic downturn 1. Investing in higher
education will not only support Washington residents, but it will help narrow equity gaps and improve
outcomes for communities of color.

Higher education leads to higher
earnings and lower unemployment.
•

•

Figure 1. Average Lifetime Earnings by Educational
Attainment in the U.S.
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Those with higher educational
attainment are more likely to be
employed in high-paying jobs.
Bachelor’s degree holders earn
about $1.5 million more than those
with only a high school diploma
over their lifetime (figure 1)2.
In May 2020, the unemployment
rate in Washington for those with
only a high school diploma (18.3%)
was almost twice the rate of those
with a bachelor’s degree (9.3%)3.
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Source: Dr. Mike Preiner and WSAC Analysis of U.S. Census Bureau Community Population Survey (2014-18)

Displaced workers will need higher education to reenter the labor market.
•

•

•

The overall unemployment rate
During economic downturn, higher education
in Washington in May 2020 was
enrollment surge provides opportunities for
14.8% but was even higher for
unemployed people.
some racial minority groups
(between 17.6% and 29.9%) 4.
For many students, 2-year institutions offer shorterUp to 42% of jobs lost during the
term, less expensive, open-access programs that provide
COVID-19 crisis will be
a path to new employment opportunities or a launching
permanent5.
point for transfer to 4-year institutions. Investing in
During the last recession,
community colleges is critical for supporting equity in
enrollment in Washington grew
higher education.
7% at 4-year institutions and 12%
at 2-year institutions as many sought opportunities in higher education6.
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Higher education has the potential to help close equity gaps and increase economic mobility for
people of color.
•

•

Communities of color have faced increased instability during the pandemic because many lack
financial resources. In 2016, the average Black American household’s net worth was $13,024,
compared to $149,703 for white American households7.
The gap between current attainment levels and the statewide goal is much larger for Black, Native
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Hispanic, and American Indian/Alaskan Native people in Washington
(between 28 and 48 percentage points) than their white and Asian counterparts 8 (figure 2).
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Figure 2. The Proportion of Washington Residents Age 25-44 With Postsecondary Credentials
by Race/Ethnicity
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Existing equity gaps in higher education could widen during the COVID-19 crisis. In Spring 2020,
Black and Hispanic students were six times more likely to take leaves of absence than in the prior
year9 and students of color were 40% more likely to report that their plans were being affected by
COVID-19 than white students 10.

Investing in higher education in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis will be necessary for our
recovery.
•

•

•

Funding higher education institutions to ensure they can handle the impending enrollment surge
will help create opportunities for those who have been most affected by labor market upheaval,
especially people of color.
Keeping college affordable through level tuition rates and the Washington College Grant will help
provide access to all people in Washington, particularly as families face increased financial
instability due to the current economic downturn.
Ensuring institutions have the resources necessary to provide students with holistic supports will
help mitigate the campus operational challenges caused by the COVID-19 crisis.

Higher education is a public good that is critical for Washington to recover from the current economic
downturn. It is also an essential tool for the state to help close equity gaps and support underserved
populations' economic mobility. Washington state should prioritize higher education funding during the
COVID-19 crisis and economic recovery.
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