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How Professors and Students 
Can Turn Ideas Into Law

Two Portland State professors and a class of undergraduates transformed the way students 
pay for college in Oregon. In the classroom they developed an innovative idea to end student 
debt and presented their idea to state legislators. The students and professors then worked 
with the Oregon Working Families Party to build support for the bill, and this summer it passed 
unanimously. 
 Now legislators across the country and in Congress are considering similar bills, all 
because of a couple professors and a class of students. It’s a remarkable achievement, and it’s 
a model you can follow at your college and in your classroom. When professors and students 
work together, they have the power to turn ideas into law.

The guide lays out how professors can use the classroom to move ideas into policy. 
It contains three resources:

	 •		The	first	is	a	step-by-step	guide	to	planning	a	course	for	engaging	and	
     elevating students.
	 •		The	second	is	a	summary	of	PCCC	resources	to	help	you	connect	with	policy	
     experts, other professors, activist groups, and state legislators.
	 •		The	third	is	draft	legislation	on	student	debt	to	model	turning	an	idea	into	a	
     legislative proposal. 

Our guide focuses on student debt and college accessibility, as the classroom is uniquely suit-
ed to bring together students and professors on this paramount issue. But it’s certainly not the 
only issue you can tackle through this model – classroom engagement can be a powerful ap-
proach on a range of policies. 
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Step-by-Step Guide

Phase 1 – Choose an Issue

Barbara Dudley, a professor at Portland State University, had been concerned about student 
debt for a long time. In the classroom she saw how huge loans crippled students before they 
even left college. Barbara was also deeply involved in progressive activism in her state. She 
helped found the Oregon Working Families Party in the mid 2000s, and pushed to make ending 
student debt a priority for the party. But it was an issue where students needed to be the face 
and voice of change.
 Barbara wanted to work with students to explore the issue from their perspective. She 
began putting together research on student debt and talking with policymakers and activists.

Get started in your state by looking for a policy idea that you can turn into legislation. Focus on 
issues that have direct relevance to students like the cost of college. Think about how to lead 
students from studying the issue into becoming advocates. Explore the resources for study-
ing the issue and its history. Then research the range of policy options at the local, state and 
federal level. a variety of options and enable students to decide on a policy they care most 
about. As you prepare for the clas, start reaching out to policy experts, legislators, and com-
munity leaders. Think tanks like Demos or progressive policy experts in your state can help you 
think about possible policy options. The PCCC can also help connect you other professors and 
policy experts for ideas.
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Phase 2 – Engage Students

Professor Barbara Dudley discovered that Portland State required seniors to take a capstone 
class that connected their studies to the community. It was an ideal venue for engaging stu-
dents on the cost of college. She worked with her colleague Mary King to design a capstone 
class to explore student debt.
	 The	class	spent	the	first	half	of	the	quarter	researching	the	history	of	student	debt	and	
understanding the causes. Her colleague Mary, an economist, guided the students through the 
economics of higher education and student loans. Once they had a strong handle on the issue, 
they started considering different policy proposals. They looked at how the federal government 
could	address	the	issue,	but	decided	a	state-based	approach	was	more	likely	to	pass.	The	
main	state	level	idea	they	found	was	Pay	It	Forward	-	a	plan	developed	by	John	Burbank	at	
the Economic Opportunity Institute. Instead of taking out big loans, students would pay back a 
small	fixed	percentage	of	their	income	after	graduating.	
 When “Pay it Forward” came up for discussion, the class quickly agreed it was the pol-
icy they wanted to pursue. Together, they developed the case for Pay It Forward. For the class 
final,	the	students	presented	their	polished	proposal	to	a	panel	of	legislators.	

The best method for engaging students is the classroom. Look for capstone classes or course 
programs that involve engagement with the community. As you design the course, begin with 
having the students research the history and economics of the issue. That will prepare them to 
think more effectively about solutions and help them be more convincing when they speak to 
policy makers.
 Advocacy should be a natural and essential part of the course. In the Portland State 
course, students spoke with public policy experts, activists and policymakers throughout the 
semester. It’s an exciting opportunity for students, and as they gain experience with it, some 
students will embrace advocacy with great enthusiasm. That creates a bridge to working on 
the issue beyond the classroom. 
 
Alternatives to the classroom
If you’re in a department where that isn’t possible or a school that won’t permit it, you can take 
another approach. Talk to your colleagues and consider putting together a working group as 
part	of	your	faculty	union.	You	can	partner	with	student	organizations	to	find	interested	stu-
dents. You can also look for engaged students in your classes and ask your colleagues to rec-
ommend others. The PCCC can help you talk to other professors and come up with a system 
that	fits	your	situation,	from	creating	a	case	study	project	to	utilizing	service	learning	initiatives.	
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Phase 3 – Move Beyond the Classroom

 Taking an idea from the classroom and turning it into law involves stepping outside the 
university and connecting with legislators. As a founder of the Oregon Working Families Orga-
nization, Professor Barbara Dudley knew the chair of the Oregon House Committee on Higher 
Education, Representative Michael Dembrow. She invited him to hear the class presentation on 
Pay It Forward. He was incredibly impressed with the students and helped connect the class 
with other legislators.
 Working with the Working Families Organization leadership, Barbara and her students 
helped introduce the Pay It Forward bill. Representative Dembrow worked to build bipartisan 
support in favor of the legislation and push it through the legislature. Long after the quarter 
ended,	a	few	of	the	students	remained	deeply	engaged	in	pushing	for	the	bill.	They	testified	
before the legislature, met with individual lawmakers to persuade them about the bill. With the 
guidance of their professor, the students were the face of Pay It Forward and they succeeded. 
The	Oregon	legislature	unanimously	took	the	first	step	towards	implementing	Pay	It	Forward	in	
July.

Connecting with policymakers may be a new experience for most professors. Start with any 
personal	connections	you	have.	Local	advocacy	groups	can	also	be	a	helpful	resource	for	find-
ing the right legislators and helping you plan for meetings and craft testimony. At the end of 
this	packet	you	can	find	model	legislation	for	Pay	It	Forward,	which	you	can	adapt	and	change	
for your state.
	 Build	connections	with	legislators,	advocates,	and	relevant	government	officials	when	
you invite them to meet with your class. Consider having the students present before a panel 
of legislators, and possibly invite local media to attend. The strength of the students’ presenta-
tions will open new doors and help move the idea beyond the classroom.
 Students are the most powerful and persuasive advocates on student debt. They re-
move partisanship from the debate and bring ideas to the forefront. By the time your class 
ends, students should be growing into advocates on their own. As a professor, you should play 
a guiding role during this phase and ensure students remain the lead advocates for the bill. As 
the bill moves through the legislature, collaborate with key legislators and grassroots allies. 
 The PCCC has extensive experience with advocacy campaigns and can support you 
throughout	the	process	from	finding	legislators	to	getting	the	bill	passed.



5

PCCC Resources

The PCCC is here to support your work with our resources and staff.

Professor and grassroots network
We have a network of 10,000 professors across the country working on similar issues. We can 
put you in touch with professors to collaborate on how to design an ideal class, possible policy 
ideas, and resources for research. Our grassroots membership also includes nearly a million 
people nationwide and thousands of students. As you move towards the advocacy phase of 
your	work,	we	can	help	connect	you	to	grassroots	activists	to	fight	for	affordable	education.

Policy and Legislative Strategy
This is an unfamiliar area for many professors, but we have years of experience working on 
legislative campaigns. We can help you plan how to move your idea into law, connect you with 
progressive state legislators, and activist groups. We can also advise you on how to work with 
policymakers, prepare for hearings and offer guidance on working with the press.

Start by letting the PCCC know you are interested in making college affordable for all! Fill 
out the form at www.boldprogressives.org/professorcall 
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Pay It Forward Legislative Template

The Pay It Forward bill that passed in Oregon is available at this link: http://www.leg.state.
or.us/13reg/measpdf/hb3400.dir/hb3472.en.pdf

Draft	legislation	from	John	Burbank	at	the	Economic	Opportunity	Institute	based	off	the	Oregon	
bill is below.

Draft language:

	 1)	Whereas	the	Legislature	recognizes	that	post-secondary	higher	education	is		 	 	
         a foundation for democracy and has expanded opportunities for residents to  
	 				qualify	for	high-quality	jobs	and	entry	into	the	middle	class;	and
	 2)	Whereas	state	appropriations	for	higher	education	have	significantly	de-
     creased in the past twenty years, and this disinvestment has accelerated in 
	 				the	past	five	years,
 3) Whereas in response to decreased state support, over the past two decades 
     annual tuition and mandatory fees have escalated far in excess of typical 
     household incomes and median wages.
 4) Whereas with college costs rising beyond the reach of hundreds of thousands 
	 				of	residents,	financial	aid	programs	have	become	more	and	more	inadequate,	
	 				failing	to	provide	the	financing	for	thousands	of	eligible	students	with	doc
	 				mented	financial	need.
 5) Whereas the increasing unaffordability of a college education has forced 
	 				students	to	borrow	more	money	to	pay	for	higher	education,	causing	two-
	 				thirds	of	students	graduating	from	public	four-	year	institutions	of	higher	edu
	 				cation	in	2011	to	graduate	with	student	debt	averaging	$26,600.	[state-spe-
	 				cific	data	available	from	the	Project	on	Student	Debt:	http://projectonstudent
	 				debt.org/state_by_state-data.php
 6) Whereas high levels of student debt are damaging not only to the individual 
	 				student’s	ability	to	succeed	financially	but	also	will	have	grave	consequences	
	 				for	the	future	economy	of	this	state;	and
	 7)	Whereas	the	Legislature	now	finds	that	it	must	halt	the	decrease	in	this	state’s	
     support for public education and, over time, must increase its contribution to 
	 				the	funding	of	higher	education;	and
	 8)	Whereas	the	Legislature	finds	that	it	must	immediately	seek	another	approach	
	 				to	financing	students’	share	of	the	cost	of	public	higher	education	in	this	state	
     that will not result in students graduating from public colleges and universities 
	 				burdened	with	debt;	and
	 9)	Whereas	there	is	growing	interest	in	a	new	financing	strategy	known	as	Pay	It	
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	 				Forward;	and
         10) Whereas the Legislature recognizes that it is in this state’s interest to develop 
	 				a	Pay	It	Forward	program;	now,	therefore,
Be It Enacted by the Legislature:

 (1) The Higher Education Commission (appropriate authority in each state) shall develop 
      and implement one or several pilot programs for Pay It Forward. The pilot program(s)  
      will:
  (a) Allow students who are residents of this state and who qualify for admission   
            to a public higher education institution to enroll in the institution without 
	 	 					paying	tuition	and	mandatory	fees;
  (b) Provide that, in lieu of paying tuition and mandatory fees, students must sign   
	 						 					binding	contracts	to	contribute	to	[a	new	statewide	public	higher	educa-	
       tion trust fund], or [to the institution] or [to a segregated account in the 
       general fund] a certain percentage [4% for research universities, 3.5% for  
       regional universities and colleges, 1.5% for community colleges, or what is 
	 	 					determined	are	the	appropriate	percentages]	of	their	annual	adjusted	gross	
	 	 					income	[line	27	of	the	IRS	1040	form],	tax-exempt	interest	[line	8b	of	the	IRS	
	 	 					1040	form],	and	qualified	dividends	[line	9b	of	the	IRS	1040	form],	combined,	
	 	 					upon	graduation	from	the	institution	for	a	specified	number	of	years	[20-30	
	 	 					years];
	 	 (c)	Specify	the	number	of	years	and	the	percentage	of	annual	adjusted	gross	
	 	 					income,	tax-	exempt	interest,	and	qualified	dividends,	combined,	for	con-
	 	 					tracts	at	each	participating	institution	and	base	the	specifications	on	avail-
	 	 					able	actuarial	research;
	 (2)	Pay	It	Forward	contributions	shall	commence	on	the	first	day	of	the	calendar	year	
	 					commencing	at	least	two	years	after	graduation	from	a	public	higher	education	insti-		
			 					tution	[or	on	the	first	day	of	the	calendar	year	commencing	at	least	five	years	after	
      the completion of each academic year for Pay It Forward participants.
	 (3)	Students	completing	an	associate’s	degree	and	continuing	onto	a	four-year	public	
	 					higher	education	program	shall	commence	contributions	on	the	first	day	of	the	
	 					calendar	year	commencing	at	least	two	years	after	graduation	from	the	four-year	
      public higher education program.
	 (4)	Students	who	fail	to	complete	either	an	associate’s	degree	or	a	four-year	degree	
      shall commence Pay It Forward contributions within ten years of the commencement 
      of their participation in public higher education.
 (5) Binding Pay It Forward contracts shall delineate contributions proportional to the 
      number of years, credits, quarters [for which a student has been registered] [which a 
      student has completed].
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 (6) The legislature hereby establishes an immediate funding source for Pay It Forward.
  a) This funding source shall be [10% of mandatory service and activity fees at   
                 public higher
 1. education institutions], [2% of public university, college and community college en
	 				dowments	with	the	exclusion	of	the	non-liquid	assets	of	these	endowments)],	[a	sur
     tax of 5% on incomes in excess of $1 million], etc.
  b) 10% of the revenues received through this funding source shall be considered  
      seed money for a higher education trust fund, to be invested by the State 
      Investment Board.
  c) 90% of the revenues received through this funding shall fund the tuition and 
      mandatory fees of participating Pay It Forward students. The initial number of 
      students participating is determined by a calculation of the total cost for 
      tuition and mandatory fees (the published cost) per student and the revenue 
      received in the higher education trust fund dedicated to funding tuition and 
      mandatory fees.
  d) Revenues from Pay It Forward participants shall be added to the public higher 
      education trust fund and shall be dedicated to expanding the pool of students 
      participating in Pay It Forward.
	 (7)	The	legislature	hereby	establishes	a	“Pre-Pay-It-Forward”	program.	Under	this	pro-
      gram, parents and guardians can voluntarily contribute a certain percent of their in
	 					come	for	a	certain	number	of	years,	at	their	choice,	prior	to	their	children’s	participa-
	 					tion	in	public	higher	education	through	Pay	It	Forward.	Parental	and	guardian	contri-
      butions are balanced by a comparable shortening of years/percent of income that 
	 					their	children,	as	Pay-It-Forward	participants,	contribute.
 (8) Initial participants in Pay It Forward shall be selected by lottery in April for the follow
	 					ing	academic	year.	Returning	Pay	It	Forward	participants	are	automatically	grandfa-
      thered in for the next year, and all years up to graduation. Additional Pay It Forward 
	 					slots	are	filled	through	an	annual	lottery	in	April	preceding	the	academic	year.	

Sources include: Oregon House Bill 3472, Pay It Forward Interactive Spreadsheet, Economic 
Opportunity Institute, Pay It Forward discussion brief, Economic Opportunity Institute 

 


