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The slow death of Fresno State is a poignant narrative that encapsulates the
struggle of higher education institutions in California during the tumultuous
political landscapes of the 1960s and 1970s. This period, marked by the
administrations of two influential governors, Ronald Reagan and Jerry Brown,
saw significant shifts in policy that ultimately impacted the University of
California, Fresno—now known as California State University, Fresno. This
article aims to explore the various factors contributing to the decline of
Fresno State's educational quality and accessibility, while also examining
the broader implications of state governance on public universities.

Historical Context

The backdrop of Fresno State's decline is crucial to understanding the
broader educational policies during the Reagan and Brown administrations.
Fresno State, founded in 1911, was known for its commitment to accessibility
and quality education. However, the political environment during the late
20th century increasingly prioritized budget cuts and efficiency over
educational investment.

Ronald Reagan's Era (1967-1975)

When Ronald Reagan took office as the Governor of California in 1967, he was
met with a tumultuous political climate. The 1960s were rife with social
upheaval, protests against the Vietnam War, and demands for civil rights. In
response to these challenges, Reagan's administration adopted a hardline
approach to governance, particularly concerning state funding for public
services, including education.

1. Budget Cuts: Reagan implemented significant budget cuts to higher
education. His administration aimed to reduce state spending, which resulted
in decreased funding for the California State University system, including
Fresno State. This reduction in funding led to larger class sizes, a decline
in faculty hiring, and diminished resources for students.

2. Protests and Backlash: The budget cuts ignited protests from students and
faculty alike. The university community rallied against the perceived neglect
of education, emphasizing the need for a more substantial investment in
public institutions. However, Reagan's administration remained steadfast in
its commitment to reducing state expenditures.



3. Shift in Focus: Reagan's policies also marked a shift in focus from
education as a public good to education as a private commodity. This shift
had lasting implications for institutions like Fresno State, as increasing
tuition fees became a reality, making higher education less accessible for
many students.

Jerry Brown's First Administration (1975-1983)

Following Reagan, Jerry Brown took office in 1975, bringing a new approach to
governance that was characterized by both progressive ideals and fiscal
conservatism. While his administration aimed to improve the state's economic
conditions, it also faced challenges that impacted Fresno State's funding and
operational capacity.

1. Continued Budget Constraints: Brown's administration inherited a financial
landscape ravaged by the previous cuts. Although he sought to stabilize the
economy, budget constraints persisted, leading to further funding challenges
for higher education institutions. Fresno State continued to struggle with
limited resources, further exacerbating issues of quality and accessibility.

2. Focus on Community Colleges: Brown's administration placed a significant
emphasis on community colleges, believing they were a more cost-effective way
to provide access to education for a diverse population. While this focus
aimed to promote educational access, it inadvertently diverted attention and
resources away from four-year institutions like Fresno State.

3. Proposition 13: The passage of Proposition 13 in 1978, which significantly
reduced property taxes in California, had profound implications for public
funding. As property tax revenues dwindled, state funding for education,
including Fresno State, was severely affected. This political maneuvering
further strained the university's financial resources, leading to increased
tuition and a decline in the quality of education.

The Impact on Fresno State

The combined effects of Reagan’s and Brown’s policies created a perfect storm
for Fresno State, leading to what many perceive as its slow death. The
repercussions were felt across multiple dimensions:

1. Declining Enrollment

As funding became scarce and tuition fees rose, many prospective students
found it increasingly difficult to afford a college education. This led to a
decline in enrollment numbers, which further exacerbated the university's
financial woes. Fresno State, once a beacon of hope for many, became less



appealing to students seeking affordable education.

2. Erosion of Academic Quality

The budget cuts and resource limitations resulted in a decline in academic
quality. With larger class sizes and fewer faculty members, students received
less personalized attention. This decline in educational standards also
impacted Fresno State’s reputation, making it less competitive with other
universities in California and beyond.

3. Increased Faculty Turnover

With the reduction in funding, faculty salaries remained stagnant or were
cut, leading to increased turnover. Talented professors left for better
opportunities at institutions that could offer more competitive salaries and
resources. This turnover further compromised the academic integrity of the
university, as new faculty members often lacked the experience or
institutional knowledge of their predecessors.

4. Deterioration of Campus Infrastructure

Fresno State's physical infrastructure also suffered due to the financial
constraints imposed by state policies. Buildings fell into disrepair, and
essential services and facilities became outdated. The campus environment,
once vibrant and conducive to learning, deteriorated, contributing to a
negative student experience.

Long-Term Implications

The slow death of Fresno State under the administrations of Reagan and Brown
has had lasting repercussions not only for the university itself but also for
the California educational landscape.

1. Shift in Educational Philosophy

The strategies employed during these administrations signaled a shift in the
philosophy surrounding public education. The transition from viewing
education as a public good to a private commodity has shaped the policies of
subsequent administrations, leading to ongoing challenges in funding and
accessibility.



2. Legacy of Inequality

The decline of Fresno State is emblematic of a larger trend toward
educational inequality in California. As funding for public universities
diminished, the gap between affluent and less affluent students widened,
creating a barrier to higher education that persists today.

3. Rebuilding Efforts

In the years following this decline, efforts have been made to revitalize
Fresno State and other public institutions in California. Initiatives aimed
at increasing funding, improving resources, and enhancing student support
services have emerged, but the legacy of the past continues to pose
challenges.

Conclusion

The slow death of Fresno State, catalyzed by the policies of governors Ronald
Reagan and Jerry Brown, serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of
neglecting public education. As the political climate continues to evolve, it
is imperative to learn from this history to ensure that institutions like
Fresno State can thrive and fulfill their mission of providing accessible,
high-quality education for all students. Only through dedicated investment
and a renewed focus on the importance of public education can we hope to
reverse the damage done and foster a more equitable future for higher
education in California.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the primary factors contributing to the
decline of Fresno State during the Reagan and Brown
administrations?
The decline of Fresno State was influenced by budget cuts in higher
education, shifts in state funding priorities, and political decisions that
favored vocational training over traditional liberal arts education.

How did Governor Ronald Reagan's policies affect
public universities in California?
Governor Reagan implemented significant budget cuts to public universities,
which resulted in reduced enrollment capacity, faculty layoffs, and increased



tuition costs, adversely impacting institutions like Fresno State.

What role did Governor Jerry Brown play in the
challenges faced by Fresno State?
Governor Jerry Brown's administration also faced economic challenges that led
to further budget constraints for higher education, maintaining a trend of
underfunding that affected Fresno State's resources and infrastructure.

How did the political climate of the 1970s and 1980s
influence student enrollment at Fresno State?
The political climate, marked by economic downturns and policy shifts towards
austerity, led to decreased public investment in education, resulting in
declining student enrollment as financial barriers grew.

What specific programs at Fresno State were impacted
by the budget cuts during this period?
Programs in the arts, humanities, and social sciences were particularly
affected, facing cuts that limited course offerings and resources, while
vocational programs received more attention and funding.

What were the long-term effects of this decline on
Fresno State's reputation?
The long-term effects included a diminished reputation as a comprehensive
university, challenges in attracting faculty and students, and a struggle to
recover its status in the competitive landscape of California higher
education.

How did community responses shape the future of
Fresno State amid these challenges?
Community responses included advocacy for increased funding and support for
the university, leading to grassroots movements aimed at preserving
educational quality and access for local students.

What comparisons can be drawn between Fresno State
and other California universities during this time?
Comparisons reveal that while many California universities faced similar
funding issues, some, like UC Berkeley, managed to retain more prestige and
funding due to their established reputations and alumni networks,
highlighting disparities.



What lessons can be learned from the history of
Fresno State under Reagan and Brown?
The history of Fresno State emphasizes the importance of sustained investment
in education, the need for advocacy in policy-making, and the impact of
political decisions on the accessibility and quality of higher education.
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