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As Vice-Chair of the Assembly Colleges and Universities Committee, I was dismayed to learn that the 

University of Wisconsin (UW) System has amassed a tuition surplus in undesignated funds. After 

reviewing a report from the non-partisan Legislative Fiscal Bureau outlining the $650 million fund 

surplus, I submitted a budget request requiring the UW System to reduce tuition by 4% next year and to 

freeze tuition at the reduced rate the following year. I believe the UW System budget approach needs to 

create value for students and taxpayers within a base of strong fiscal management. This kind of 

leadership is sorely lacking. 

 

The financial needs of students should take priority over stockpiling a surplus, and raising tuition by 

‘only 2%,’ as proposed by the UW is not the answer. At a minimum, the UW should outline in system 

policy what level of surplus, if any, is a good practice. The UW says the surplus is needed for volatile 

economic times, but the university enjoys a consistent stream of revenue in tuition dollars, state funding 

and other sources, all of which help to keep it operating despite economic downturns. Tuition at UW-

Madison increased more than 300% in the last 14 years, escalating student debt. National student debt 

estimates are over $1 trillion, exceeding credit card and car loan debt. Cutting tuition is an 

unprecedented move, but it’s one way we can take action that will help students now. This could save 

the average student an estimated $2,000 over the two year period.  

 

When I took office in January, the legislature already was questioning the UW about last year’s $33 

million in erroneous payments to healthcare and pension accounts, and revisiting the $27 million 

software system that was scrapped in 2004 because of similar issues. The new software system costs $80 

million. Clearly, we need to tighten our financial ship. 

 

I join many of my colleagues and constituents in calling for changes at the UW, based on the surplus and 

the series of financial missteps and errors that I believe demand immediate review, action, and 

accountability. The time has come to take a hard look at the UW financial situation, evaluating where 

we are and where we need to be. Comprehensive audits and detailed follow up by the legislature will be 

important so that taxpayers and those they elect have a better grasp of how their money is spent. The 

Board of Regents and President Reilly are responsible for providing sound financial management and 

making decisions that benefit all students. Along with reducing and freezing tuition, the Regents should 

seriously consider whether President Reilly keeps his current position based on these continued failures 

of trust. I want the Regents to aggressively examine these critical administrative decisions because 

ultimately, the Regents and the President must account for their choices to students, other taxpayers, and 

the entire state.  
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