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Back to Basics: Reexamining the Mission of
Florida’s Higher Education System

By: Stanley G. Tate, chairnan, Florida Frepaid College Board

This Fall, students in Florida's community colleges and universilies will pay more than ever before for their
tuition, but with no assurance that the quality of education they will be receiving has or will improve. This
year, the Florida Legislature increased (uition by 15%. This increase was on top of the 15% and 10%
increases in 1992 and 1991, respectively. In three years, the cost of higher education at Florida's universities
has increased over 45% -- a startling statistic.

When examined in light of state funding for universities, this 459 increase becomes even more outrageous.
The Florida Legislature has reduced per student funding form $7,200, in 1989/90, to $5,300 this year. More
and more of the per student funding category comes from the student and their families! For example, of the
$55 million in supplemental funding appropriated by the 1992 Legislature, $40 million was raised through the
tuition increase. Because the Legislature has ignored the critical needs of higher education for so long, it will
now take approximately $300 million in new revenues just to restore the universities to the 1989,/1990 levels.
In these economic times of heightened uncertainties, it is extremely doubtful that this amount will be
authorized,

So the Legislature will continue with its policy of "pay me now or pay me later," while Legislators continue
to assert that “later” is not "now” but years in the future. Our present legislators, fearing that development
of an adequate tax base will result in their defeat at the polls, continue with this policy. Once again the hopes
and aspirations of the low and middle class, for a better life for their children through education, are lost due
to our current legislators’ concerns with their immediate election prospects rather than the future of this state.

Unfortunately, we may not have the opportunity to pay later at this rate. The price tag may be out of reach
for the state as well as the vast majority of Floridians, and something must be done now to stem this tide.
I believe this "something" is a re-examination of the basic fundamental mission of the state in their support
of higher education and indeed the very purpose of our public universities.

Since enacting the 1885 Constitution, Florida has recognized its obligation to fund primary education (grades
kindergarten through twelfth); support for higher education should be no different. In 1885 a high school
education was quite an accomplishment. Certainly a secondary school education was all that was needed at
that time to be competitive in the job market. In fact, a high school diploma assured most workers of a
secure lifetime of earnings. NO MORE! Without a college degree, workers simply are not equipped to cope
with the technological demands of today's and tomorrow’s competitive environment.

Florida has recognized the value of education by requiring all its citizens to support the K-12 education system
via taxes. Unless the state views higher education in the same light, Florida will be known for producing fast
food and other low income workers—not high magnetic lab scientists and other professionals. The responsibility
for a higher education should be a state obligation, and, in my opinion, is no different than the responsibility
of a state to provide a kindergarten through twelfth grade education, perhaps even more so in today's
environment,



The expressed view that low tuition is merely an "inequitable and unneeded subsidy for higher-income families,
from which a large portion of public-college students come," as stated by President Thomas P. Wallace of
Illinois State University in the April 1, 1992 edition of The Chronicles of Higher Education, must be
examined. This concept, quite prevalent in the academic community, proposes to charge the maximum to
those who can pay and then to distribute the excess money to middle and low income families in financial
aid and loan programs. This idea fails on three counts and absolutely strikes out.

First, this concept plays into the hands of legislators by admitting defeat in obtaining substantial state funding.
If the policy is one that minimizes state support, denial of legislative budget requests becomes a self-fulfilling
prophecy. Without applying pressure on elected officials to adequately provide for higher education, other
programs lobbying for support receive the governmental largess forfeited by the universities. You are sure to
lose the game if you do not play.

Second, by pricing tuition so high, obtaining adequate loans to cover the ever escalating cost of college
becomes more difficult for any middle income family. Higher costs mean a greater need for loans and other
types of financial aid. The greater the need, the lower the income ceiling to qualify for such programs. The
fewer who receive aid the greater the amount of debt needed to complete a college education. Thus, tuition
must be increased once more to fund economic access, starting the cycle all over again. This is a pyramid
scheme of classic design. Eventually, public universities will become less price competitive, eventually driving
away even the higher income students and collapsing the pyramid, which was doomed from the beginning.

Finally, this method fails to demand the efficient and effective administration of universities. As stated in the
April 13, 1992 edition of Time Magazine, universities find themselves in a period of crisis, facing huge budget
cuts that require administrators to do "less with less" if they are to survive. The recession and resulting drop
in state funding should have forced the state university system to re-examine its mission and reason for being.
It is not enough to cut classes and limit enrollment by raising academic standards. In fact, these areas should
be the last considered for a cutback.

Here lies the solution to the current pressure to raise tuition to levels never before contemplated. The original
intent for the formation of land grant colleges (which include the University of Florida and Florida
Agricultural and Mechanical University) was to fill a void in higher education created by the lack of expansion
of private institutions. The public universities would be exactly that -- public.

From this primary purpose of land grant public colleges, the state of Florida presumably developed a policy
of open, affordable access to higher education. This laudable objective has worked for many years but is an
endangered species today.

Since the days of Governor Leroy Collins, Florida has relied on a "2+2" system. With considerable support
from the Legislature, during periods of both economic expansion and recession, this system has ensured the
citizens of Florida that the American dream of a college eduction is obtainable. Florida’s community colleges
are supposed to accept any applicant with a high school diploma. Florida Statute 240.115(a) requires state
universities to accept all Associate in Arts degree recipients. Therefore, an avenue to a baccalaureate degree
is ensured. Open access is, and has historically been, the basis of the Florida higher education system.

Somewhere along the way the basic premise for the establishment of higher education in Florida has been
lost. To maintain the open access that has made the State University System one of the best in the country,
administrators must concentrate on teaching undergraduates. Research is a worthy goal, but it must be
tempered in light of the basic goal of the system -- to serve the needs of the public by assuring improvements
in the delivery of education services to students. Professors must return to the classroom and put aside their
test tubes and library books. Tenure must be based upon a professor’s performance as an instructor, not on
the publication of research papers. Past methods of operation must be reevaluated in light of what was the
original mission of our state universities. Even the need for continuing many of the graduate programs must
be justified or those funds shifted to the undergraduate level. With some vision and new thinking, the alarming
and unfair trend away from state funding can, and must be, reversed.



Consider what has occurred in recent years: Undergraduate tuition and required fees have risen from $1,153
in 1988-89 to $1,709 in 1992-93. The average of similar fees in the country has decreased from $1,827 in 1988-
89 to $1,767 in 1991-92. The ranking of Florida in tuition charged in the United States has moved from 48th
to an estimated mid-to-low thirties during the same four-year period.

This trend threatens the very tenets of the state plan for education as codified in Florida Statutes. The state
is expected to create an educational environment to allow students to develop their full potential, to prevent
dropouts in public school and in higher education and encourage Florida’s talented students to attend school
in Florida colleges.

How can the majority of low and middle class students develop their full potential if they cannot afford a
college education? How are these goals obtained if admission to universities is curtailed due to budget cuts
and if enrollment is limited for lack of space? How many professors have terminated their research to teach
classes? Unless these questions are satisfactorily answered, the state plan will never be achieved.

The promise of affordable higher education was presumably etched in stone in 1991 when the Legislature
enacted House Bill 2497. This measure, now Florida Statutes 240.209(3)(a), established state policy to limit
tuition to 25% of the cost of education. If the Legislature did not act, the Board of Regents could raise
tuition 10% per year until the cap of 25% of costs was reached. A basic problem with this is, do we really
know what "costs" are?

Unfortunately, "costs” are whatever the universities say they are. The Legislature retained the power to set
tuition at whatever rate was authorized in the General Appropriations Act. That is exactly what happened
when tuition was raised this year to an unprecedented 28% (over the 25% maximum of "costs" set by the
Legislature only one year earlier!). In 1987 the student’s share of "costs" equalled less than 17%.

The Legislature cannot be allowed to break its word again. General revenue funds must be put back into the
colleges and universities. Administrators must eliminate all but essential educational services. Discarding the
"business as usual' mentality will reap huge gains in legislative funding. An educated work force for Florida’s
businesses depends upon open and economical access to higher education.

Those of us involved in, and concerned about, the education of our youth must respond today with a
commitment to the fundamental basis for Florida’s colleges and universities. The very future of the state of
Florida is at stake.
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ABOUT FLORIDA TAXWATCH

Florida TaxWatch is the only statewide organization entirely devoted to statc taxing and spending issues
in Florida. Since its inception in 1979, Florida TaxWatch has become widely recognized as the watchdog of
citizens’ hard earned tax dollars. The nationally distributed City and State magazine in 1989 published a poll
of the nalion’s statewide taxpayer research centers. Based on this poll, the publication cited Florida TaxWatch
as one of the six most influential and respected taxpayer assistance institutes in the nation.

During one three-month period in 1991 and 1992, Florida TaxWatch was featured in the Wall Street Journal,
the New York Times, and the Washington Post. In early 1992, Florida TaxWatch has been featured on the
prestigious MacNeil/Lehrer Newshour and several times in the Wall Street Journal.

Florida TaxWatch is a private, non-profit, non-partisan research institute supported entirely by voluntary, tax-
deductible membership contributions and philanthropic foundation grants. Membership is open to any
organization or individual interested in supporting a credible research effort that promotes positive change.
Florida TaxWatch members, through their loyal support, help Florida TaxWatch to bring about an effective,
responsive government that is accountable to the citizens it serves.

Florida TaxWatch is supported by all types of taxpayers -- homeowners, small businesses, large corporations,
professional firms, associations, individuals and philanthropic foundations - representing a wide spectrum of
Florida's citizens,

Florida TaxWatch is well-known and respected for its empirically sound research products which recommend
productivity enhancements and explain statewide impact of economic and tax and spend policies and practices.
Without lobbying, Florida TaxWatch has worked diligently and effectively to build government efficiency and
.promote responsible, cost effective improvements that add value and benefit taxpayers. This diligence has
yielded impressive results: three out of four of TaxWatch’s cost saving recommendations have been
implemented, saving taxpayers $1.5 billion. That translates to nearly $300 for every Florida family.

With your help, we will continue our diligence to make certain your tax investments are fair and beneficial
to you, the taxpaying customer who supports Florida’s government. Florida TaxWatch is ever present to ensure
that taxes are equitable, not excessive, that their public benefits and costs are weighed, and that government
agencies are more responsive and productive in their use of public funds.
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The Florida TaxWatch Board of Trustees is responsible for the general direction and oversight of the research
institute and safeguarding the independence of the organization’s work. In his capacity as chief executive officer,
the President is responsible for formulating and coordinating policies, projects, publications and selecting the

professional staff. As an independent research institute and taxpayer watchdog, the research findings, conclusions
and recommendations do not necessarily reflect the view of its distinguished Board of Trustees.
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