Committee recommends tuition hike
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A committee of students and administrators recommended Tuesday that the University increase tuition by slightly less than 4 percent per year over the next two years.

Including a $65 per semester fee for the construction of the new Student Activity Center, the increase translates to about $240 more in tuition each semester for UT undergraduates. 

According to the recommendations, without a tuition increase, the University would face budget shortfalls of more than $17 million during the 2010-2011 school year and more than $14 million the following year. The increases will not generate new funds to pursue President William Powers’ goals of hiring top faculty and graduate students and retaining current employees.

Limited growth in state support and declining payouts from the Available University Fund Endowment has led to the shortfalls in the projected budget.

The Tuition Policy Advisory Committee, which is composed of four student leaders and five faculty members, made its annual recommendations after three months of weekly meetings and discussions. The committee will host two open forums on its proposals Jan. 20 and Jan. 26 before Powers makes his recommendations to the UT System Board of Regents on Jan. 31.

Committee members said the recommended increases strike a balance between funding UT’s growth and maintaining affordability.

The committee has recommended that the University increase tuition by 3.95 percent per year for the next two years.

Including the new fee, the average semester tuition for a Texas-resident undergraduate student would increase from $4,468 to $4,709 next year. In 2011-2012, tuition would cost $4,895. Nonresident undergraduates who entered UT after the spring of 2006 could pay up to $714 more next fall. 

Resident graduate students, who now pay on average $3,882, would pay $218 more next year and another $162 in 2011-2012. Nonresident graduate students who enrolled after spring of 2008 could pay an increase of up to $379 next fall.

Tuition increase recommendations for four graduate student programs are decided by the Office of the Provost: Master in Professional Accounting, MBA, Doctor of Pharmacy, and law. 

Using the committee’s recommendations, Powers develops his own tuition recommendation and presents it to the Board of Regents, which is responsible for setting tuition.

Impact on the Budget
Even after the tuition increase, the University will have to continue making reallocations within the budget to pay for Powers’ priorities.

“The [increase] merely cuts the deficit back to about zero,” said Kevin Hegarty, committee co-chair and UT’s vice president and chief financial officer. 

The committee does not make decisions about how the budget, aside from tuition, should be handled. Cutting the budget by more than $17 million, if tuition is not raised, could result in reductions of course availability, staff, equipment and academic and student-support services, Hegarty said. He said because the average salary of staffers is about $50,000, including benefits, cutting the budget by $17 million could eliminate more than 300 jobs. 

An increase of nearly 18 percent per year over the next two years would be required to fund the University’s critical priorities, according to the recommendations.

“The 3.95 percent increase is very, very modest,” said Lauren Ratliff, Senate of College Councils president and a TPAC member. “Without the increase, students are already feeling the impact of the economic situation, [including] fewer classes being offered. Even with the increase, we’re going to lose quality, academic programs and student services.”

Doug Dempster, dean of the College of Fine Arts and a committee member, said he does not think the increase will affect enrollment numbers within the college but believes that the school may not have the resources and programs to increase its diversity.

Dempster also said the increase will still leave the college with financial shortages needed to sustain curriculum and programs.

Student Response
Some students say there should be alternatives to tuition increases to remedy the budget deficit.

Perla Carrasco, a communication studies senior and president of the Hispanic Student Association, said she thinks an increase could affect minority enrollment at UT because minorities are among those who have financial problems when paying for tuition.

“Tuition is a little too overpriced for what resources are available to students,” Carrasco said. “I think if it increases even more and the economy stays the same, a lot of students will have more problems trying to come up with the money they need to pay for tuition.”

Chris Neighbors, the Longhorn American Indian Council’s co-director of operations and a radio-television-film junior, said he would not be surprised if an increase reduces the number of minority students on campus.

“You won’t see as many lower-income students or independent students because they simply can’t afford it, and they’ll have to opt for a less expensive education,” Neighbors said. “[Administrators] shouldn’t get comfortable with increasing tuition. They should implement preventative measures to avoid deficits so they don’t just increase tuition when there’s a problem.”

The Tuition Policy Advisory Committee was created in 2003 after the Texas Legislature deregulated tuition, which consequently allowed public universities, rather than the state, to set tuition rates. Tuition is set every two years, but the committee meets weekly every fall. Committee meetings are not open to the public.

Four of the nine committee members are students: Ratliff; Student Government President Liam O’Rourke; President of the Graduate Student Assembly Daniel Spikes; and SG at-large Representative Cecilia Lopez.

Along with co-chairs Hegarty and Provost Steven Leslie; Dempster; Victoria Rodriguez, vice provost and dean of graduate studies; and Pauline Strong, chair of the Faculty Advisory Committee on Budgets, sit on the committee.

O’Rourke said if tuition is not increased modestly, there will be negative ramifications.

“As a student who pays his way through and is on financial aid, I’d rather pay a little more for good teachers, classes and services,” O’Rourke said. “We aren’t getting funded adequately from the state. Higher education is not a priority for the state Legislature, and if they don’t fund higher education, then the money has to come from somewhere.”

Last spring, University Democrats and College Republicans joined to urge a reversal of tuition deregulation at the Capitol, encouraging the Legislature to take back tuition-setting powers from System Regents. The regents already cap year-to-year tuition increases at 4.95 percent.

College Republicans President Mikael Garcia said he does not think raising tuition is the only way to solve budget problems.

“I’m sure there are other things we can do here on campus, that the administration can do to cut costs elsewhere and not have to raise tuition,” Garcia said. “They’re just trying to use scare tactics to have us agree with it.”

The committee will post its report on its Web site for students to view before the University-wide forums in January. The site will also be equipped for public feedback.

The committee will present its recommendations to the Senate of College Councils at 7 p.m. Thursday in the Glenn Maloney Room, G1.310A, of the Student Services Building. The committee will hold University-wide forums at 5:30 p.m. Jan. 20 and at 1 p.m. Jan. 26.

