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from other viewpoints...

Public universities
an answer to debt

Reining in the cost of state government

A March 2012 study by the Pew Research Center for the People 
and the Press that found 84 percent of college graduates thought 
the expense of going to college was a good investment. As a uni-
versity president, it is easy to feel reassured.

As the parent of one college student and another to follow, I 
also understand how 75 percent of adults in a Pew survey said that 
college is too expensive for most Americans to afford. This goes 
against what those of us in higher education want, and it certainly 
contradicts the open-to-all approach of land-grant universities 
like Kansas State.

When students and their families finance an education, many 
of them end up in debt. The Pew Center found that it’s one out of 
five households. From the economic to the personal it’s easy to 
identify the problems of our nation’s recent graduates and families 
saddled with debt. What is harder to identify are ways to mitigate 
debt accumulation.

I believe that public higher education - our “state schools” - can 
be part of the solution. They offer a high-quality educational ex-
perience at a more reasonable price, in spite of the fact that state 
funding continues to dwindle.

Among Kansas State University students who accrue debt, on 
average they accrue $22,308. To put that in perspective, that’s 
about the cost of a new Volkswagen Beetle. While this amount is 
nothing to scoff at, it’s also not the $60,000 or $80,000 or more 
that some graduates report in the media.

helping students and their families pay for college isn’t a one-
time conversation. It’s a process that that spans a student’s entire 
collegiate experience.

I am proud of some of the ways Kansas State University helps 
students and families. When a prospective student first sets foot 
on campus for a tour, he or she can meet with staff at our student 
financial assistance center to learn about scholarships and ad-
ditional opportunities to help pay for college.

Once students are here, they have another resource: nationally-
recognized Powercat Financial Counseling, a free service located 
in our student union. Financial counselors help students analyze 
loan options, prepare budgets, understand credit and credit scores, 
and more.

Moreover, each year Kansas State University awards $18.5 mil-
lion in scholarships, awarded more than $200 million in student 
aid last year, and employs more than 7,000 students who earn a 
total of more than $15 million each year.

When those students graduate, they have a lot to look forward 
to. The most recent survey showed 92 percent of responding 
graduates were employed or furthering their education within 
six months of graduation.

I know my counterparts at other public universities agree that 
students and families benefit from the affordable, high-quality 
education that state schools provide. Land-grant schools like 
Kansas State take special pride in our mission to make a college 
education accessible to as many eligible students as possible - 
something we’ve been doing for the past 150 years.

With student debt an ongoing issue, our land-grant mission will 
be even more significant in the next 150 years. 

–Kirk Schulz, Kansas State University president

During the last decade, the cost of state gov-
ernment in Kansas grew at an alarming rate. 
From Fiscal Year 2003 to Fiscal Year 2008, 
spending of state tax dollars grew by almost 
$2 billion – an increase of nearly 50 percent in 
just six years. 

This led to an inevitable crash that started 
shortly thereafter, and a financial mess that 
needed sorting through. Kansas began Fiscal 
Year 2011 – just six months before I took office 
– with less than $1,000 in the bank. In my first 
year as governor, the state faced a projected 
$500 million budget deficit. Instead of raising 
taxes to cover the deficit, we cut spending. In 
fact, in Fiscal Year 2012, for the first time in 
40 years, the state spent less than it had the 
year before.

To reign in the era of ever-expanding govern-
ment, my administration focused not only on 
the big issues such as tax policy reform, but 
also on fixing the small things that can add up 
to big problems. 

I directed members of my cabinet and staff 
to examine every process. A reorganization of 
agencies enabled consolidation of back-office 
services like human resources and reduced 
duplicitous labor and red tape. 

Immediately after my inauguration, we 
froze state spending, and within short order, 
we had eliminated more than 2,000 positions 
that had been open and unfilled for at least six 
months. We later initiated a voluntary buyout 
program that allowed more than a thousand 
state employees to retire with extra benefits 
and saved the state millions of dollars in the 
long term.

The savings quickly mounted and helped 
turn the $500 million projected budget deficit 

into an almost $500 million ending balance in 
just a little more than a year.

We aren’t done. I believe that government 
has much to learn from the private sector in 
cutting costs, creating efficiencies and improv-
ing services. Leading private firms cut waste, 
compensate employees based on performance, 
eliminate inefficiencies, streamline processes 
and provide targeted money to areas that help 
them meet these goals. This is how they sur-
vive. And although government is different, 
Kansas is in a competition with its surrounding 
states, and if we want people to invest and live 
here, we need these efficiencies, too.

My administration is evaluating how we de-
liver the services Kansans require of their state 
government and targeting where we can im-
prove delivery while we cut costs. For the first 
time in decades, state agencies are assessing 
utility costs for state office buildings in hopes 
of negotiating lower rates. We are implement-
ing Medicaid reforms that will reduce costs by 
more than $1 billion – and improve and expand 
health care for our most needy Kansans.

A new online tool that many companies find 
useful is now available to state government 
managers with a click of a mouse. Known 
as the Cost Management System or CMS, 
this system is helping state agencies become 
more effective and efficient without harming 
services and programs. It directly links agency 

activities with cost data and tracks those costs 
over time by calculating department unit costs 
and per person costs every payroll period. 
These department unit costs are tracked on a 
graph so that trends and variances can be iden-
tified and analyzed. Any substantial increase 
or decrease will allow agencies to investigate 
its root cause.  

American taxpayers expect their govern-
ments at all levels to use their hard-earned tax 
dollars well and to live within their means.  All 
governors and state legislatures in our country 
should insist that every state tax dollar is spent 
efficiently and effectively in the delivery of 
services and programs to the citizens who 
need them. 

In 2010, Missouri spent roughly $2,300 in all 
state money per resident and Oklahoma spent 
about $2,800. In Kansas, we spent more than 
$3,200 per resident. 

I believe Kansas taxpayers want their elected 
leaders to be responsive to their needs and 
responsible with their tax dollars. I believe 
that becoming a more efficient and effective 
state government does not mean essential core 
services and programs such as public schools, 
Medicaid and public safety services should 
suffer. 

Rather, with state agencies able to more 
readily identify and analyze their costs, state 
government will be able to better target the use 
of taxpayers’ dollars, cut costs though process 
improvements and streamline agency services 
and programs to better serve you and your 
family. And the best news is, the savings we 
generate will end up back in your pocket!

There’s a widespread sense, both in Wash-
ington and around the country, that Congress 
has just ended one of the most listless and 
unproductive sessions in memory. 

When its members bolted town to go home 
and campaign, they left a long list of big issues 
unaddressed – immigration reform, “the fiscal 
cliff,” climate change, entitlement reform, 
cybersecurity. Even worse, they ignored the 
basics: a new farm bill, a Postal Service that 
desperately needs restructuring, spending 
bills to keep the government operating beyond 
March, a budget.

So there’s no mystery why Congress’s 
standing is so low not just among the public at 
large, but also among the people who pay close 
attention to its behavior. 

“An unsurpassed record of failure,” is how 
USA Today characterized the session.

There are consequences to this fecklessness, 
most of them pretty obvious: the nation’s many 
challenges are not being met, and everyone 
trying to plan ahead, from postal workers to 
farmers to federal contractors and most busi-
nesses in the country, is left in limbo. What is 
less appreciated is that when Congress fails to 
act, it unwittingly transfers even more power 
to the President.

You can see this dynamic in play right now 
on the issue of cybersecurity. A recent “denial 
of service” attack on six major U.S. banks – 
which caused Internet blackouts and online 
banking problems – illustrates why the issue 
has moved to the front burner in Washington. 

Many experts believe that computer intru-
sions and network attacks have become the 
greatest threat to our national security. Yet 
Congress, despite the urgent efforts of several 
of its leading members, was unable to agree on 
an approach to the issue; it adjourned without 
producing a bill to protect the nation’s digital 
infrastructure.

So the national security establishment has 
urged President Obama to act now, by issuing 
an executive order. IEven before Congress 

adjourned, such an order was being drafted; 
critics have labeled the move a power grab, but 
there’s a widespread consensus that national 
security requires action now, not when Con-
gress can get around to it.

There’s a certain logic to this. The White 
house even has a slogan – “We Can’t Wait” 
– for the long list of policies it has crafted, cre-
ating jobs for veterans, raising fuel-economy 
standards, halting the deportation of illegal 
immigrants who entered the U.S. when they 
were children, changing welfare policy to al-
low states to test new approaches to boosting 
employment, making it easier for students to 
repay their federal student loans and helping 
homeowners refinance their mortgages. You 
might argue that the White house has had 
the productive session that Congress ought 
to have had.

But let’s not pretend that this is how things 
should be. Executive orders may put needed 
policies in place, but they are also a unilateral 
exercise of presidential power that turns away 
from the constitutional division of power 
between the president and Congress. By their 
nature, they cannot be as comprehensive and 
inclusive as laws passed by the time-honored, 
traditional legislative process.

There is a reason the framers of the Constitu-
tion invested the power to initiate legislation in 
Congress – that is where the American people 
have the greatest leverage. Small wonder the 
courts tend to give less deference to executive 
orders than they do to laws enacted by Con-
gress.

When Congress becomes so tied up by parti-
sanship that it cannot act, it hurts everyone. But 
its chief victim is Congress itself, as it foregoes 
its own constitutional role in our republic and 
hands more power to the president. 

Lee Hamilton is director of the Center on 
Congress at Indiana University. He was a 
member of the U.S. House of Representatives 
for 34 years.

Congress ceding power to the president
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U.S. Sen. Pat Roberts, 109 hart Sen-
ate Office Building, Washington D.C. 
20510. (202) 224-4774; E-mail address 
— http://roberts.senate.gov/public/index.
cfm?p=EmailPat

U.S. Sen. Jerry Moran, 354 Russell Sen-
ate Office Building, Washington, D.C. 20510. 
(202) 224-6521; Fax (202) 228-6966. E-mail 
address – http://moran.senate.gov/public/in-
dex.cfm/e-mail-jerry

U.S. Rep. Tim Huelskamp, 1st Congres-
sional District, 126 Cannon House Office 
Building, Washington D.C., 20575-1601. 
(202-225-2715) E-mail address – https://

huelskamp.house.gov/contact-me/email-me
State Rep. Rick Billinger, Docking State 

Office Building Rm 724, Topeka, KS 66612. 
Phone (785) 296-7659, cell (785) 899-
4770, home (785) 899-5824. E-mail rick.
billinger@house.ks.gov.

State Sen. Ralph Ostmeyer, State Capitol 
Building, Rm. 225-E, 300 SW 10th, Topeka, 
Kan. 66612. (785-296-7399; e-mail address 
— ostmeyer@senate.state.ks.us

Kansas Attorney General, 301 S.W. 10th, 
Lower Level, Topeka, KS 66612-1597 (785) 
296-3751 Fax (785) 291-3699 TTY: (785) 
291-3767
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