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TOO MUCH CRISIS 
	  

TOO MUCH  
 
We have too many students and new faculty according to the CSU, and we have too much reserve 

funding, new building, and renovation, according to CFA. Some legislators think we sink too much 

in research, sabbaticals, and travel. The governor says that the presidents make too much; the 

presidents fret that employee health benefits cost too much. Traditionalists argue that we spend too 

much on hi-tech, but research faculty bewail that remediation taxes us too much.  
 
Each interest group fingers its local demons for the demise of the university. Each implies that, 

especially during financial crisis, the university should concentrate spending on that interest’s 

priorities. All else is either waste or indiscretion.  
 
These perceptions and ensuing arguments oversimplify decision-making in the university and 

system as well as the current fiscal dilemma. Oversimplifications make for pungent press clips and 

slogans; they present the ongoing dilemma as a transient crisis that can end when the good defeats 

the evil.  
 
A large university has a general mission and policies for framing decisions about programs and 

distributing the budget. But it does not impose a singular interpretation of that mission that is then 

instituted unilaterally. Rather, it is a decentralized organization of administrative units, 

committees, and alliances; a local majority to fund a priority often reflects a minority of the 

university.  
 
CRISIS AS NORMAL  
 
But why spend on anything but basic needs in such a crisis? Crises have been annual since ’08. The 

state lacks revenue and cuts CSU. At first, the CSU balks at raising fees, but then it does, albeit 

below the amount cut. This sequence could repeat as long as the underlying dilemma---the state 

budget gap—remains.  

 

The reluctance to raise fees leads campus administrators to reduce per capita expenses, in part to 

build reserves that could backfill reductions for several years. This reluctance also inhibits the 

hiring of new permanent staff and the augmentation of entitlements to new work. As a result, funds 

are available for one-time allocations for deferred maintenance and renovation. 
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So, here is the rub. Many people expect the university to act as if in emergency. Instead, it has 

adapted to a new normal of certain reduction from the state and uncertain response from the 

system. 

NEW COMPACT  
 
There is a way out of this mess, but it requires facing reality and compromising. Under the 

Legislative Analysts' direction, a team re-establishes the average funding for a CSU full-time 

equivalent student (ftes), indexed for wage increases and inflation. Another technical team projects 

enrollment.  
 
These teams recall the technical committees behind the 1960 Master Plan. The legislature then 

accepts the principle that fees will increase as state support decreases. The increases can be offset 

nearly 50% by reducing the state university grant set-aside proportionately. A 5% fee increase, 

offset by a 5% decrease in state university grants, reduces the fee increase to 2.5%.  
 
BRIDGING, SCALING  
 
If the projected amount per full-time equivalent student comes in below current cost, then CSU 

would have to deploy one-time reserves as a bridge until it could implement lasting change. Or it 

could direct the fee dollars from enrollment, beyond the ftes that the state will fund, to this bridge. 

We must be mindful as well that the gap between projected revenue and actual cost per ftes will 

scale as CSU grows. Thus, the lasting solution must be scalable, too.  
 
For example, we have scaled to diminishing resources by increasing work/case/student load for an 

increasingly temporary corps of employees. Yet these economies have been canceled largely by the 

rising cost of benefits. This contradiction cannot persist. And we are, as a system, miserable at 

laying out even a vague plan for changing business practices, information systems, and technology 

in ways that not only enhance the users’ experience but also scale savings in purchases, mine data to 

maximize cost-saving decisions, and reduce duplicative functions that do not require co-location on 

each campus.  
 
FEES  
 

This agreement risks crossing the third rail twice. It increases consumer cost by raising fees and 

lowering grants. But we no longer can afford among the nation’s lowest fees, the steepest means-

tested discounts, and the most generous state grants. Those are feasible only when the general fund 

is flush. Tax policy, changing priorities, and the recession have drained it.  
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Further, when we adjust fees with grants, discounts, and scholarships, the students on average pay 

10% of the CSU sticker price—a bargain still. And consider this. For the nearly 50% of 

undergraduates who transfer from community colleges to CSU, the price of a four-year degree is 

reduced at least by another 33% from full cost in the CSU. The public perception of fee payment 

differs vastly from reality. Obviously, to get a realistic approach to fees, we must change common 

beliefs. 

Such an agreement anticipates budget cuts and responds predictably. It also makes clear what 

pundits ignore and demagogues deny: fee levels are linked to state funding levels. Unions are 

assured of basic wage increases but must accept their effect on fees. To generate more funds for 

wages than the index suggests, management and employees must collaborate on finding new 

revenues and achieving savings. The agreement is scalable. This is important. The state can draw 

down nearly $2,000,000,000 in the CSU. Of all other funding streams into the CSU, only fees have a 

large enough multiplier effect, through enrollment, to make up for the loss in state funding.  

 
LOCAL DECISIONS  

 
A basic formula like this indicates the total resources that the university system needs from the 

state and fees, but it suggests sources and allocations only in the most general way. It is agnostic 

about whether state support comes from a special tax or the general fund. It is agnostic about 

whether fees should be levied by the credit, by the tiered number of credits, and/or by program. It 

is agnostic about whether to spend more on smaller classes, up-to-date technology, new tenure-

track faculty, research, etc. Those decisions should be made as locally as possible.  

 
We have spent too much time, at system levels, fussing over local questions while not forging an 

agreement on total resources. Further, these questions about how to collect and allocate should be 

answered with local knowledge about the goals of an organization and evidence as to whether they 

are being achieved. We aim to graduate students who are knowledgeable, skilled, and civically 

minded, in a timely way. Often they arrive with little academic capital. Do we levy fees in ways that 

encourage students both to persist and take courses efficiently? Are we spending effectively to 

reduce failures and hence repeats in classes? Questions like these are essential for staying on 

mission and perhaps in public favor but inconsequential for resolving the scale of the financial 

dilemma. 
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