


in the Medicaid program.  The partnership is, unfortunately, decidedly one-
sided.  The states and the federal government share the cost, but the federal           
government sets the rules.  In Michigan, about 1.3 million of our 10 million    
residents have their health care paid for by this program.  A typical increase in 
health care costs of 8%-10% in a year will cause the Medicaid program alone     
to consume virtually all new general funds in a year of normal revenue growth.  
In a year of declining revenue, the pressure is that much worse. 
 
Third, most states have been addressing K-12 financing by ensuring that the 
most poorly funded districts receive somewhat greater funding.  Proposal A         
accomplished this in Michigan. 
 
All of these are worthy public policy goals.  We all want safe streets, health care 
for the destitute and basic fairness in K-12 funding across the state.  But all 
choices have consequences.  And higher education has been the long-term loser 
in the scramble for state funding. 
 
Certainly, college affordability is an issue, and the bottom line is the net cost of 
college tuition.  After grants, federal tax credits, and other aid, how much is the 
average family actually paying?  Actually, the net cost of college is much less 
than the “sticker” price for many students.  At Grand Valley State University, 
about 75% of our students receive some form of financial help.  A just-
completed study shows that the average actual net cost of college tuition at 
Michigan’s public universities is less than half the sticker price.  Michigan’s  
experience matches a national trend noted earlier this summer in USA Today.  
Their study concluded that the net cost of tuition at our nation’s public colleges 
and universities has actually fallen by one-third since 1998. 
 
Michigan may soon be embarking on a discussion about its overall state finan-
cial structure.  How much government do we want and how much are we pre-
pared to pay for it?  While this long-term issue is critical, the near-term quality 
issues are equally important.  For nine straight years enrollment in our state         
universities has increased.  Our quality is high; it must be if we are to be com-
petitive in our economy and vibrant in our communities.  The quarter million 
college students among us benefit from our ability to provide the courses and the 
support they need. 
 
Over the past generation, the burden for paying for college has shifted from the 
state to the students.  This is an important issue that warrants public policy       
review.  Flunking over two-thirds of the states in the nation is no way to begin a 
thoughtful conversation on this critical issue. 
 
  
 
 

We all want safe 
streets, health care for 
the destitute and basic 
fairness in K-12 fund-
ing across the state.  
But all choices have 
consequences.  And 
higher education has 
been the long-term 
loser in the scramble 
for state funding. 

Mark Murray is the president of Grand Valley State University and is 
a member of the board of directors of the Presidents Council, State 
Universities of Michigan.  
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