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This paper reviews the factors influencing the current cutbacks in higher education.  Secondly, institutional and state responses to this situation are presented.  Subsequently, a summary of how Montana is reacting to the present decrease in support for higher education is outlined.  Finally, an assessment of how the current state of affairs is impacting students and faculty at Montana State University-Billings is offered. 
The basis for cutbacks across the nation

There are many factors that are stimulating the current crisis in higher education.  First, the economic downturn is making it harder for parents and students to fund education.  This is especially true at smaller private educational organizations (Van Der Werf, 2002).  Without a bountiful endowment these colleges and universities are having a difficult time meeting financial aid needs.  In addition the number of high school graduates is declining in most states.  In 2002 six states (CA, TX NY, PA, IL OH) accounted for about 40% of high school graduates (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). It is predicted that by 2020 over 70% of high school graduates will come from the six largest states (Sexton, 2003).  This forecast suggests that the number of graduates will decline in most states, most especially in the Midwest.  This would mean much greater competition for students among small colleges.  

Next, state legislatures tend to view higher education as a budget balancing item.  With decreased revenue and increased demand for services, higher education, especially in the liberal arts, is frequently viewed as a luxury (Ruppert, 2001).  In the current context legislators tend to view education as training in preparation for the workforce.  In addition Federal responses to 9/11/01 have increased campus costs in terms of screening students, reporting and developing responses to terrorists (Franke, 2002; Jackson, 2002).  Further, boards, campus administrators, governments and citizens tend to distrust faculty and are demanding more work and greater accountability (Schmidt, 2002a).  
There is a growing trend to link appropriations to performance (Mager, 2002).  This move in the direction of assessment-linked-to-performance-improvement is costing a lot in terms of creating performance goals, valid assessment methodology, measurement and responding to outcomes.  Further, these required mandates remain largely unfunded.  
Additionally, the Iraq war has meant a decrease in federal support for higher education. Also, competition from online for-profit institutions is making inroads into the traditional pool of available students.  Healthcare costs for faculty and staff are increasing exponentially.  Finally, energy and technology expenditures are up dramatically, eating away at institutional budgets (Hignite, 2002).

How cutbacks are being made across the country

Given this disturbing climate there are a myriad of responses by educational groups.  A most common resolution is to dramatically raise tuition (Hebel, 2002; Selingo, 2002).  Along with tuition increases are hefty increases in student fees (registration fee, nonresident building fee, student government fee, equipment maintenance free, student union fee, athletic fee, technology fee, academic building fee, library fee, etc.).  

A second common resolution is to cut budgets for items such as the library, technology, university presses, journals, hiring freezes and developing new accounting procedures (Carnevale, 2002; June, 2002; Smallwood, 2002).  Also on the chopping block are undersubscribed academic programs.  Higher education has become a business selling seats in popular programs while cutting programs in disciplines that do not produce a profit (Deetz, 1995). These often include majors like foreign languages, art, music, theatre, philosophy, history and even English (Wellman, 2002). Further, the financial pinch is making program development more difficult.  
Wellman also points out a number of other tactics used for cost cutting.  One avenue for cost cutting is to delay capital outlays, whether for maintenance or new construction.  Some states are also delaying tax cuts approved for their citizens.   In addition with ever increasing health care costs, employees are being asked to increase personal contributions to their plans, or do without.  Another route being tried by some is to “sweeten” incentives for early retirement.  Beyond this is to actually lay off workers.  Again, performance based pay is offered as a solution to budget crises.  This tactic is analogous to Taylor’s notions of piecework (Fisher, 1993).  Faculties are beginning to be remunerated according to the number of students enrolled in their classes.  
An additional means of dealing with budget issues is to limit enrollment (Evelyn, 2002).  Some institutions are calculating how many students can be admitted given the funds likely to be available.  Others are charging new students more than returning students (Hebel, 2002).  Finally, is a dramatic increase in intensive marketing efforts, (Gibbs & Knapp, 2002).  Prospective students receive volumes of printed materials, are often pestered with phone calls and offered various incentives for enrolling.  

Decision making in the Montana context
Given this national state of affairs, the final two sections of this presentation are intended to report how these decisions are being made in the Montana context, as well as to offer thoughts as to how these decisions are likely to impact higher education in my state.  

For a decade MSU-Billings has employed a collaborative approach to decision making in terms of bargaining issues with the faculty union (Steerey & Coffman, 2000).  In addition the Faculty Senate has a long history of making recommendations to the administration.  In the current situation, however, while there were some opportunities for involvement, there was virtually no input (Sexton, 2003).  Collaboration and democratic processes tend to be very time consuming and much more difficult to accomplish when quick and potentially unpopular decisions need to be made.  (Eisenberg & Goodall, 2004).  Thus, decisions made this past year have been made mostly off campus by the Montana State Board of Regents, which aligned with national trends, desires more centralized control over the University System units, even to the extreme of micro-managing campus decisions (Sexton, 2003).  This hierarchical approach was accomplished in private meetings and announced to the campus community.  

In addition the Montana State Legislature, which meets for 90 days every other year, is very conservative.  The dominant group in the legislature views higher education as a personal benefit rather a contribution to community good.  Therefore the perception is that users (students) should pay their own way.  This stance has also greatly impacted fiscal decision making.  For example, in 1985 the state contributed 82% of the cost education at public units in Montana.  In fiscal year 2004 the state is funding 48% of cost (Sexton, 2003).
Joe Howell (2003), the chair of the Montana State University-Billings Senate Budget Committee, reports that the major issue in front of the committee was to find ways to cut 1.2 million dollars from the University budget.  While the Budget Committee met biweekly during the year, not much was accomplished.  Howell perceives that the meetings mainly served as therapy sessions for participants, who regularly anguished over the state of affairs.  The committee listened to very minor and tangential suggestions for managing the cutback.  One such suggestion was to remind faculty to print their tests on both sides of the paper.  In sum Howell perceived that the Budget Committee basically had no influence related to the cutback decision making process.

Howell notes that members of the administration did attend the budget meetings and that may allowed ideas to “bubble up” to the Chancellor’s Cabinet.  One such idea concerned changes in the academic support center designed to improve retention rates.  Further, the Physical Plant Director attended these meetings and eventually volunteered (elsewhere) to delay capital expenditures and defer scheduled maintenance.  This contribution was a one-year solution and ended up being the major item funding cutbacks for the year (along with a tuition increase).  


There was no meaningful participation by the College of Arts and Sciences Department Chairs group in this budget cutting process.  Basically, we were informed by the Dean as to the various budget cuts to be made.  Academic Departments, students and staff were left to guess and worry about what might be cut and react when decisions were announced.
Response to financial shortfalls in Montana

The results of the Montana State University-Billings budget cutting process of the past year are many.  First, the Board Regents has raised tuition by approximately 48% over the four year period ending in 2004.  Students fees have increased in a similar fashion.  Most of the tuition increase will go to fund increased health insurance costs in the University System.  In addition the Governor has declared a two-year wage freeze.  At the local level there is an indefinite hiring freeze, which has turned out to be a mechanism whereby faculty lines are reallocated to more popular programs.  

The Board of Regents is considering a plan that would allow the two largest units in the system to expand their number of out-of-state students while capping the number of in-state students at those institutions.  At these units, out-of-state enrollment currently is about 25% of the student body.  These out-of-state students bring in more revenue than do the 

in-state students including state support.  Since the smaller units have little ability to attract students from out-of-state, in-state enrollment caps at the two largest units would force some in-state students to attend the smaller campuses.  The hoped-for outcome would be that the larger campuses would bring in more revenue while the resources at the smaller units could be more fully utilized.
In addition there is tighter security on campus.  Our present students seem to be more uncivil and litigious.  We are a nontraditional commuter campus where only about 20% of students live on campus.  Many of our students are single parents who work full time at a low paying job and go to school.  The amount of stress in their lives is incredible.   In this climate locks have been placed on all classrooms and more outside lighting constructed.  Also, more campus security officers, who carry loaded weapons, have been hired.  Homeless people also frequent campus to get a shower, something to eat, stay warm and even live.  We had a person who figured out how to set up house in the ceiling of our building last winter.  He lived there for about a month before he was found out.  We are a public campus.  Thus, people may not be removed from the campus unless they actually do something illegal.

During the past year a performance-based salary enhancement has been implemented for University staff.  This initiative has been met cynically as top performers received a $.05/hour increase.  In addition, job descriptions for faculty have been carefully scrutinized to include more work.   My campus is also attempting to manage increased energy costs by constructing a propane-fueled generator for campus use.  The impacts of these measures have encouraged low morale among faculty and staff.  We are to move forward and increase enrollment under conditions of decreasing resources.  “Gloom and Doom” forecasts and “gallows” humor are wide spread.  The administration talks about Montana State University-Billings being “state assisted,”  “state supported” or even just an institution located in Montana.  In this vein some even go so far as to cynically suggest that the institution secede from the state system and become private.
While students have not been denied access to higher education to date, my department has had to schedule more sections of courses with no corresponding increase in faculty.  We have a half dozen courses which have a history of annual offering that now are being offered four to six times a year.  Advising loads in my department have increased dramatically.  We have over 400 students in departmental programs who are served by 6.5 faculty FTE, of which 2.5 faculty FTE are term appointments.  (A late note: As of 11/3/03 the administration has very recently approved two new faculty members for next year.)

There is also a rapidly increasing part-time faculty who primarily teach in our general education courses.  For this fall semester I hired 21 part-time instructors to teach 30 courses for the department.  I finished the process on the Saturday of Labor Day weekend (four days prior to the start of the semester).  The Communication & Theatre Department is now served by a .5 FTE Administrative Associate.  This decrease in support staff has had a major negative impact upon the department’s ability to serve our students.  At present the department is considering enrollment caps for our programs.

In sum, the Montana State University-Billings story appears to feature many of the issues that are visible nationally.  We have a major tuition/fee increase, wage and hiring freeze, deferred maintenance, cuts in staff, energy conservation efforts, security initiatives, lowered morale and the clichéd pronouncement of “do more with less.”   The future of Montana State University-Billings is ambiguous.  My perception is that we are becoming a working class institution that trains students for entry-level positions in the local economy.  We are increasingly dependent on community support, external grants and recruiting/retaining students to maintain our viability.  I fear that continuing funding decreases coupled with increasing costs will dramatically alter the mission and scope of this institution.
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