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College affordability is on the minds of most students and their 
parents. We too are keenly aware of the cost of college. Of particular 
concern are recent reports that state support in Wisconsin, when 
adjusted for inflation, is the lowest per student since the UW System 
was formed in 1974. 

Have college costs gone up? Indeed, they have. State support, which 
once covered 50 percent of the cost of education at UW-Stevens 
Point, now pays only 13 percent. As state support declined, the costs borne by students and their 
families rose. Clearly, this shift in cost sharing from the state to the student has been a burden on 
many. Declining state funding is the single biggest driver of rising costs for public colleges.  

And yet, UW-Stevens Point is still a bargain. Our students attain high quality education at a price that is 
among the most affordable in the Midwest. Consider three pieces of evidence: 

 A report from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), compared UW-
Stevens Point with 43 other primarily public institutions in the Midwest. For the 2014-15 
academic year, tuition and required fees averaged $8,737 among the comparison group. At UW-
Stevens Point, tuition and fees were $7,668 – or $1,000 less a year.  

 UW-Stevens Point is also a bargain when comparing tuition and fees among postsecondary 
institutions with similar enrollment. A look at tuition and required fees for the 2015-
16 academic year at institutions in Wisconsin and surrounding states found:  

Peer Institution 
Undergraduate 

Enrollment 

In-State 
Tuition 

Cost 

Estimated Cost 

of Books, 

Supplies 

Total annual 

Academic Cost 

Northern Iowa University 10,169 $7817 $900 $8717 
Winona State University, MN 8,011 $9,047 $1,200 $10,247 

Northern Michigan University 7,507 $9,620  
$730 

  
$10,350 

Western Illinois University 9,141 $12,889 $900 $13,789 
UW-Eau Claire 10,017 $8822 $400 $9,222 
UW- La Crosse 9,706 $8832 $200 $9,032 
UW- Stevens Point 8,869 $7,762 $500 $8,262 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS) 2015-2016   



 UW-Stevens Point ranks No. 3 nationally in the Top 100 Best Value Colleges for 2017. This 
designation from a nonprofit data group in California examined 1,195 colleges based on the 
added value they bring to graduates in terms of increased employability and earnings. Topping 
the Best Value list is University of California-Irvine, followed by Brigham Young University-Idaho. 

Nearly 80 percent of our students receive some form of financial aid. Our financial advisers work closely 
with students to explain options, including various loans, grants and scholarships. Our advisers also 
encourage students to “know what you owe” and to borrow amounts they realistically will be able to 
repay, based on average salaries in given fields of study. We help students make wise choices. 

UW-Stevens Point’s average student loan debt is $30,159 -- $500 below the state average and well 
below the national average of $35,051. Our student loan default rate is 3.2 percent, compared to 4.7 
percent in Wisconsin and 11.8 percent nationally. 

This tells me our graduates find jobs, go to work, contribute to their community and pay their student 
loans. They are responsible citizens. We should be proud of them. And we are. 

Examples of people with much greater debt exist, and these tend to gain attention. Often, when a few 
layers are peeled back, we discover the person built student loan debt at a for-profit institution, change 
majors several times or did not have clear goals. At UW-Stevens Point, academic and financial advisers 
meet with students to help them develop a plan to complete degrees in a timely manner. 

Career counselors help connect students with employers, sometimes before graduation. A new Career 
Connect program through UW System provides outlets for businesses seeking employees and interns, 
and for students seeking jobs. 

A college education is an investment – in yourself. For context, the average student loan debt of $30,159 
is less than the cost of a new pickup truck. The broad-based knowledge, skills and judgment most 
develop in college will last a lifetime – far longer than the truck. 

The return on this investment is real. Over a lifetime, a college graduate earns, on average, $1 million 
more than a high school graduate, according to the U.S. Department of Education. 

As conversations continue about college affordability this fall and winter, we welcome an opportunity to 
understand concerns, to focus on solutions and offer guidance. We hope to reaffirm a commitment by 
our state to invest in higher education in Wisconsin to enhance economic opportunities for everyone in 
Wisconsin. Our citizens deserve nothing less. 

Bernie Patterson is the chancellor of the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point.  
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