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Studies show that Kentuckians who fail to complete high school can expect to earn on average, only
about 39 percent of what a college graduate earns over his or her life, and a high school graduate will
earn only 56 percent.

In response, Kentucky set some ambitious goals for itself in 1997 with the legislature’s passage of the
Postsecondary Education Improvement Act. That call for education reform set in motion a process of
positive change, and Western Kentucky University set in motion a plan to lead that change.

Since 1997, Western has led the Commonwealth in enrollment growth, has raised nearly $90 million
including over $21 million in new academic scholarship support for students, and secured 22
endowed faculty positions to help attract and retain talented faculty. Additionally, Western’s budget
has increased nearly 50 percent to $193 million.

Some of this growth has come from the Kentucky General Assembly, which has followed Governor
Patton’s lead in placing a premium on funding for higher education; however, most of the growth has
come from tuition from a larger pool of students, private support, sponsored research and sound
business practices throughout the University.

Despite these increases, a soft economy and subsequent state budget shortfall has resulted in two
years of budget cuts and a 2.6 percent cut to postsecondary education in the current year. This
represents a significant reduction to Western’s base budget funding. The outlook for Western in 2003-
2004 is a little more optimistic with $3 million in new state support, primarily as a result of
enrollment growth.

Until the economy rebounds, higher education, and specifically Western Kentucky University will
continue to do more with less. However, in order to maintain the progress in educating Kentuckians,
financial support from the state must not lose ground. In fact, funding must increase significantly. I
would like to discuss three reasons why.

A Global Society

Western Kentucky University recently amended its mission statement to more accurately reflect the
outcome it expects from its graduates. It now reads “Western Kentucky University prepares students
to be productive citizens of a global society and provides service and life-long learning opportunities
for its constituents.” In order to compete in a global society, Kentuckians must have access to quality
universities. While significant progress has been made across the board to raise the educational
position of Kentuckians, the state still lags behind most other areas of the nation.

Economic Impact
In this era of a knowledge-based economy, a premium has been placed upon the critical need to
produce college-educated professionals who represent intellectual capital to the state. Although
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Kentucky continues to make progress, it is in jeopardy of falling further behind the rest of the country,
impeding the Commonwealth’s ability to be competitive in the New Economy. Equally important,
postsecondary institutions like Western are responsible for the education of tomorrow’s teachers. The
quality of Kentucky educators depends in large part on their performance in this area. Western, owing
in part to its history as a teachers’ college, produces more education graduates than any other college
or university in the state.

The Best and Brightest

If Western is expected to produce high quality graduates, it must attract and retain the best and
brightest faculty. A very important component of higher education funding is the “Bucks for Brains.”
This state match of private support for endowment is a critical investment that not only enhances the
quality of faculty, but also contributes to the opportunity for practical, applied research. The
continuation of “Bucks for Brains” in the current budget allows top researchers and educators to be
recruited and retained. Since 1997, Western has gone from zero to 22 endowed professors in the
faculty.

The long-term impact of budget cuts in higher education is dramatic — not only on students, but
communities and businesses as well. Access to postsecondary education will be in jeopardy. Budget
cuts will affect our ability to enroll more students and help them stay and graduate. Kentucky needs
another 50,000 college and university students by 2015 just to raise our educational attainment rates
to the national average. Cuts to higher education funding will mean the financial burden will be
brought to bear on students, making accessibility even more of an issue. And perhaps most
importantly, the quality of our students’ educational experience will suffer. Class sizes will swell,
more part-time faculty will be pressed into service, and student services such as advising and tutoring
will be damaged.

Postsecondary education funding must be maintained — and increased when budgets permit — or
Kentucky will lose ground in its efforts to raise the standard of living of its citizens.

Bob Edwards is the assistant vice president of University Relations.

Email comments to the editor at: kimberly.parsley@wku.edu
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