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Hello, my name is Joseph Wolf.  I am the State Chair of Students United. I represent all 

the students who attend the state universities. I appreciate the opportunity to provide 

comments about the Minnesota State biennial budget request on behalf of students.  As 

you make your decision about the current legislative request, I want to underscore some 

of the major issues that students face. I ask that you keep them in mind as you make 

critical decisions about the future of our universities. 

 

The average Minnesota university student graduates with $31,579 in student loan debt. 

As we’ve heard from our alumni and current students, this debt is incurred despite every 

effort to avoid borrowing to pay for school. It is not uncommon to see our university 

graduates leave our institutions with $40,000 or $50,000 in debt. Personally, I currently 

owe $39,600.   

 

These debt levels have occurred because for years the legislature reduced funding for 

higher education. This caused a transfer of the cost burden from the state to each 

student. And also, since the economic downturn and with the exponential increase in the 

cost of higher education, fewer and fewer parents and families are contributing to 

students’ higher education costs. And as you know, tuition is not the only factor 

contributing to increased costs. Textbook costs have raised exponentially - nearly 75% 

in the last decade. Room and board as well as the cost of living are additional items on 

the staggering list of the reasons students have to borrow to make it through our 

universities.  

 

If you’re a student at a Minnesota state university, it is commonly the best case scenario 

that you take as many credits as you can in order to graduate on time, you decide you 

can’t afford every required textbook so you make due with only the cheaper books, you 



work one or two part time jobs, maybe even work 40 hours a week, and live in an 

apartment with several roommates, and then you borrow as much as it takes to 

complete your degree to set you on the right path for your career. Some students cannot 

even meet basic needs.  I’m sure most of you know that we have several food shelves on 

many of our campuses. 

 

Students United believes that low tuition is the very best source of financial aid for 

students. I organized and coordinated the group of state university students who walked 

142 kilometers from Mankato to St Paul to urge legislators to support the $142 million 

request two years ago. We did that walk because we know that tuition and debt are 

serious barriers for access, and because current tuition is not affordable for students.  

The debt burdens I mentioned earlier haunt students for decades and cripple them at the 

time in their lives when they should have more opportunity and options than ever.  

While we greatly appreciate that this proposed legislative request includes funding to 

maintain tuition at current levels, we challenge Minnesota State to support true 

affordability for students. First, we ask you to hold lawmakers accountable to honor the 

higher education funding commitment currently in Minnesota statute -  that the state 

fund 67% of the cost of public postsecondary education instruction. This statute was 

enacted because our state has always known the true promise of education: that today’s 

students are tomorrow’s nurses, teachers, accountants and police officers. We need to 

clearly share our compelling stories with legislators.  

 

Secondly, we ask that when you make decisions with regard to this year’s legislative 

request that you keep in mind that students are struggling. They can’t keep up with the 

rising costs, and the choices they have to make impact their ability to succeed. When 

graduates have to choose between paying their rent or buying a new car, or the dreaded 

millennial joke - move back in with their parents to make it - they aren’t the only ones 

who suffer. Minnesota’s future economic prosperity depends on the strength of 

Minnesota State. We ask you to make sure that state universities are affordable for all 

Minnesotans.  

 

Thank you and I would be happy to answer any questions. 
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Good morning Chair Vekich, Trustees and Chancellor Rosenstone. My name is Joe Wolf 
and I am the State Chair of Students United. Thank you for the opportunity to provide 
these remarks. 

Students at all seven campuses have been working hard to register new voters, and also 
to sign students up to pledge to vote. So far, we have 2,622 students pledged to vote, and 
we will keep working to Get Out the Vote through November 8th. Students who pledge to 
vote will receive email reminders and a text message to vote on election day. We also 
want to thank the IFO for their generous grant of $11,000. We have been able to do 
additional Get Out the Vote work because of this grant and we are now using Snapchat 
geofilters to encourage students to register and pledge to vote. I’m pretty sure you are 
all on Snapchat, so I won’t spend time describing geofilters. 

I also want to let you know that our board members, who are the student body 
presidents at each of the state universities, took a position this month supporting 
Minnesota State’s metro baccalaureate strategy. Our students believe that encouraging 
strategic collaboration among the state universities, and using existing college campus 
facilities, will lead to more baccalaureate degrees in the metropolitan area. We ask that 
you include students as you make implementation decisions on this plan. 

 

Next month Students United will host a conference with over 100 students, and we have 
invited Chair Vekich, Trustee Bourdeau and Chancellor Rosenstone to speak to students 
about Minnesota State’s legislative request. Students will then determine our 2017 state 
legislative agenda, which will contain our priorities at the legislature next year. We 
appreciated the opportunity to provide comments on the FY18-FY19 legislative operating 
budget proposal. As I stated yesterday, affordability is the main priority for state 
university students.  



Lastly, we are happy to announce that this year’s Alumni Award winner is Minnesota 
State’s very own Brent Glass. Our alumni award is given annually to an alumni in 
recognition of outstanding professional, volunteer or personal achievements. Brent was 
a former state chair for Students United and is currently System Director and Operations 
Manager for the Academic and Students Affairs division. Brent consistently keeps 
student needs front and center, and he will be speaking to students at our November 
conference.  

Thank you for your time and I would be happy to answer any questions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


