
Volume 29  Number 3  .  September 2016

 WPRI  R E P O R T

. W I S C O N S I N  P O L I C Y  R E S E A R C H  I N S T I T U T E .

              How to 
  Recreate the    
          Outstate  
      University

 And Finally 
 Give Students 
  Their Money’s Worth

By Ike Brannon & Philip Coyle



2

About WPRI
The Wisconsin Policy Research Institute Inc., established in 1987, is a nonpartisan, not-for-profit 
institute working to engage and energize Wisconsinites and others in discussions and timely action 
on key public policy issues critical to the state’s future, growth and prosperity. The institute’s 
research and public education activities are directed to identify and promote public policies in 
Wisconsin that are fair, accountable and cost-effective. 

Through original research and analysis and public opinion polling, the institute’s work focuses on 
such issue arenas as state and local government tax policy and spending, including related program 
accountability, consequences and effectiveness. It also focuses on health care policy and service 
delivery; education; transportation and economic development; welfare and social services; and 
other issues that have or could have a significant impact on the quality of life and future of the state. 

The institute is guided by the belief that competitive free markets, limited and efficient government, 
private initiative and personal responsibility are essential to our democratic way of life. 

To find more information about the Wisconsin Policy Research Institute, ask questions and/or make 
comments, please go to www.wpri.org.

MISSION 

 WPRI
 R E P O R TPresident’s Note

W I S C O N S I N  P O L I C Y
R E S E A R C H  I N S T I T U T E

Art Direction
Helf Studios

Board of Directors
CHAIRMAN:
Tom Howatt
David Baumgarten                      
Ave Bie        
Catherine Dellin   
Jon Hammes
Corey Hoze            
Mike Jones 
David Lubar
Bill Nasgovitz
Jim Nellen
Maureen Oster
Ulice Payne, Jr.
Tim Sheehy         
Mike Nichols, President

Contact Information
ADDRESS:
633 W. Wisconsin Ave.
Suite 330
Milwaukee, WI  53203

PHONE:
414.225.9940

EMAIL:
wpri@wpri.org

WEBSITE:
www.wpri.org

Social Media
Follow us on 
FACEBOOK
TWITTER: @wpri

Approximately 25,000 kids — mostly Wis-
consinites who went to high school here 

— left home and started their freshman year 
at a four-year UW campus earlier this fall, and 
I wish I could tell them the big dreams they 
carried with them will all come true. 
   Sadly, far too many will be left with nothing 
but big debts and lots of regret — especially 
the ones at campuses outside of Madison. 
   �e truth is that less than two-thirds of kids 
who start school in the UW System typically 
graduate from a system school in six years. 
And the numbers at schools like UW-Parkside, 
UW-Superior and UW-Milwaukee are even low-
er. Kids who go to Madison fare the best, but, 
even there, enormously large numbers of stu-
dents take far too long to graduate (only half 
of the kids at Madison now make it through in 
four years), and many end up regretting what 
they studied. 
   In fact, according to a survey of 2012-’13 grad-
uates of the UW-Madison College of Letters 
and Science, only about half of recent gradu-
ates who did not go on to graduate school, if 
given the chance to “start over,” would choose 
the same major.i

   Something is very wrong here. So we asked 
former UW-Oshkosh Professor Ike Brannon and 
his colleagues at Capital Policy Analytics to take a 
closer look. As you’ll see in the pages ahead, Bran-
non and co-author Philip Coyle pinpoint many of 
the key problems, including stunningly high drop-
out rates, professors who aren’t very productive, 
an expensive “arms race” of campus amenities 
and altogether too little emphasis on instruction. 
You’ll be surprised at some of what they’ve found, 
including the attitudes of non-tenured instruc-
tional sta� regarding tenure. But you will also be 
heartened, I think, at the possibilities for reform 
at our four-year universities, particularly those 
that aren’t engaged in a lot of research.
   Higher education is notoriously slow to change 
— which is why we’re glad the report highlights 
one reform in particular: tying state funding to 
key metrics such as attrition and graduation 
rates, ratios of students to administrators and, 
ultimately, the success of graduates. 
   Most kids go to college nowadays. �e recom-
mendations in this report, if enacted, can help 
them leave with a degree instead of a lot of debt 
and unful�lled promise.

– Mike Nichols
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Introduction
Path dependence is a fancy way of saying that how we’ve 

done things in the past is a formidable constraint to chang-
ing things in the future. �ere are a lot of things that we do 
today not because they are the best way to do things now but 
because it’s too costly, complicated or distressing to change. 

   �e strictures of path dependence make it di�cult to even 
discuss major changes to post-secondary education in the 
United States. American universities do many things right, of 
course. Our system is the envy of the world, and we attract over 
a million students each year from around the globe who would 
not otherwise have access to an education anywhere near the 
level they can obtain in the United States. It’s not farfetched to 
argue that our universities are our best foreign export: Citi-
zens of other countries spend tens of billions of dollars at U.S. 
colleges, which helps create millions of well-paid jobs in the 
United States. What’s more, the goodwill engendered from hav-
ing the elite of so many countries educated here is invaluable in 
myriad ways. 

   However, our current system is far from perfect, especially 
when it comes to the country’s public universities. In the last 
few decades, the administrative costs of the typical public 
university have outpaced spending on education. Some schools 
spend more on administrative sta� than on faculty as associate 
deans and compliance o�cers multiply and a culture of exces-
sive caution makes it preferable to spend money on someone 
who can keep the school out of trouble or pacify an aggrieved 
stakeholder rather than add another history professor. 

  �ese skewed incentives have led to a college system in many 
states — including Wisconsin — that is much less e�ective 
than it could be. �e non-�agship schools have high �rst-year 
attrition rates that seem impervious to change, and only a 
small minority of students actually �nishes their bachelor’s 
degrees in four years. Many who manage to graduate �nd that 
their degrees do not necessarily open up new careers or higher 
incomes. 

   In this report we ponder what our university system might 
look like if we were going to start from scratch. Obviously, 
taking an entire state’s system of community colleges, compre-
hensive universities and research institutions and declaring 
a do-over is manifestly impossible, so we limited ourselves to 
contemplating how we might proceed if we were tasked with 

creating a single new public college for the University of Wis-
consin System.

   Shorn of the constraints e�ectively placed on our schools 
today, the new institution could spend more of its resources 
on instruction and less on administration, creature comforts 
and other services only tangentially related to the business of 
education. 

  Our hypothetical school would not jettison job protection for 
professors or give short shrift to the liberal arts, but it would 
make changes to how we award tenure and how we judge 
e�ective professors. It would also o�er fewer extracurricular 
activities and eschew competitive sports. It would do more 
to help marginal students stay engaged with their college, so 
that fewer students would follow the path of least resistance 
and leave school when faced with academic or personal 
di�culties. 

   Most importantly, it would streamline the academic calendar 
to make it easier for students to �nish in four years. It would 
o�er a full array of entry-level classes in summer school and 
encourage students who fall behind to spend one or more sum-
mers in school. A credit-earning internship would be expected, 
and �nancial aid would decline after four years in school. 

   �e state’s universities do many things right, but decades of 
inertia have left them some distance away from being schools 
that spend their resources on what’s best for the students. By 
re-imagining an entirely new campus, we hope we can spur the 
schools in the UW System to borrow some of our ideas or at 
least think harder about how they can change to better serve 
their students and the businesses that too often �nd them 
lacking. 

   Twenty years ago, this report’s co-author Ike Brannon began 
a job as an assistant professor of economics at the University 
of Wisconsin-Oshkosh. Soon after he arrived on campus, his 
o�ce neighbor, a sociologist, took him for a walk. Instead of 
meandering through the quad, however, he took him through 
the parking lot for commuter students. On a glorious autumn 
day, mere feet from empty picnic tables overlooking the Fox 
River and a two-minute walk from the student union, sat row 
upon row of cars and trucks with their owners eating lunch, 
alone, inside.
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   Brannon’s colleague suggested that these students were 
simply unwilling to engage in the college community in any 
way, and that they represented a group of students who had 
a very high risk of dropping out. A college student spending 
nights and weekends among friends who are unburdened by 
homework will �nd it much easier to cut his or her losses after 
a troubled semester and drop out rather than talking to profes-
sors and coming up with a course correction. 
   �ese are students — academically capable but minimally 
engaged by the college — with few friends or peers in school.    

�ey are typically graduates of a high school that left them less 
than fully prepared for a university education, and our college 
system often fails to help them get through school. Improving 
the graduation rate of this cohort would go a long way toward 
improving the mediocre graduate rates of the majority of the 
UW System schools and help us get more out of our state’s 
investment. We are not convinced we have all the answers for 
engaging and motivating such students in our study, but we 
kept this cohort in mind when contemplating our new UW 
System school.
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Diagnosing the Problem: 
Attrition & Delayed Graduation Rates

   While we typically think of college as a four-year process, 
a substantial proportion of students who start college fail to 
�nish, and those who make it to the �nish line more often than 
not take �ve or more years. 
   
   According to a 2012-’13 Information 
Memorandum1 on retention and grad-
uation, the average four-year gradua-
tion rate for the UW System has been 
below the national average of 32.8% for 
a while, with less than one-third of all 
students �nishing at the same school 
where they started in four years. �e 
variation of graduation rates within 
the system is quite high: Only 7.4% of 
UW-Parkside’s incoming class of 2006 
graduated from that institution in four 
years, for instance. Only a quarter of 
students at UW-Stevens Point typically 
graduate from there in four years. Even 
at UW-Madison, which admits the 
most academically capable students 
in the system, just over half of the 
students graduate in four years. UW-La 
Crosse is the only other UW System 
school with a four-year graduation rate 
above the national average. 
 
   Six-year graduation rates within the 
entire UW System are just under 60% 
for those who stay at the same school 
where they started, slightly above the 

national average of 56.6% but with a great deal of variation 
within the system. For instance, less than 30% of UW-Parkside 
students completed their degrees in six years or less, while 
nearly 82% of the UW-Madison students had graduated six 
years after entering. Among students who enrolled as freshmen 

in 2006, at only �ve of the 13 schools in 
the UW System were six-year gradua-
tion rates above the national average.  

   It is worth noting that the four- and 
six-year graduation rates at the same 
college understate the true number 
of incoming students who eventually 
get a college degree. �is is because 
these rates fail to capture the students 
who transfer to another UW system 
school to �nish their education. �is 
omission is particularly misleading for 
two UW schools, Parkside and Green 
Bay, which service relatively populous 
areas of the state and have a dispro-
portionately high proportion of local 
students who begin there and transfer 
elsewhere. 

   Among all freshmen who entered 
Parkside in the fall of 2006, for in-
stance, approximately 35% graduat-
ed either from that school or from 
another UW school within six years 
— a slightly better picture but still a 
very troubling one. Even taking into 

New Freshmen Enrolling Full Time in Fall 
2006 Semester – Graduating at the Same 
UW Institution Within Four or Six Years

Source: UW Information Memorandum
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account students who transfer from one UW 
System school to another, less than two-
thirds of those who started in the fall of 2006 
graduated from any UW school within six 
years. 

   An even bigger problem is the alarmingly 
high proportion of students who drop out 
after their �rst year of college. Twenty per-
cent of all incoming students leave before 
the start of their second year. At Madison 
this attrition rate is just 6%, but at Parkside 
and Superior, fully one-third of all freshmen 
do not return for a second year, and at Mil-
waukee the number exceeds 30%. 

   Graduation rates — both within the UW 
System and nationwide — are depressed by 
three factors. For starters, a sizeable pro-
portion of students show up unprepared for 
the academic rigors of college. Erin Velez of 
the American Institute for Research argues 
that poor secondary school instruction is 
the main reason that students struggle to 
graduate in four years.2 Madison’s selectivity 
means it is largely (though by no means entirely) immune from 
this factor, but that’s not true for the other schools in the sys-
tem. �is unfortunate reality is no fault of the UW System, but it 
also means the schools can do little to address it. 

   Remedial education should not be the business of our uni-
versity system. It does not excel at such a task, although it �nds 
itself obligated to provide such a service. In the 1990s, when 
co-author Brannon taught at UW-Oshkosh, the school o�ered a 
math class (10 sections of 30 students each year) for incoming 
freshmen that explored positive and negative numbers, expo-
nents and operations with fractions — material most success-
ful college students encounter in junior high in a class called 
pre-algebra. �e attrition rate for students in this curriculum 
was stupendous — typically no more than 1% or 2% of these 
students ever �nished a degree. Indiana University, the �agship 
university for the Hoosier State, o�ered a similar class with 
similar attrition rates. Students who start school in a class so 
atypical of the rigors of a college education �nd it enormously 
di�cult to catch up. While every student with the ability to earn 
a college degree who fails to complete one is in some way a loss 
to society — and an enormous personal loss to that individual 
— the matriculation of hundreds of students who have, we know 
up front, an incredibly small chance of actually completing a 

degree is a questionable use of resources. 
  
 While some students fail because they are 
unprepared for college, another cause of low 
college graduation rates is under-matching, 
which occurs when students do not attend 
the best college to which they were admitted 
and instead choose a less selective alter-
native. Sometimes students under-match 
because they don’t want to move far from 
home or because they are lured to a less-se-
lective school by a generous �nancial aid 
package. William Bowen, Michael McPher-
son and Matthew Chingos argue3 that well-
o� students with adequate preparation can 
be expected to graduate regardless of where 
they matriculate, in part because they in-
frequently under-match, attending colleges 
that have higher graduation rates. Also, their 
peer group is more likely to complete college. 
Low-income students, even well-quali�ed 
ones, often under-match and end up in col-
leges that have lower graduation rates, which 
reduces the odds that they will graduate. 
Peer e�ects matter greatly. 

   Over-matching occurs as well and can come with problems 
too. Some education economists suggest that a�rmative action 
can result in minority students attending schools that are too 
rigorous for their capabilities, and that this is a reason that 
dropout rates for minority students exceed those of white stu-
dents. Sometimes these students, who do have the aptitude for 
college, eventually arrive at a school with the right level of rigor. 
But that is not always the case. 

   Of course, some students struggle to �nish because of �nan-
cial reasons, too. A signi�cant proportion of students attending 
school full time work 15 or more hours a week, the point at 
which working begins to impact academic performance and the 
probability of graduating. If students are obligated to work that 
many hours to pay for school, universities need to make sure 
they take advantage of all available �nancial aid and student 
loans. For those who work that much out of habit or the desire 
to maintain a lifestyle or because they think it will one day help 
their resume, we need to do a better job of encouraging a stron-
ger focus on school. 

   �e reality is that a University of Wisconsin education is 
a�ordable for practically everyone. A student who attends his 

Percentage of New Freshmen 
Enrolling Full Time in Fall 2006 
Semester – Graduating Within  
6 Years from a UW Institution*

Source: UW Information Memorandum

*Includes students who transfer to another    
  school in the UW System
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or her local community college for two years before moving to 
a state university will have a tuition total of $33,000 for four 
years. If their family income is below the median (or even not 
too much above it) they can count on a fair amount of �nancial 
aid from the federal government, the state and the school as 
well, not to mention subsidized student loans. While there are 
a number of college graduates with crippling student debt obli-
gations, there is no reason for a UW graduate to be in that boat. 

   Sometimes a student’s �nancial constraints push him or her 
to take less than a full load of classes to work and defer gradu-
ation, but too often such a delay is a deliberate decision made 
by a student who (perhaps correctly) perceives that life after 
college isn’t as much fun. Other students change majors once 
or twice, drop classes that challenge or bore them, and default 
into an additional semester or two or three of school. Regard-
less of the cause, this outcome is usually a poor long-term de-
cision for a student with a modicum of ability and intelligence, 
given that a college graduate can expect to earn much more 
after �nishing college than as a part-time college student. 

   Those who tend to su�er the most from student debt are 
those who borrow to �nance college and fail to �nish. �e 
answer to that is not to increase the subsidies to all students 
who attend college but to reduce student attrition and 
reform federal bankruptcy law to allow people with student 
debt they cannot hope to pay o� to escape all debt when 
they �le for bankruptcy,4 and to give institutions a �nan-
cial incentive to admit only students with a good chance of 
completing a degree and subsequently succeeding in the job 
market. 
 
   College can be a great way to help children of low-income 
households accede to the middle class, but the vast majority 
of the system’s students are the children of the middle and 
upper classes. A dramatic reduction in tuition, a common 
prescription given for improving student retention, would 
actually be a regressive bene�t — incredibly so, given the 
distribution of student aid — and would do little to address 
either income inequality or graduation rates. If anything it 
would likely exacerbate inequality. 
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   Regardless of the causes of low graduation rates at public 
universities, there are high opportunity costs — for the students 
who fail to �nish, taxpayers and the economy. 
 
   �e most important change we would recommend is that 
our hypothetical university would dedicate itself to encour-
aging students to �nish in four years. One way to do so would 
be to change the structure of �nancial aid to make it more 
cost-e�ective to �nish on time, make summer school a default 
choice for underclassmen and implement a standard cred-
it-earning internship for upperclassmen. Besides allowing 
students to accumulate credits while studying elsewhere 
(often during the summer) there is great value in giving college 
students a global perspective and having them learn another 
language and/or culture. As it currently stands, the scions of 
the wealthy are the ones who avail themselves of the chance to 
go abroad. Our school would encourage all students to pursue 

a term in a job or school outside the United States. 
 
   When Brannon was at UW-Oshkosh, an alum donated $1 
million to help �nance a study abroad program for less-well-o� 
students. Administrators prodded her to allow them to use the 
money for other purposes and ultimately reached an impasse 
when she refused. �e money went to another school. It was a 
moment of maximum frustration for Brannon and many of his 
colleagues. 

   Colleges have to walk a precarious line: Students need to learn 
how to make their own decisions, of course, but they also need 
a modicum of protection for when their short-term decisions 
potentially have costly long-term rami�cations. By changing the 
default rhythm of the four-year experience and helping students 
accumulate credits more quickly, we may be able to inexpensive-
ly boost four-year graduation rates. 

A Four-Year Degree in Four Years
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Declining Professor Productivity
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   Colleges must now work harder to compete to attract stu-
dents — and they do so via the educational caliber they provide 
as well as via the amenities they o�er. In many schools it is 
largely the latter. 

   It can be di�cult to make a professor more productive. If the 
direct output that concerns us is student hours taught, then we 
could have professors teach more classes or bigger classes, but 
that’s not been happening. Technology does improve the caliber 
of instruction. It can make it easier for faculty to keep in touch 
with students and get feedback from them, give them ancillary 
readings, or for students to do collaborative projects, for in-
stance. But the majority of disciplines and classes are probably 
best taught in classrooms by live professors. Online courses or 
large lecture halls are practical for only a small suite of classes 
and topics. 
 
   Many colleges are improving productivity by having a greater 
proportion of teaching done by non-professors, who can be ex-
pected to teach more hours and bigger classes than professors. 
Graduate instructors, adjunct faculty and professional sta� — 
ineligible for any tenure protections — now teach a majority of 
credit hours at many public colleges. 

   At the same time the teaching load for tenured and ten-
ure-track professors remains low. At Madison it’s not unusual 
for faculty to teach one or two classes a year. Some of these pro-
fessors are scientists whose time is occupied by lab work that 

is supported by grants that cover their salary and research, but 
there are plenty of grant-less professors who scarcely encounter 
undergraduates. 

   While professors at the other UW schools may not be without 
classes to teach, their teaching loads have shrunk during the 
last few decades. At Oshkosh and most of the other regional 
campuses, most professors teach nine hours a week. For a new 
assistant professor teaching new classes and with research 
expectations, this amounts to a full week. But a full professor 
can do his job with a handful of hours of attention and e�ort 
outside the classroom. 

   Most regional schools have a nominal teaching load of four 
classes per semester, with a reduced load available for faculty 
who are actively doing research in their �eld. �e reality has be-
come that nearly everyone who feints at doing research merits 
a reduced teaching load. A talk at some regional conference, a 
white paper circulated on a web site, even an impressive-sound-
ing research proposal can be deemed su�cient to get someone 
a reduced teaching load.

   One reason commonly given for a reduced teaching load — 
and a perfectly valid one — is that it helps attract and retain 
new assistant professors. However, it’s not necessary to induce 
full professors without a valid research agenda to remain in 
place, and the opportunity cost of having an experienced pro-
fessor teaching fewer classes is high. 

   �e ineluctable problem in attempting to use �nancial aid to 
lower the e�ective cost of college — especially as other forces 
are increasing the demand for a college education — is that 
colleges have a supply curve that is relatively inelastic: �at is, 
it is relatively costly to expand capacity in a signi�cant way. A 
school can cheaply add a few students to campus. It can nudge 
some upperclassmen o� campus to create more dorm space, 
put one or two more people into a few classes, and have the 
food service make a bit more food. However, to add a size-
able number of students to an incoming class would require 
more dorms as well as additional instructors, classrooms and 
lab space, for starters, and these would require a substantial 
investment. Many colleges have used their resources more 

intensively in the last two decades to try to take advantage of 
an increase in demand, but demand increases have outstripped 
supply. 

   When supply is relatively inelastic, increases in demand (in-
cluding those caused by subsidies) tend to push up prices more 
than it pushes up quantity. 

   �ese days, universities �nd themselves in a more compet-
itive environment. �e Internet allows prospective students 
to easily research a vast quantity of schools, and the common 
application allows students to apply to a number of universities 
while only �lling out one online application. 
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   �e instructional sta� would have a 5-5 or 5-6 teaching load, the 
latter of which would include a summer school class. Instructors 
would receive standard �ve-year contracts with renewal decided 
by 18 months before contract expiration. 

   �ere would also be more adjunct faculty teaching one or two 
classes. �ese would primarily be non-Ph.D.s with real world 
experience and not newly-minted Ph.D.s aspiring to full-time 
professorship. 

   Accordingly, the tenure decisions would place a greater empha-
sis on teaching performance, as would salary reviews. Tenure was 
never meant to function as a sinecure for professors. �e right of 
a professor to maintain his job even if he fails to perform at an ac-
ceptable level costs the college, the students and even colleagues 
an unacceptable price.

   Not only would there be a reduced emphasis on research when 
it came to tenure, but the decision would also look at what a pro-
fessor does to serve the community. An earlier WPRI publication 
suggested that tenure and promotion decisions should consider 
the e�orts of professors to engage in the community in one way 
or another, and we would like to reiterate this position. 

   For instance, Brannon’s former UW-Oshkosh colleague Kevin  
McGee may have done more to bring honest, rigorous analysis 
to contentious Fox Cities policy debates, as well as to the state 
at large, than any other academic, whether by exposing shoddy 
state Department of Transportation studies used to justify 
road widenings, taking on the government’s expansion of the 
Unfair Sales Act, or any of dozens of other spending decision 
being made without serious study. It’s not an exaggeration to 
suggest that McGee may have saved the state and local govern-
ments more money than he was paid while at Oshkosh. While 
his deans often saw him as an irritant, his service to the local 
community should have merited an award and some sort of 
remuneration instead of the indi�erence and opprobrium it 
often engendered. 

   Our from-scratch UW school would also make a greater e�ort 
to get students to graduate in four years. �is e�ort would 
include the following:

• A first-year curriculum that encompasses a summer term.
• An emphasis on getting all students an internship for credit  
  after their sophomore year.
• An effort to encourage students to study abroad one    
   term or more. 
• An elimination of remedial classes. Students who need such    
   preparation would be directed to community college.

  �ere would be an embrace of a liberal arts curriculum but 
with a nudge for liberal arts majors to pursue a complemen-
tary, supporting minor in a STEM �eld as well. �e develop-
ment of “certi�cates” in certain specialties would help stu-
dents who want to study liberal arts simultaneously obtain 
some sort of credential to augment their career pursuits.

   �is school should also be nimble enough to adjust to the 
market. If there is a sudden demand increase for people with 
geology degrees, we want to have a school that can quickly 
adjust to help students understand the new opportunities 
available and be able to o�er the requisite classes to help 
students take advantage of this change.

   President Obama has heaped praise — rightly so — on the 
importance of junior colleges in helping students acquire 
necessary skills and training. One reason for their success 
in achieving this — at least in Wisconsin — is that they are 
very much attuned to their market and can augment their 
curriculum on the �y to meet employer demand. 

   Four-year colleges have a mission that goes beyond the 
exigencies of the regional labor market, of course, but it 
behooves our colleges to maintain close connections to the 
large employers in their region and to work with them if it 
helps students obtain internships, employment or relevant 
skills for today’s job market. 

   For instance, while Brannon was at the UW-Oshkosh, 
Kimberly-Clark o�cials approached the university about 
creating an MBA program that would be tailored for their 
employees, but open to all students. While the program 
should have been a slam dunk, it was met with a surprising 
degree of ambivalence from a variety of factions on campus, 
and it proved to be no small feat to overcome this ambiv-
alence and get it up and running. Conversely, at the same 
time the Milwaukee Area Technical College managed to cre-
ate a new program in conjunction with the various building 
trades in the area in less than six months. 

   Finally, there would be no intercollegiate sports. Sports at 
the Division III level help attract student athletes. At bigger 
schools, the student body rallies around the football, basket-
ball and hockey teams, but these would not be cost-e�ective 
for our new school. �e school’s attraction would be its high 
on-time graduation rate. 
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  Brannon departed Wisconsin in 2001 for what was originally 
to be a one-year, post-tenure sabbatical until other opportu-
nities presented themselves. He left the institution with very 
fond feelings that remain today, having encountered brilliant 
professors who helped make the place a great intellectual expe-
rience. In his last few years there, he taught a group of talented 
students who worked hard and showed genuine curiosity and 
who have excelled since graduation. �at group includes a CEO, 
a former White House economist, a COO of a Silicon Valley 
start-up, several prosperous small business owners, a successful 
author, and a bond trader with a highly impressive income.

   Brannon’s students were not a random distribution of stu-
dents on the campus, however. As a rule, freshmen do not take 
economics, so Brannon never encountered the nearly one-third 
of each entering class who departed before their sophomore 
year. He also invariably taught the same classes as a couple of 
his senior colleagues who put forth little e�ort, required little 
from the students, and gave uniformly high marks for their ac-
quiescence. After the students sorted themselves out, Brannon 
was left with the cohort that was genuinely curious and wanted 
to learn.

   While UW-Madison attracts brilliant students from around 
the world, the regional universities also attract some bright, ca-
pable students as well, and those who are motivated can pursue 
a curriculum and teachers that challenge them. However, those 
who do not wish to be challenged can pursue that route with-
out too much trouble. �ose not clued into the academic milieu 
can get a substandard education if they are unlucky. 

   While a professor, Brannon sat on a committee that tried to 
address the low rate of student retention and the propensity 
for students to take more than four years to �nish. �e former 
seemed like an intractable problem given the available resourc-
es. �e committee explored implementing a new program to 
target at-risk students, focusing recruiting e�orts on non-tra-
ditional students — who had higher retention rates — and var-
ious other inexpensive band-aids before writing a memo and 
disbanding. No one seemed to think the longer matriculation 
presented a problem — at least from the school’s perspective. 

   �e longer Brannon was at the university, the more evident 
its faults became, despite the good it also managed to achieve.    
�e school did an inadequate job of informing the students of 

various career paths after college, it wasn’t good at keeping in 
touch with its alumni — often a good source of jobs for new 
students — and as an institution, it saw as intractable the prob-
lem of having a portion of the faculty in nearly every depart-
ment fundamentally incapable of doing an acceptable job in the 
classroom. 

   Today Brannon believes the school is in a better spot than 
when he left 15 years ago. His most capable colleagues in the 
College of Letters and Sciences in the 1990s have become senior 
administrators, and they have made some hard choices that 
have helped them attract better professors and improve the 
educational experience. However, those same former col-
leagues report that there remain professors who have ceased 
being contributing members of the academy and who do not 
take their teaching duties seriously. �ere are still no real tools 
to address this. 

   What’s more, some of the same problems the school faced in 
the 1990s remain. Students drop out at an alarming rate. Others 
who stay are in no hurry to �nish, paying shockingly casual 
attention to academic performance. When such students do 
earn their degrees, they can face a steep path to a career or even 
merely a series of jobs. 

   �ere are two di�erent, broad mistakes we can make at a col-
lege when it comes to admitting students. First, we can admit 
people who are not capable of succeeding. We make this mis-
take a lot, based on the high proportion of students who drop 
out after their �rst year of school. It’s an expensive mistake as 
well — schools devote a lot of resources to providing remedial 
education and engaging students at risk of dropping out. 

   But if someone who’s fully capable of earning a college degree 
doesn’t �nish one, or never even starts, it represents an enor-
mous loss for the state and akin to a tragedy for the students, 
who will be limited in career options and earnings potential for 
the rest of their lives.

   In our thought experiment of creating a new public univer-
sity from scratch that better serves students and employers, 
we recommend a number of ways to address both problems: 
We would devote fewer resources to administration, sports, 
extracurricular activities, and remedial education and put more 
money into instruction. We would place a greater emphasis 
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on the teaching performance of professors in determining 
promotions and pay. We would also expect professors to teach 
more than is currently the custom, which would come with a 
commensurate increase in pay. 

   We would also develop a program that involved students 
being engaged with the school 12 months a year, whether via 
summer school, internships or participation in study abroad 
programs. We would also reduce the amount of �nancial aid 
available for full-time students after their fourth year. �e UW 
System must focus on ways to encourage more students to 
graduate in four years, or even sooner.

   We would maintain a liberal arts curriculum, but we would 
encourage those who decide to study a subject in the human-
ities to seek either a minor or some sort of certi�cate in a STEM 
�eld. To improve the e�ective productivity of professors, we 

would reduce somewhat the upper-level o�erings in each disci-
pline, creating larger classes at that level. 

   �e true promise of a new institution is the potential for ex-
perimentation. At least for the �rst few years, a new UW school 
would have fewer strictures in place, allowing creative admin-
istrators and entrepreneurial professors to try new things in 
order to engage students, boost graduation rates and improve 
the outcome for their graduates.

   But with �exibility must come accountability. We also 
recommend tying state funding for all schools to key metrics, 
including �rst-year attrition rates, four-year and six-year 
graduation rates, ratios of students to administrators and 
professional sta� and, ultimately, employment success for 
graduates.
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