
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
December 2, 2015 
 
 
Dear members of the Faculty of The University of Montana: 
 
On behalf of the Board of Regents of Higher Education, I thank you for including me in this important 
discussion about UM’s resources for delivering excellent education to students.  I personally assure you 
that each member of the Board, and each member of my administrative team, is diligently focused and 
doggedly striving to invest strongly in faculty and department resources to support UM’s excellence in 
teaching, learning, research, and service.  I am grateful for this opportunity to respond to the excellent 
questions that were raised in the email exchanges in which you included me.   
 
Before I respond to the questions, it would be negligent of me to not offer some needed perspective on 
the budget side of enrollment.  Budget impacts of enrollment naturally garner a lot of attention.  
Unfortunately, and perhaps it is human nature, a lot of people seem to equate a budget reduction that 
correlates to enrollment reduction with a reduction or a cut in “education.”  We are not reducing our 
investment in education at UM, as I will explain below in more detail.  What is occurring at UM, 
however, is the necessity that we no longer fund non-sustainable services for students who are not 
there.  We support President Engstrom’s plan for UM’s financial stability and enrollment growth, 
realizing it is a needed process with more details to emerge and more decisions to be made.  It is a 
necessary first step in positioning UM to sustain excellence in quality of education and grow programs of 
choice and demand for students throughout Montana, the nation, and the world.   
 
The great questions in the dialogue that you shared with me provide opportunity to get on the same 
page with you about some important facts.  These facts reflect well on UM’s resources and priorities for 
moving forward with continuing world-class excellence in education.  We hope you find this information 
to be relevant to your interests and concerns.  As Dr. DeGrandpre wisely and insightfully said about the 
totality of the funding and expenditure issues, “It’s difficult to understand.”  In effort to be concise and 
on point, I will boil down the gist of Dr. DeGrandpre’s questions and Dr. Coffin’s responses to just two 
questions: 
 

1. Is anything being done to increase funding? 
 

2. Is there a strategy for future investment in, and growth of, the university? 
 



 

Funding Question 
 
The answer is yes.  President Engstrom is a key member of the Montana University System team 
that has successfully secured record levels of state funding for UM.  Working with the 
Legislature and the Governor, we were able to grow the state general-fund investment in UM by 
20% over the past five years, even though UM’s student enrollment declined by more than 15% 
over the same period.  The state general-fund allocation to UM this fiscal year is $63.2 million, 
compared to $52.6 million five years ago.  State funding of UM has never been higher than it is 
today on either a per-student basis or total-allocation basis.  Combining state funding with 
tuition, UM’s revenue per student is at an all-time high this year (now $13,800 compared to 
$10,800 five years ago).  President Engstrom and the Montana University System are committed 
to building on this success.  It is always our highest priority on the legislative agenda.   
 
I do not desire to pit one university against another, but some of the faculty comments that 
were shared with me did precisely that.  In response, I’m therefore compelled to raise two 
points.  First, while UM’s resident student enrollment has declined by 2000 full-time-equivalent 
students in the past five years, Montana State University’s resident enrollment has increased by 
only 200 students.  The inverse happened with non-resident students.  UM’s non-resident 
enrollment declined by 100 full-time-equivalent students in the past five years, while MSU’s 
non-resident enrollment grew by 1,400 students.  MSU’s overall revenue increase during this 
period is a phenomenon of non-resident tuition, unrelated to state funding.  Second, the Board’s 
allocation of the state appropriation has insulated or protected UM’s budget from the volatility 
of year-to-year enrollment decline.  The allocation of state funding is based on a three-year 
average of resident student enrollment.  That results in UM’s current state allocation being 
somewhat higher than its relative student enrollment, and MSU’s current state allocation being 
somewhat lower than its relative student enrollment.  Over the six most-recent budget years, 
UM’s and its affiliate institutions’ share of the total state appropriation to the university system 
went from 48.64% to 47.10%.  This establishes that state funding has not shifted remarkably 
from UM to MSU. 
 
On the tuition side of the equation, the majority of tuition revenue at UM (like MSU) is 
generated from non-resident students.  The Board of Regents has increased tuition rates for 
non-resident students every year, while exercising moderate tuition restraint on resident 
Montana students to help keep education affordable so our state’s students will enroll in 
college.  In recent years, whenever we held tuition rates level for resident Montanans and 
increased the price of tuition for non-resident students, we simultaneously received 
unprecedentedly large infusions of state funding into UM’s academic programs.    
 
Strategy Question 
 
The answer is yes.  As I noted above, the strategy for increased state investment is to keep 
working effectively with the Governor and legislators who are elected by Montanans to make 
the state’s funding decisions.  Our track record has been one of recent historic gains for UM’s 



 

state funding.  We shall remain active and ever-vigilant toward that cause.  The strategy for 
tuition revenue is multifaceted.  For Montanans to have access to higher education, tuition 
needs to be affordable.  Montana does not rank well in the comparison of state tuition prices to 
state per capita income.  Therefore, instead of price escalation and more pressure on 
Montanans’ pocketbooks, our campus strategy must be to reach out to bring more resident 
tuition payers into our classrooms.   
 
President Engstrom has challenged the university to adapt to the changing needs of students, 
employers, communities, and our state.  As he already articulated, that can mean reviewing all 
academic programs for their relevancy to students.  Relevancy may include consideration of 
student demand, sustainable enrollment, or return on investment in terms of students’ career 
opportunities or the program’s contribution to Montana’s quality of life or economic 
development.  This is precisely the discussion UM is engaging in now, with not only the Board’s 
and my support, but with our actual insistence of follow-through and progress.  We also strongly 
support President Engstrom’s insistence that as UM moves forward, care and diligence will be 
applied to ensure that UM retains its tremendous strength, identity and mission as a flagship 
liberal arts university. 
 
Another university in Montana is undergoing a similar exercise.  This is only an example, and I 
am not suggesting that UM must do precisely the same.  Montana State University Billings has 
experienced significant enrollment decline at its four-year campus and its two-year campus.  As 
has been widely reported in in news accounts, the current four-year campus enrollment has not 
been this low since the 1980s.  MSUB is examining many strategies for growing its enrollment, 
including improvement of its student retention rates.  UM, with its surrounding population of 
162,000 residents within a 60-mile radius, is not dissimilar from MSUB in that respect (the 
Billings-area 60-mile radius contains 164,000 residents).  All of our universities in Montana have 
equal opportunity to rethink how we reach out and serve potential adult learners of all 
demographics.   

Part of any successful strategy must include alignment of expenditures with revenue.  President 
Engstrom’s announced plan will provide the university with more faculty and staff per student 
than the university had at its peak enrollment period a few years ago.  As I mentioned earlier, it 
is not a cut or a reduction in education to align the personnel budget with the number of 
students served.  After the president’s financial stability plan is implemented, UM’s workforce 
will be more than 100 full-time-equivalent employees larger than when the university last had 
the number of students you have today.  This outcome will provide many hundreds of faculty 
and staff with opportunity to help shape, enhance, and grow UM’s enrollment for the long haul. 

 
I greatly appreciate the opportunity you have given me to share these important facts about funding, 
enrollment, expenditures, and the strong level of investment that exists UM’s continuing excellence.  I 
also appreciate how times of change and challenge can be accompanied by communication difficulties, 
frustration, and anxiety even within strong organizations.  Working with and supporting President 
Engstrom’s leadership team and you, the Board and my office commit to supporting UM faculty through 



 

these needed adjustments.   The purpose is to keep UM not only sustainable and strong, but also the 
thriving and growing flagship institution that UM has always been.  This is a growth opportunity.  I hope 
this information is useful to you and your dedicated, valued colleagues. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Clayton T. Christian 
Commissioner of Higher Education 
 

 


