
Regulating Big Businesses 
Here’s a little quiz, to see if you’ve been paying attention to the news. There are these large 
corporations in Wisconsin, about a dozen of them, all in the same industry. All are heavily 
regulated by the state, including regulation of the prices they charge. A proposal has been 
advanced to decrease the level of regulation, allowing these businesses to set their own 
prices. A state senator has reacted angrily, saying that deregulation would allow these 
corporations to dramatically jack up their prices, hurting the middle class. 
So, name that state senator’s political party. 
If you guessed Democrat, you’d be totally wrong. No, it was Republican Sen. Stephen Nass 
who has blasted the proposal to give the UW universities freedom to set their own prices. So 
apparently, “too much regulation” isn’t so bad after all, if the Big Businesses being regulated 
happen to be universities. 
Now if you actually understand how markets work, you know that Sen. Nass‘s claim that the 
UW System would simply jack up tuition is baloney. Higher education is a competitive 
industry, with lots and lots of institutions offering a relatively similar product. If UW Oshkosh, 
where I teach, raises its prices dramatically, students will respond by going elsewhere. The 
same principles that apply to grocery stores and restaurants apply to universities as well. 
But haven’t the universities been jacking up their prices dramatically over the last 20 years? 
Yes, they have. Isn’t that irresponsible? No. In the 1982-83 academic year, when I came to 
UW Oshkosh, the university’s “102” budget – the one funded by tuition dollars and state 
support for higher education, the budget that professors and administrators and staff are 
paid from – totaled $29.9 million. Adjusted for inflation, that would be $ 71.6 million in 
today’s dollars. Since UWO had about 11,000 students at the time, that came to $6,510 per 
student in 2014 dollars, annually. 
In last year’s 2013-14 academic year, that same “102” budget totaled $86.9 million. Since 
we’ve grown to 13,500 students, that cost was $6,436 per student. So the cost of educating 
a student here at UWO, after adjusting for inflation, has ever so slightly declined over the 
last 31 years. 
But hasn’t tuition been rising faster than inflation? Yes it has. In 1982-83, UWO received 
$1,846 in tuition for each student, and $4,664 in tax support for each student (both in 2014 
dollars), so student tuition was covering 28% of the total cost. In 2013-14, UWO received 
$4,458 in tuition for each student, and $1,978 in tax support for each student, with student 
tuition covering 69% of the total cost. Tuition has been rising on average by 5.82% per year, 
2.88% faster than inflation. But that’s entirely because state support of education has 
dropped dramatically, to only 42% of what is was when I came here in 1982, adjusted for 
inflation. 
So Sen. Nass, if you’re worried about the price of a college education, and the difficulty 
middle class students are having affording college, and you’re looking for the culprit, I 
suggest you check the bathroom mirror. And if you think that freezing tuition while cutting 
state support is such a great idea, notice that what you’re doing is imposing a price ceiling. 
And if price ceilings on gasoline and housing and the like are bad ideas, and create 
shortages and disinvestment, why would a price ceiling on higher education suddenly make 
sense? 
Higher education is a highly competitive market. Perhaps, Sen. Nass, its time to get out of 
the way, and let the market system work. 


