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During each comparatively brief South Dakota legislative session, the ever-increasing number of competing interests makes it more and more difficult, if not impossible, to gain appreciation and support for the long-term benefits derived from state funding for public higher education, in general, and for South Dakota State University in particular.  A new approach to educating and informing elected state policymakers may be required.

The Trend:  Students pay more.  Taxpayers pay less.

South Dakota has been part of a national trend over the previous generation:  A greater and greater proportion of the cost of public higher education instruction is paid for by students and their families through tuition and fees.  Conversely, driven by ever increasing demands from health care, public safety, social services and K-12 education for state funding, taxpayers through state general fund appropriations have been paying a smaller and smaller proportion of instructional costs at universities.  Some call this trend “The Privatization of Public Higher Education.”

This phenomenon — public higher education users paying a larger percentage of the cost of instruction over time — certainly is not new to South Dakota, nor is it unique to the state.  Since the late 1970s, state government budget processes steadily have shifted higher percentages of the costs of instruction to students and their families.  The tipping point at South Dakota State University, for instance, occurred during the 2007-2008 academic year when 52.4 percent of higher education instructional costs were borne by the individual student.  Students paid for 53.4 percent of their instructional costs during the 2008-2009 academic year. Forecasts both in South Dakota and nationally are for this trend to continue as the economy recovers from the most serious downturn in many decades.  Demands for resources will continue to increase from the health care, public safety, social services, and primary and secondary education sectors, yet state government’s general tax revenues will struggle to regain previous levels and rates of growth.  During the upcoming year, students at South Dakota State likely will pay 54 percent of their costs of education and taxpayers 46 percent. 

It has long been accepted that the value of public higher education is comprised of two equally important components – one a public benefit and the second a private benefit.  The benefits to the public from a well-educated, inspired population and workforce include higher household incomes, stronger economic growth, vibrant communities and a more prosperous future.  The benefits to individuals with college or university degrees include greater earning power from  professional careers, higher standards of well-being and greater prospects for personal prosperity.  This principle of both public and private benefits from higher education investments is the foundation for a partnership between taxpayers and students in funding public higher education partially with tuition and fees and partially with state government general funds.   The appropriate combination of taxpayer and tuition and fee funding has no definitive, objective answer.  The combination of funding is the result of the policy- and budget-making processes of state government.  What is clear, however, is that access to the benefits of public higher education become more and more limiting to students from low- and moderate-income households as the cost of instruction shifts from state government general funds to tuition and fee revenues.  What is also very clear is that as access to public higher education for individuals becomes restricted because of higher tuition and fees, the long-term public benefits of stronger economic growth, vibrant communities and a more prosperous future associated with a highly educated, inspired population are reduced.

With this as a backdrop, and particularly in tougher economic times, it is clear that elected state government officials are facing difficult decisions each year on how to invest limited taxpayer dollars to achieve the best long-term returns while addressing immediate short-term, ever-growing demands such as health care spending.  Simply stated, investments in higher education bring value to every region of South Dakota over the long term and not just to those students enrolled in the state universities and not just to those legislative districts containing public universities. Driving this message is a noble mission, one that can be accomplished only through new thinking about advocacy and the role it plays in legislators’ thinking about state investments in public higher education in South Dakota.  Accomplishing this mission requires a state-wide, knowledgeable, dedicated and motivated grassroots advocacy organization.

 Grassroots Advocacy: A New Approach 
Conceptually, grassroots advocacy by alumni from public universities for state government funding is certainly not new.  Most alumni associations or alumni relations offices have lists of the “willing” who, when asked to write a letter or to send an e-mail message to elected officials, are willing to make contact, provided the organization provides them with a sample. The SDSU Alumni Association had a similar list in place in the fall of 2007.  However, it was hypothesized that letter-writing campaigns during the comparatively short South Dakota legislative session were not effective.  Based on a post-session analysis, the SDSU Alumni Association began to develop a new style of interaction with legislators. 

Envisioned is a dedicated, self-governing group, under the Alumni Association Board of Directors comprised of influential, alumni stakeholder advocates in each legislative district in South Dakota. When mature, the organization would include three to four alumni in each of the 35 districts, or a total of 110 to 120 advocates. Alumni willing to engage in a process that moves beyond letter-writing are the key.  People must be committed to active involvement, willing to become and stay informed, willing to build and maintain effective relationships with their state representatives and senators, willing to endorse the long-term importance of state investments in public higher education, and willing to serve as in-the-field eyes and ears.

As this new approach was being conceptualized, it became obvious that this was a ground-breaking endeavor in alumni relations. Alumni organizations such as those representing the University of Kansas and University of Missouri use more traditional letter-writing initiatives.  Initiatives in place at Iowa State University and University of Illinois do not reflect the concept under consideration at South Dakota State. This approach, if appropriately conceptualized and successfully implemented, would place the SDSU Alumni Association on a new, higher plane of engagement in the public policy process and at the cutting edge of innovation in alumni association advocacy in the Upper Midwest, if not the nation.

The concept of the new approach is based on the premise that well-developed and well-maintained relationships will have far greater impact and be significantly more effective than any mass letter-writing campaign during the heat of the legislative session. The development and nurture of these relationships may include ongoing, well-placed phone calls and conversations over coffee between a legislator and a constituent from the elected official’s home district, both during the session and over the course of the year. This hypothesis was proven correct in the fall of 2008 when the Alumni Association hosted an Advocate Leadership Workshop.  The session gathered prospective advocates along with select legislators for a dialogue at Tompkins Alumni Center.

During the workshop the participating legislators to a person (Senator Sandy Jerstad, Representative Tim Rave, Representative Steve Street, and Representative Larry Tidemann) told participants that the most effective way to influence an elected official’s opinion on public policy, a funding issue or a pending piece of legislation is direct contact from a well-informed, open-minded constituent from that legislator’s home district.  Traditional letter-writing efforts and today’s mass e-mail campaigns had the least amount of impact and effect, according to the legislators.  One legislator said that he gave form letters and mass e-mails little to no weight when considering his position on an issue.  He indicated further that he could spot such correspondence no matter how well it was disguised, even if it appeared personalized, “from a mile away.”

Jackrabbit Advocates: Mission and Expectations 
The Jackrabbit Advocates, as conceptualized, will be a grassroots coalition of alumni, parents of students, and friends of South Dakota State University who share the belief in the critical importance of state support for public higher education in South Dakota and for South Dakota State. The Jackrabbit Advocates will represent the independent voice of the Alumni Association.  They will be committed to providing stakeholder leadership and to communicating the importance of state general fund support for South Dakota State University and for public higher education in South Dakota.  Their primary responsibility will be regular interaction with the two representatives and the senator in their respective legislative districts, and their secondary responsibility will be contact, as warranted, with all elected public officials in the legislative and executive branches of state government.

Expectations are simple but mission critical.  As a Jackrabbit Advocate, an individual is expected to stay informed, to cultivate strong effective relationships with their legislators, to make contact on specific issues when appropriate, and to provide feedback to other Jackrabbit Advocates.

Tools
To empower Jackrabbit Advocates to be effective in their mission, the SDSU Alumni Association will provide a number of tools.  These include resource and reference materials, in-service training via workshops and teleconferences, advocacy tactics customized to the issue, talking points on “hot” topics, a repository for facts via a dedicated Jackrabbit Advocates page on the Alumni Association’s website (www.statealum.com), and up-to-date weekly e-mails and a end-of-week conference calls during each legislative session.

The weekly conference calls while the legislature is in session, hosted by the Alumni Association, may include subject-matter experts such as David L. Chicoine, president of SDSU, and Janelle Toman, an SDSU alumna who is director of information and research for the South Dakota Board of Regents. 

The Action Plan 
To build the most effective Jackrabbit Advocates organization and empower the members enabling them individually and thus the organization collectively to be successful, the SDSU Alumni Association will implement the following in 2009:

June
• Recruit advocates for key legislative districts (defined as those with appropriators and legislative leaders)
 
July
• Develop Jackrabbit Advocates “handbook” 
• Conduct issues meetings with President Chicoine for clusters of advocates

August
• Participate in Joint Appropriations Committee tour on Aug. 10 with advocates from appropriators’ legislative districts

September
• Finish recruiting advocates for remaining legislative districts
• Conduct “training session” on campus on Sept. 12 for all Jackrabbit Advocates
• Institute regular e-mail updates for Jackrabbit Advocates that speak to legislative priorities (i.e. — stimulus funding replacement, utilities line-item funding, building maintenance and repair, salary policy)

October
• Enable contact between advocates and key local legislator(s) during October (with handout) to review priorities for state universities and the specifics of those needs for SDSU.
• Schedule any additional visits, as needed, with advocates around the state.

November
• Encourage advocates to meet with any other local legislators during November (with handout) to review priorities for state universities and the specifics of those needs for SDSU.
• Encourage advocates to contact key local legislator by phone or in person in advance of session.
• Distribute reminder card (from advocates) to for Brookings/SDSU Day at the Legislature social. (Invitation letter will come from President’s Office before the reminder card.)

December
• Schedule regular conference calls during session.


Impact 
The SDSU Alumni Association and its well-informed and engaged Jackrabbit Advocates firmly believe in the unique role that public higher education and South Dakota State University play in the well-being of all South Dakotans and in a prosperous future.  Investing public funds in the powerful economic engine represented by the six state universities will be critical to the future of all of South Dakota and the interests of its industries and its people.  The stage is set to ensure quality public higher education for today’s students. Robust state government funding will attract further outside investment in research, will enhance accessibility and affordability for students, and will build a better South Dakota by improve citizens’ lives and by fueling the state’s economy in the very competitive global financial environment.  

The SDSU Alumni Association accepts the responsibility to provide an informed, strong, engaged advocacy voice, through the Jackrabbit Advocates, in the public policy process to enhance the awareness and understanding of the value of public higher education in South Dakota by elected members of the legislative and executive branches of South Dakota’s state government and the need to continuing investments of taxpayer funds to build a better South Dakota and to create a more prosperous future.
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