U, MnSCU embrace business partnerships

Note: President Eric Kaler of the University of Minnesota and Chancellor Steven Rosenstone of the Minnesota State Colleges and Universities assumed their positions this summer. They wrote this guest column after addressing the Minnesota Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors at its annual planning conference.

By Eric W. Kaler and Steven J. Rosenstone

It’s time to think in new, bold ways about how the University of Minnesota and the Minnesota State Colleges and Universities can work more closely together. The opportunity is unique. The  potential is exciting. 

Recently, we have become the leaders of these two higher education systems during a time of shrinking public resources but growing demand for higher education. We know your businesses need an even more educated – and re-educated – workforce and more robust research to drive innovation and business growth.

You know the backdrop. State funding for higher education has tumbled. Ongoing fiscal challenges likely will continue to limit state and federal support. While we will strive to find efficiencies under every stone in our respective organizations, we worry that the reduction in state support drives up tuition to maintain quality, thereby threatening or denying access to higher education for many students, particularly those who are low income. 

At the same time, we need to graduate the next generation of professionals who will lead your companies and serve your communities. Whether you’re looking for MBAs, physicians, accountants or precision manufacturing technicians, it’s our job to help you make Minnesota work. Each system has its distinctive role. We are going to work hard to ensure each system complements the other without unnecessary duplication.

The risk is high. If we fail to meet your evolving workforce needs or to drive innovation, Minnesota will lose its ability to keep the nation’s best and brightest. Businesses may be less able to keep pace with competitors. We will fall behind our national and international competitors.

The U’s and MnSCU’s missions are different, but we share a commitment to quality and service. As a land-grant research institution, the U teaches undergraduates and graduate students in a wide range of programs. With campuses statewide, it is also world-renowned for invention from medical devices to strains of wheat, from software to bone marrow transplantation. 

MnSCU, with its state universities, community and technical colleges across Minnesota, educates undergraduate and graduate students each year in programs ranging from nursing and business to computer networking and robotics. MnSCU’s customized training programs are recognized for their service to businesses throughout Minnesota. 

You need our graduates for your businesses to succeed. Eighty-five percent of all the job growth in Minnesota between 2008 and 2018 will require some postsecondary education. More than half of those jobs will require a certificate or associate’s degree. 

Higher education is the solution to the continued vitality of regional economies across the state. Higher education is a critical investment for our state.

Still, we know we need to do things differently. At MnSCU, we must keep access to our outstanding programs high and the cost affordable. We must match employer needs with student aspirations. And we must be always available to businesses and communities in need of our expertise. 

At the U, we need to be excellent in all we do, and be accessible. If we have second-rate programs, we either need to build them or eliminate them. 

Together, we must reduce our operating costs – perhaps through joint purchasing or shared services. We have begun those conversations and expect fruitful outcomes.

Meanwhile, we all need to ensure that more Minnesota students leave high school college-ready. We need to tackle our unacceptable achievement gap between white students and students of color. Higher education depends on the quality of our P-12 system.

We are ready to roll up our sleeves to develop a smarter higher education strategy for Minnesota. We welcome your ideas. We value your support and look forward to working with you to sustain Minnesota’s prosperity and high quality of life. 

Contact Steven Rosenstone at chancellor@so.mnscu.edu and Eric Kaler at upres@umn.edu.

