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Alex Reber, Chair of SCHEV Student Advisory Committee
Remarks to Council, March 20, 2012
Thank you, Director Blake, for the introduction and for your work on behalf of higher education. I am a student at the University of Virginia School of Engineering and Chair of the SCHEV Student Advisory Committee. 
I am here today to speak to you on behalf of the more than 210,000 students our committee represents. During the 2012 session of the General Assembly, Virginia’s students have worked to do their part to ensure legislative support for higher education. Students from colleges and universities statewide have held lobby days, and some have lobbied with other organizations like Virginia21 and the SCHEV Student Advisory Committee. 
In planning for our lobby day, the Student Advisory Committee met and agreed upon common legislative goals for higher education. We then met on our lobby day and spread out to visit the various offices of our legislators, beginning with those primarily on the leadership of education-related committees and continuing with those legislators whom we had met with in the past. The result of these meetings was a resounding success. On our lobby day we met with over a quarter of the legislators or their aides.
Many of these legislators were highly receptive to our voices.  This has been evidenced not only by their remarks at the time, but by the continued support that higher education has seen in our most recent session. This success exemplifies the importance of students’ continued involvement.  
A question arises of why do Virginia students get involved and dedicate their time and energy to making their voices heard. I believe that the answer lies in the issues.
Increasing funding for financial aid and faculty salaries, along with the goal of institutional autonomy, were the key takeaway issues from our discussions.
Regarding autonomy, each school across this commonwealth is different.  From our meetings as a Student Advisory Committee, we all had varying positions on institutional issues, one in particular being guns on campus. We came to the understanding that each school understands its unique community and came to the clear conclusion that each school deserves the autonomy to best provide for the education of its students.
Increased funding is important as it is the common thread of many of our issues. Though the introduced budgets reverse a five-year trend of decreased state funding in higher education, this disinvestment affected many of our institutions and in some cases led to program cuts, less opportunity, and a decreased quality of education. 
This lack of funding also impacted  
financial aid. As a diverse group of students we have benefited from many types of financial aid including the two-year transfer grant and scholarship programs within our own schools. But one clear pattern exists across all of our schools: we value the diversity that these financial aid programs have allowed. This diversity allows all of us to learn by further expanding our horizons. Most importantly this financial aid provides an opportunity for an education that otherwise does not exist and allows us to supplement our workforce with the skills of our best and brightest, regardless of their families’ financial standing. 
Another issue affecting all of the SAC members is faculty salaries. At the UVA School of Engineering our full professors are at the 40th percentile of their peer group institutions. This means that in a room of ten people with the same qualifications, they would be earning less than six of them. I have a Professor at UVA who received an offer from his alma mater with a substantial pay increase, but did not take it. The offer was attractive but he chose not to take it because he knew that the University could not afford to replace him if he left. Our faculty members have shown their faith in us by staying and guiding us over the years, and as students from across this state, we understand that we need to aid them in their decision to stay by paying them a competitive salary.
Going forward, we students will continue to add our voice to the fray. We understand that we must turn the tide, to continue to change the direction of the Commonwealth on these critical policy issues. Though these decisions will not immediately impact our education, we fight for them now and will fight for them in the future, because we recognize the importance of this funding to our continued success as a Commonwealth. While Governor McDonnell and the members of the legislature have done exceptional work to move forward on these issues, more action is required. If we are to succeed in the goal of this Governor in having the Commonwealth of opportunity, we must work to redouble our efforts in the future.
Thank you for your time and the opportunity to address you and I would be happy to take any questions that you may have.
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