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Thank you, Chair Hutton, Vice-Chair Cabral-Guevara, and committee members for providing the
Universities of Wisconsin (UWs) an opportunity to testify in opposition to Senate Bill 532 (SB 532).

The 13 fully accredited Universities of Wisconsin seek to be on the forefront of delivering distance
education courses. The evolution of higher education and new technologies has allowed our
universities to educate thousands of students in Wisconsin and beyond, through high-quality,
innovative and transformative online learning experiences.

SB 532 seeks to ensure that students are not charged additional fees beyond what is necessary for
courses offered exclusively online. We appreciate and support the bill's intent to protect students
from unnecessary costs and promote transparency in pricing.

At the same time, we want to acknowledge that the current landscape of online course fees across
our universities is not uniform. While some fees are clearly tied to the real costs of delivering high-
quality online education, such as instructional technology, technical support, software
development, and faculty training, others may appear arbitrary or inconsistent. We recognize this
concern and are actively working to improve clarity and reduce fees where possible as our
educational delivery evolves.

However, an immediate prohibition on these revenue sources could have unintended
consequences. It may limit our universities’ ability to offer flexible, high-quality online options,
especially for students who rely on these formats due to work, family, or geographic constraints.
Online education is not cost-free, and maintaining academic rigor in virtual environments requires
ongoing investment.

The Board of Regents has delegated authority to each university to establish special course fees
under SYS Policy 825. Many institutions have adopted service-based pricing models that are self-
sustaining and not reliant on general purpose revenue (GPR). This flexibility allows campuses to
support online programs responsibly while continuing to meet student needs.

We believe the Universities of Wisconsin are well-positioned to deliver cost-effective, high-quality
online education. We welcome continued collaboration to ensure that fees are fair, transparent,
and aligned with actual costs without compromising access or quality for students.

(Cont.)
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Thank you again for providing the Universities of Wisconsin the opportunity to testify on this
legislation.
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Testimony on SB532 - Relating to: course fees at University of
Wisconsin System institutions.

Thank you Chairman Hutton and members of the committee for the opportunity to testify
on Senate Bill 532, which addresses online course surcharges within the UW System.

Online learning is now an essential part of higher education. It allows working adults,
parents, and students in rural areas to complete degrees without relocating or adjusting
work schedules. However, most UW campuses add “distance learning” fees that make
online classes more expensive than identical in-person courses. Ten of the thirteen
four-year campuses charge these fees, and six campuses add about $150 for a typical
three-credit course. In some cases, students are forced to pay the extra cost because
no in-person section is available.

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the use of online learning across all levels of
education. Universities expanded virtual platforms, and both faculty and students
adapted quickly. Today, online and hybrid options are no longer temporary substitutes,

- they are a core part of how education is delivered. Given this shift, it is more important
than ever that online courses are priced fairly and not treated as an additional revenue
stream.

This bill prohibits UW institutions from charging separate online course fees unless the
fee covers a real, additional cost that would not exist in a comparable in-person class,
or if the same fee is also charged for the in-person version. The goal is simple: fairness
and transparency in what students pay.

Students should not be penalized for choosing or being assigned to an online course.
By limiting these unnecessary surcharges, the bill ensures consistent tuition costs,
improves transparency, and prevents universities from using online instruction as a
hidden revenue source.

Thank you for your time, and | would be happy to answer any questions the committee
may have.
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