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Student Expectations for Starting Contracts and Salaries 
~Dr. James K. Roush, Associate Dean for Academic 
Programs and Student Success, Kansas State University 

This seminar will present graduating student expectations regarding salary and other benefits based on 
the 2022 AVMA National and from our internal survey of 2023 Kansas State graduates.  Actions taken by 
the K-State CVM has addressed student debt and the overall student debt:income ratio is now 1.40 to 1.  
The recent veterinary job market includes robust opportunities for new veterinary graduates with salary 
offers at an all-time high and contract offers that often include moving expenses, maternity leave (53.6% 
of jobs) retirement contributions (72% of employers match), full medical plans ($74.3%) and signing 
bonuses (average $9200), as well as training and mentoring data.   Salary offers should be 
commensurate with the type of position and work expected.   Overall average reported salary ranges 
are often misinterpreted and misleading due to inclusion of training program and other salaries in the 
data.    Kansas veterinary starting salaries average 5th lowest among states, although adjustments for 
cost-of-living makes the state just below national average salaries.    

Dr. Roush will also discuss Kansas applicant numbers and admissions in light of national numbers.   K-
State ranks 2nd highest per capita in numbers of Kansas students admitted annually compared to all 
states with veterinary colleges.  The least number of Kansas residents go to out-of-state veterinary 
colleges compared to  residents from all states with a veterinary college. 

2023 K-State student salary data (averages) compared with 2022 National Data 

Position type 2022 National 
Averages 

2023 K-State 
Graduates 

Jobs in Kansas Jobs Out-of State 

Private Practice $114266 $104914 $88190* $113424 
Companion Animal 
(predominant) 

$119271 $105733 
(15 students) 

Companion Animal 
exclusive 

$120596 $117976 
(42 students) 

Food Animal 
(predominant) 

$88726 $84600 
(5 students) 

Mixed Practice $97218 $84765 
(17 students) 

Not-for-profit $93538 $98333 
(3 students) 

Student Debt $204675 $146481@ 
*down from $92284 average of 2022 grads
@down from $167749 in 2022, $185767 in 2019
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The beef industry is steeped in tradition.  This is one aspect that draws producers into the 
industry and entices generation to follow generation.  While it is always good to honor tradition at 
the same time one must adapt to the changing times.  It has been said the change is neither 
inherently good nor bad; just inevitable.  As veterinarians we also have traditions that shape our 
industry.  It is up to us to shape the practice that we work in to make it an acceptable environment 
that we are willing to work in.  One of the areas that we must focus on is helping our clientele 
become comfortable with a mindset that will allow us to provide them the beneficial services we 
can offer.  The challenge for the practitioner is to provide high quality service to their clientele and 
receive adequate financial compensation for these efforts. 

 

It is important to address quality practice from two fronts; not only molding clientele but molding 
your own business.  These steps can help prevent burnout that large animal veterinarians are 
prone to.  Burnout – this is a dreaded topic that often comes up at places where veterinarians 
gather.  It is an issue that can develop 3 years after graduation or 30 years out of school.  Large 
animal veterinarians deal with many factors that can lead to burnout.  Five years into practice I 
experienced first hand the feeling of not enjoying my work.  Not only did I not enjoy it but had 
begun to dread practicing at all.  There is no right or wrong way to handle this issue.  Some 
people leave practice altogether.  Others try to modify the working environment to a more 
appeasable environment.   

 

As a veterinarian we are expected to provide certain services to producers.  This often has been 
described as “fire engine” practice.  Pulling calves, replacing prolapses, routine herd work and 
after hours emergency call can become mundane and lead practitioners to either leave practice 
or become dissatisfied with lifestyle.  Often the time it takes to provide these services leaves us 
little chance to guide these producers in other endeavors.  Veterinarians should be one of the 
most knowledgeable people a producer comes in contact with.  With proper preparation we can 
become part of the total management team in a beef operation.  Much has been discussed 
regarding the shortage of large animal veterinarians.  It is my thought that this is due to quality of 
life issues and not to financial compensation.      

 

I believe in time a practice starts to take on the attitude of the practitioners.  For this 
metamorphosis to take place current clients must be molded into the desired mold or clients that 
fit this mold need to be added to the practice base. I have tried to find a balance between these 
two means of improving client base.  Our practice has set a goal of recruiting clients that fit our 
desired client base.  This has been done directly and indirectly.  I have called potential clients and 
invited them to lunch to discuss what I could do to help make them more profitable.  I have also 



sent mailings and information packets to potential clients.  When we have clinic producer 
meetings a percent of those invited are not clients but clients that we would hope to have in the 
future.  Proximity to our practice is secondary to the potential of the client. 

 

 

Producer meetings will help mold your client base into what you hope it to be.  Our clinic, like 
many surrounding clinics, has an annual dinner for producers.  At this meeting we provide 
information but it is for the most part a feel good meeting.  We want to thank the patrons that 
have supported us by being our clients.  An annual/semiannual meeting is also held for paid 
admission.  There is a limited amount of people that are allowed to attend.  These meetings are 
some of the best client interaction I have.  Although our fee for attending is not large, producers 
that attend have a mindset that they are not going to a meeting for a social event but for 
continuing education.  These are excellent recruitment tools if the quality of information is of a 
high standard.   

 

 

 

We also have put into place several steps to try and mold our practice into what we hoped it to 
be.  Several steps were taken to  make our practice appealing to new graduates.  On the most 
basic level we have employed a high school student at our clinic at nearly all times.  This spot is 
reserved for a student that is a prospective veterinarian.  By mentoring these students we hope to 
help some of them reach their goal of veterinary school.  It is also very beneficial to have an 
interested, young student with you; keeping you on your toes and upbeat.  Much of the trouble 
with bringing veterinarians into a rural practice is finding people who want to live in these areas.  
Often rural practices are in areas that don’t boast a huge social venue.  However, if this area is 
home it has innate appeal.  By being involved with young people from within the area we hope to 
spark an interest for veterinary medicine in an individual that someday would like to return to the 
area.   Our clinic also has tried to reach out to regional veterinary teaching hospitals in an effort to 
host students.  We also have a steady stream of students enrolled in veterinary school.  Having 
future graduates along on farm calls helps keep my knowledge base current and keeps me 
striving to perform at a level that is acceptable. 

 

Continuing education has also been very helpful in my quest to regain enthusiasm for practice.  
The comradery and networking at these meetings can be invaluable.  I have found that being 
current in my knowledge has made practice less mundane. It is much easier to have a positive 
approach when using knowledge that you know is on the cutting edge.  In today’s world of 
internet usage it is not unusual for producers to have done research on there own.  High quality 
continuing education hours will give you the confidence to welcome these progressive producers 
into your practice.   

 

The environment that we work in everyday is a huge determinant or boost to our happiness.  It 
has been said to look at the four people you spend the most time with because as time passes 
you will begin to resemble these people more and more.  To remove some of the frustration and 
manual labor from the long work hours our clinic hired a technician to ride on farm calls.  It was 
also decided to cater to our clients, especially those that fit the mold of the client we wanted to 



retain.  Non clients are charged a different fee schedule on emergency and appointments are 
turned away if no time is available.   

 

 

The practice I work in is not the model practice that every practitioner should strive for.  It is 
however, much more enjoyable for me now than in years past.  What works for one practitioner 
may not fit another’s personality or skill set.  As veterinarians being pulled in several directions by 
the general public it is easy to lose sight of trying to enjoy the journey. 
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