Budget cuts not to derail construction
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Human development and family sciences freshman Maria Patino and grants and contracts specialist Meghan Thomson work in close quarters in the Population Research Center.

Plans to construct the new $100 million Liberal Arts building are on track, despite a flat University budget and reallocations that could lead to lecturer cuts within the college.

The college will have to reallocate a total of $3.8 million in recurring funds to partially finance the building. Individual departments will have the final say on where the money comes from, but the reallocations will likely result in the elimination of some lecturer and assistant instructor positions, as well as changes to foreign language requirements.

The 200,0000-square-foot building will contain 23 classrooms, offices and a study space for the college’s 14,000 students. If the UT Board of Regents approves the project in May, construction will begin in the spring of 2011 and should be completed by the summer of 2013.

Steindam Hall, located near the East Mall, will be torn down to create a space for the building.

Dan Slesnick, associate dean of Research, Facilities and Information Technology, said now is the optimal time to move construction plans forward because the college has used all of its available space.

“Trying to find space for offices, graduate students and classrooms is almost all that I do,” Slesnick said. 

Budget Issues
Discussion about the new building began under the college’s previous administration, and current dean Randy Diehl has identified the project as one of his top priorities.

Anthropology chair Samuel Wilson, who has served on liberal arts building committees since the mid-1990s, said the college predicted it would run out of space almost 20 years ago.

“It’s a hard time to do this, but we don’t have very many options,” Wilson said. “It would be impossible to start and then start again later. We don’t have any kind of budget leeway.”

In addition to the money needed to fund the building, the college will have to find $7 million to fund targeted faculty merit pay increases and 49 new faculty positions, goals set by University President William Powers.

“The building always gets thrown in with discussions of the budget reallocations,” Slesnick said. “The reality is that we would be having these discussions regardless of whether or not the building was an issue.”

The construction of the Liberal Arts building is considered the second phase of the Student Activity Center, which is already under construction and should open in the spring of 2011. By grouping the Liberal Arts Building with the Student Activity Center, the college avoids paying a separate set of start-up costs that would come with a new project.

Susan Floyd, an administrative assistant in the French and Italian department, said she opposes cuts to lecturer teaching funds in order to finance the building.

“It seems like the building is coming from the overall desire for the University to raise its ranking,” Floyd said. “I think it’s at the expense of the faculty, staff and undergraduate education in the college.”

Space Crunch
The Population Research Center, a sociology unit split between Burdine Hall and six floors of the Main Building, would be one of the primary departments impacted by the new building. Robert Hummer, former director of the center, said the program has outgrown its current space and that the cramped facilities can be detrimental to the caliber of work that the research and graduate students produce.

“The quality of our faculty does not match the quality of our facilities,” Hummer said.

The average liberal arts faculty member has about 140 square feet of space. In the Asian studies department, each faculty member has approximately 80 square feet of space.

“We’ve become the poster child to illustrate the space crunch,” said Asian studies chairman Joel Brereton. “It is true that all of our offices are occupied, and some of them are little more than closet-sized.”

The department is currently housed in the Will C. Hogg building, but its instructors and teaching assistants are spread out across the campus.

History graduate student Robert Whitaker shares his Burdine office with four other teaching assistants. He said sharing a space isn’t usually a problem because not everyone is in the office at the same time.

Rob Kohn, Germanic studies assistant instructor, said the office he shares with four other people can feel cramped, especially when he needs to hold office hours.

“It’s difficult to speak with students while other instructors are in the same room researching,” Kohn said. “It’s hard to avoid disrupting someone. But I don’t think it makes sense to construct a new building if there won’t be enough graduate students to fill it.”

