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Layoffs loom amid UT belt-tightening

Cutbacks ordered to generate raises for some faculty members at a time of essentially flat budgets.
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The University of Texas is in belt-tightening mode, and Jane Johnson , who teaches Spanish literature and grammar, worries that her job might be at risk.

As a full-time lecturer, she does not enjoy the job protections and higher paycheck of a tenured faculty member. Losing her $32,000 annual salary and health benefits would have immediate repercussions.

"It would be time to sell the house," Johnson said.

Scores of jobs at the flagship campus in Austin are likely to be cut in the coming months as UT retools its budget in an effort to free up money for retaining and attracting top faculty members. And in the next few years, the job losses could run into the hundreds.

Besides lecturers, some of whom are part time, the cuts are likely to affect some graduate students who draw salaries for serving as teaching assistants or assistant instructors. In addition, some university staff members already have been dismissed, and more stand to lose their jobs.

It's a new and controversial approach for an institution that historically has hunkered down during lean economic times, minimizing layoffs. But UT President William Powers Jr. says tough choices are essential if the university is to make progress in its quest to compete more effectively for talent with other major U.S. research institutions. Powers has frozen staff salaries, and a widening effort is under way to cut costs on laboratory supplies, sports team travel and other expenses by consolidating purchasing and driving a harder bargain with vendors.

"We want to put our budgets where our highest priorities are," Powers said.

It's not that UT's overall budget has been slashed; it's actually up 2.8 percent, to $2.1 billion , for the fiscal year that began Sept. 1. But after covering higher health insurance charges, increased student financial aid and other costs, UT wound up with just $6.7 million more than the previous fiscal year for academic purposes.

Officials expect the university's budget to remain essentially flat for the next few years, owing to a decline in the endowment caused by the market downturn and the likelihood that state lawmakers will be sparing with allocations of tax dollars while the economy struggles. And although the UT System Board of Regents can raise tuition, the political reality is that the regents, who are gubernatorial appointees, are reluctant to move too aggressively for fear of provoking lawmakers into withdrawing their tuition-setting power.

It would have been "a bureaucratically fairly easy decision" to forgo raises for faculty members, Powers said at a recent meeting of the Faculty Council. Instead, he has instructed the university's 15 colleges and schools to find money in their budgets to help boost the salaries of some highly regarded faculty members whose pay hasn't kept pace with the market and some female faculty members whose salaries lag behind those of men. A university task force concluded last year that female full professors are paid about $9,000 less a year on average than their male counterparts, and Powers pledged to address the shortcomings.

Raises totaling $6 million will be restricted to tenured and tenure-track faculty members, who make up about two-thirds of UT's faculty. As a group, these professors are the highest-paid faculty members at the university, with full professors averaging $132,253 a year, associates $85,328 and assistants $81,800. Twenty-five to 35 percent of the tenured and tenure-track professors are expected to get raises.

That will make a significant dent in the gender and market imbalances, but it will not finish the job, Powers said.

Some faculty members and students are questioning the administration's approach, warning that educational quality could suffer.

Thomas Palaima , a professor of classics who leads the Faculty Council's advisory committee on budgets, said it doesn't make sense to eliminate positions for lecturers and teaching assistants to accommodate new faculty members who will be hard to retain when their salaries inevitably begin to lag. What's more, Palaima said, it's "false advertising" for Powers to have announced in his state of the university address last month that graduate student stipends are being increased by $1 million while also planning to eliminate some of the graduate students' jobs.

"This is unnecessary trauma," Palaima said.

Powers said it's true some colleges might wind up with fewer graduate-student teachers but that boosting stipends is a priority because UT is not competitive in that area. Graduate programs are being reviewed with an eye toward scaling back those with a weak record of producing degrees and strengthening the top performers, said Steven Leslie , executive vice president and provost.

Stephanie Odom , who is working on a Ph.D. in English, said she is fairly sure her teaching duties will continue but said she worries that her classes might get larger, reducing the time she can devote to helping each student with writing.

"Attracting top faculty would be valuable, but \u2026 my fear is these top faculty, although they will do important research and bring in grants, won't teach many classes. So undergraduates will be faced with fewer classes to choose from and larger classes," Odom said.

It's not clear how many of the university's 3,023 faculty members, 5,994 graduate assistants and 15,580 staff members might lose their jobs.

"There isn't a figure," Leslie said. "It's not a one-size-fits-all. We're going to have some personnel losses. That's going to vary from college to college. We still have to work through what the deans are proposing."

In some cases, layoffs have gone beyond proposals.

The Cockrell School of Engineering has dismissed 13 staff members, mostly in computer-related support roles. The layoffs, coupled with the elimination of 12 vacant positions, freed up $1.6 million — 8 percent of the school's $20 million operating budget — for targeted raises, new faculty members and research support, said Dean Gregory Fenves .

The McCombs School of Business plans to lay off 20 people, or 5 percent of its staff, to underwrite faculty raises. The school's budget of about $90 million is projected to remain flat through 2013. But overall expenses tend to rise 2 to 3 percent annually, so additional savings will be sought by combining some billing and other back-office operations, said Dean Tom Gilligan .

"I view it as kind of a ground game we're going to be involved in for two to three years," Gilligan said. "I'm a little bit optimistic, but you have to stay disciplined and focused. If we don't provide raises, we lose our best people."

Some lecturers and graduate assistants in the College of Communication probably will lose their jobs, but the college's departments are still figuring out the details, said Dean Rod Hart . Meanwhile, faculty members had to submit updated r?sum?s to be considered for salary increases.

The College of Liberal Arts, UT's biggest unit, could eliminate 78 to 300 employees, depending on whether the cuts fall mainly on higher-paid lecturers or lower-paid graduate assistants, said Jamie Southerland , assistant dean for business affairs.

Besides generating money for raises, the cuts are intended to free up $2 million to help underwrite construction of a $100 million building with offices and laboratory space for 250 faculty members, two dozen classrooms and a student center.

Even as they weigh these cuts, UT officials say, the university is better off than many other major research universities. A sharp drop in state funding led to a $150 million budget deficit for the University of California, Berkeley, resulting not only in layoffs but also mandatory time off without pay for every employee and a proposal to raise tuition by nearly a third. Arizona's three public universities lost about 20 percent of their state funding. And Harvard University dismissed more than 275 employees and held salaries flat for faculty members as well as staff members who aren't covered by collective bargaining agreements.

Still, the changes in the works at UT are "very countercultural," said Kevin Hegarty, who, as vice president and chief financial officer, is a key player in the belt-tightening.

"While you can always cut some fat, I don't believe there's that much fat to be had," he said. "You really have to rethink your core business model, and that's what we're doing."
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