Budget cuts could lead to change in foreign language curriculum

Faculty discussing move to intensive first-year courses and pass/fail grading system
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Looming budget cuts in the College of Liberal Arts will result in a wave of instructional staff eliminations, but foreign language departments within the college could also be affected by changes to graduation requirements and grading policies.

Faculty members have said the college is considering changes to the curriculum that would move to add more hours to first-year language courses and change the grading scale to a pass/fail system.

Under one proposal, the current requirement of four semesters of a foreign language for an undergraduate degree would be cut to two semesters. However, the first two semesters of a foreign language would become more intensive with six hours of class time per week instead of five.

Faculty members stress that the proposals are only being discussed at this point.

Reductions in non-tenure track faculty positions will inevitably result in fewer language courses being offered.

Alan Friedman, English professor and Faculty Council member, said in an e-mail that any changes to the curriculum would have to first be approved by the council. Friedman heads the council’s Educational Policy Committee, which would take any curriculum changes before the council.

Before the council could take a vote, faculty committees in other colleges that have language requirements would need to see the changes as well, said Nicolas Shumway, chair of the Department of Spanish and Portuguese.

The potential changes could decrease flexibility in students’ course schedules and affect GPA calculations.

The College of Liberal Arts hired 49 new faculty members during the last academic year. That’s three times as many as the department would aim to hire in a normal year, said college spokesman Gary Susswein.

Liberal Arts Dean Randy Diehl said the unusually high number of new hires may be connected to the uncertain economic conditions at universities in other states.

But the college enacted a faculty hiring freeze for the 2010-11 academic year after it became clear that the college would not receive additional funding from new tuition increases, Diehl said.

Taking retirements and faculty departures into account, the college saw a net gain of 28 new faculty members.

“That was a great year, but we have to pay for it,” Diehl said. “So the hiring freeze is a step toward making sure that we cover all of that.”

Faculty in the college became aware of the pending cuts early this summer, but an Aug. 20 memo from Diehl to department chairs laid out the plans for the cuts in greater detail.

Besides cutting lecturer and teaching assistant positions, the memo proposed raising the limits for class sizes, moving to intensive foreign language instruction and cutting the number of admitted graduate students. Placement exams were also proposed in the memo for beginning foreign language students to decrease the number of students in lower division classes and allow more investments in upper division courses.

Diehl had no comment on the details of intensive language instruction or the possibility of a pass/fail grading system.

The Department of Spanish and Portuguese was asked to cut 30 percent — or $600,000 — of its budget for instructional positions, Shumway said.

“We’re trying to devise a program that will meet these budget cuts but will also preserve the academic integrity of our program,” Shumway said.

Along with the Department of Italian and French, the Spanish and Portuguese department enrolls about 70 percent of language students in the college.

“There will be a reduction in teaching staff. That’s inevitable, and that’s going to be extremely difficult,” he said.

Shumway said moving to a pass/fail grading system for language courses and shifting to an intensive language model have been discussed within the college, but he has not been involved in those talks himself.

“We wouldn’t support it,” he said.

Shumway said as far as he is concerned, nothing has been decided.

He said he did not know of another university that exclusively uses intensive language courses for beginning students.

But the College of Liberal Arts already has two examples of intensive language instruction. Its flagship language programs in Arabic and Hindi/Urdu are both nationally ranked programs that use six hours of classroom instruction in the first two semesters.

Italian and French Chairwoman Daniela Bini said she is still hoping to convince the college not to move to a two semester language requirement.

Bini’s department has been asked to cut 30 percent — $300,000 — of its instructional staff budget.

She said that given the tragic consequences for lecturers who could lose their jobs next year, she expected more communication from the offices of the president and provost.

“Before making a decision of this gravity, more people should be involved, more faculty should be involved,” Bini said.

She said the department does not know how the potential changes could impact the quality of language instruction but condensing four semesters of instruction into two could require rewriting the curriculum and possibly adopting new textbooks.

She said she worried that a pass/fail grading system would remove an incentive for high performance in class.

Diehl said that although the budget cuts would have a significant impact on the language departments, the biggest cuts were ordered in the largest social science departments.

The economics and psychology departments are cutting 33 percent of their budgets for non-tenure track positions.

While UT’s allocation of state funds increased slightly during the 81st legislative session, the University of California System has made more than $300 million in budget cuts as that state manages a fiscal crisis. UC System President Mark Yudof — a former UT System Chancellor — has predicted the System will have to operate with 600 million fewer dollars next year.

“For all of our budgetary issues we are still, relatively speaking, much better off than other universities — certainly the University of California System,” he said. “We’re having to cut and reallocate: They’re having to just cut.”

