Budget cuts loom for math students

Graduate students' financial backing insecure due to budget adjustments
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Due to a 10 percent decrease in the amount of funding in the mathematics department’s temporary instructor budget, the department will not be able to hire as many teaching or research assistants next year.

In addition to next year’s cuts, Dan Knopf, mathematics graduate student adviser, warned seventh-year doctoral candidates at a meeting Thursday that they might lose their teaching assistant positions and their financial support if further budget cuts are 
implemented.

“I had the meeting to address the very legitimate concerns of the Ph.D. students in this time of economic crisis,” Knopf said. “I wanted to tell them that we have every intention of continuing support, but especially for seventh-year students, that is not clear. We wanted to give people enough time to make other arrangements if it comes to this.”

There are currently 79 teaching assistants in the math department, but it is unclear how much the number will decrease next year.

All 124 of the mathematics doctoral candidates were offered five to six years of tuition reimbursement and health insurance upon acceptance to the University. Although the wording of the contracts has changed slightly over time, the financial assistance was guaranteed as long as progress was made toward the degree, barring a state financial crisis.

“Anyone who has been paying attention to the news for the last year would agree that we are in a financial crisis,” Knopf said. “So in that sense, I don’t think anything in that promise is being changed. We do sympathize with students who are worried about their financial security.”

The budget cuts will primarily affect seventh-year doctoral candidates.

“Historically the math department has been able to fund students through their seventh year, which is the maximum amount of support that the graduate school allows,” Knopf said. “But that was never guaranteed.”

The money saved from reducing the temporary instructor budget will be used to hire new faculty within the College of Natural Sciences. All colleges within the University are undergoing budget reallocations to attract new faculty and implement targeted merit pay increases.

“Every college has deficits,” said mathematics department Chairman Bill Beckner. “Roughly put, the College of Natural Sciences has certain deficits due to start-up costs for new faculty. Many of the experimentalists the college hires require labs to be built, and that adds additional expense.”

The college hired about 20 new faculty members at the beginning of the school year, and five of them were teachers in the math department. Although the department hired about 25 percent of the new faculty, all five positions were replacements for teachers who retired, and the start-up costs were minimal, Beckner said.

Because of the budget cuts, the math department will probably be unable to fill the positions of two faculty members planning on retiring this year, which could cause class sizes to increase.

“But we do expect to be able to support our students for the rest of the school year,” Beckner said.

Although support may continue, fifth-year doctoral candidate Sean Bowman changed his degree plan from seven to six years when he found out about the budget cuts.

“There is a generalized anxiety among many of the mathematics graduate students that comes when less money is being put into a growing program,” Bowman said. “I changed my graduation plan because I’m worried that I won’t be able to find funding for my seventh year.”

At the meeting, younger graduate students were assured that the department would find funding for their financial support.

“I’m pretty optimistic,” said first-year doctoral candidate Sam Taylor. “They seemed to make it pretty clear that we probably don’t have anything to worry about.”

