UT begins $5 million budget upheaval

Memo asks Liberal Arts department chairs to cut non-tenure-track positions

By Andrew Kreighbaum, Hudson Lockett & Lena Price

The Daily Texan 

Published: Wednesday, September 2, 2009

Updated: Wednesday, September 2, 2009

Department chairs from the College of Liberal Arts received an internal memo Aug. 20 tasking them with reallocating $5 million to new priorities, largely at the expense of non-tenure track faculty.

Efforts are underway throughout the University to re-evaluate departmental budgets and reallocate funds from non-tenure track faculty jobs to fund the recruitment and retention of top faculty.

The Dean’s Council set a goal this summer for each college to identify 3 to 4 percent of its budget to redirect toward UT President William Powers’ initiative to become the top public university in the country by attracting the best faculty and graduate students.

In last fall’s State of the University address, Powers highlighted the successful faculty recruiting efforts of English department chair Elizabeth Cullingford and history department chair Alan Tully.

Kevin Hegarty, UT vice president and CFO, said the College of Liberal Arts is now looking to replicate those successes in other departments with major budget reallocations.

“That’s why in a market today, nationally, when people are leaving well-known institutions, we’re out there trying to hire,” he said. 
 

The fallout
The proposed cuts in the College of Liberal Arts will primarily affect non-tenure track positions such as lecturers, assistant instructors and graduate assistants. The fallout from those cutbacks could affect class sizes, course offerings and graduate student enrollment.

The memo asks for a 20 to 33 percent budget cut for non-tenured positions in each department for the 2010-11 budget. Randy Diehl, dean of the College of Liberal Arts, is in the process of appointing a committee of liberal arts faculty which will help identify another $7 million to $8 million in savings for the next three budgets.

One of the guiding principles of the budget cuts is excess capacity in classes. The College of Liberal Arts could operate with fewer instructors if closing limits for classes are opened up to larger sizes, the memo states. The memo also indicates that by shifting to more intensive language instruction in lower-division courses, it could redirect resources to advanced language courses.

Diehl also lays out plans to cut the size of graduate student enrollment in the memo and move “into a new era in which we will focus on the successful training of fewer, select graduate students.” Savings from fewer graduate student seminars could be reinvested into undergraduate education, according to the memo.

Hegarty said with fewer graduate students enrolled, the colleges will be able to select the highest qualified candidates and pay them more attractive stipends.

Government Chairman Gary Freeman said the 20 percent cuts his department is being asked to make could force the elimination of the entire staff of lecturers. This year, the department employs eight lecturers. Because some lecturers teach more than one course, that number could translate to 10 or 12 fewer courses offered per semester.

“The big impact is on lecturers who would be out of work, but it’s not clear we have the faculty resources to teach those courses with regular faculty,” Freeman said.

Psychology chairwoman Jacqueline Woolley said her department will be raising class limits to accommodate a minimum of 75 students. But with already large classes, students should not see much of a difference, she said.

Woolley, however, disagreed with the notion that the graduate psychology program would improve with fewer students.

“In order to maintain a vital graduate department, we simply need numbers,” she said.“The more grad students there are, the more intellectual energy there is.”
 

In Natural Sciences
The College of Natural Sciences faced cuts to instructional budgets as well, but the impact varied at each department, depending on the role and number of graduate students.

Mathematics chairman William Beckner said he did not expect the department to face reductions in non-tenure track faculty due to the need for classroom presence — though he said he was planning for a smaller budget for non-tenured positions.

“Because we teach a large number of lower division classes, we need to rely on fairly large temporary faculty,” Beckner said.

The large number of waitlisted students in the mathematics department — more than 600 at the beginning of the semester — suggested that students were not getting into the courses they needed, he said.

“It pushes students to spend more time on campus to satisfy their basic core requirements, so that’s not good,” he said.

Henry Bose, director of molecular genetics and microbiology, said the school has been told it needs to cut 10 percent of its instructional budget. He said funds could be found without reducing teaching assistants and lecturers, including cutting the numbers of unfilled sections of the same course.

Bose said that in the 2010-11 budget, his department would face reductions in both new graduate students and lecturers hired while reallocating funds for tenure-track hires.

Graduate student positions rely on endowment funds, which are returning fewer funds in a rocky stock market, he said.

The dean of each college will be responsible for determining what funds should be taken from lower priorities and dedicated to faculty quality. Ultimately, Provost Steven Leslie will determine the success of each college in that endeavor, Hegarty said.

“When we spend $1.1 billion a year on academics we ought to — we have an obligation to, every year — take a re-look from the ground up to make sure ... we’re spending it in the wisest fashion,” he said.

