UT looks to President for goals, answers

Speech attempts to clear up tough decisions made in troubling economy
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UT President William Powers Jr. delivers his annual State of the University speech. 

During his fourth State of the University address Wednesday, UT President William Powers Jr. said the University could not wait for the economy to turn around to pursue its goal of becoming the top public university in the country.

While Powers highlighted individual faculty and student achievements and the progress of the University’s $3 billion capital campaign, he also explained the necessity of prioritizing the recruitment of top professors and graduate students.

“Our current financial situation makes progress this year difficult, but we can’t just stop,” Powers said. 

Although tuition rates increased and state funding went up 4 percent during the last legislative session, Powers said only half of those state funds paid for recurring obligations like salary. 

“Our budget is essentially flat,” he said. 

The “Campaign for Texas,” which was launched in 2006, has raised $919 million toward its goal of $3 billion by 2014. The campaign will supplement tuition funds and state funding, which rose only slightly during the 2009 legislative session. But he said the University cannot depend on donations to fund its top priorities.

“Philanthropy is not a substitute for predictable and recurring sources of revenue,” he said. 

The gain in general revenue was offset by rising costs and losses in endowment performances — which he said will impact UT for the next three years. 

“When investment revenue is up, it is often an excuse not to provide UT with other funding,” he said. “When it is down, no one provides resources to fill the gap.” 

Powers said UT needs to be more competitive with peer institutions by better supporting faculty and graduate students.

In his previous State of the University address, Powers said the University invested in a substantial faculty travel program. He said he plans to establish a sabbatical program for faculty conducting research in 2010.

The University added $2 million in graduate student stipends last year. It added an additional $1 million this year.

Powers also highlighted the growing number of history graduate students on scholarship last year. The College of Liberal Arts is now considering cutting the number of graduate students admitted to future classes to offer better stipends to those who are admitted. The Liberal Arts College and the Cockrell School of Engineering have already started making cuts to compensate for the stagnant budget.

“The College of Liberal Arts and Dean Randy Diehl have worked with the departments to consider difficult choices regarding class size, foreign language instruction and the size of graduate student programs,” Powers said. “This process will not be easy, and it will not be quick. Put simply, we have to have our budget reflect our priorities.”

The University has funded 30 new faculty positions each year for eight of the past nine years. As it tightens its belt this year, it will add only 10 additional faculty. UT has also established a $6 million fund this year to reward faculty performance, but the colleges have been asked to contribute the majority of faculty merit pay.

Faculty Council Chairwoman Janet Staiger said facing a flat budget is preferable to a catastrophe. 

“UT is in the remarkably fortunate situation of having the opportunity to make significant changes to the University in terms of improving equity for many people,” Staiger said. “I think the faculty understands this and agrees that recruitment of top talent is the right way to proceed.”

Third-year law student Jessica Kemp works in the admissions office at the Law School. She said the school has not stopped recruiting top undergraduate students from around the country, despite the lagging economy.

“The address helped me understand why tuition is going up and why certain programs are losing funding,” Kemp said. “All the behind-the-scenes information was beneficial.” 

While the deans are just starting to re-allocate funds for Powers’ priorities, he noted that staff members began sacrificing last February when salaries were frozen.

“Freezing staff salaries has been one of the hardest decisions I have had to make,” Powers said. “I pledge that I will work hard to provide competitive staff raises in the future.”

Administrative costs at UT are half of the average at state universities in Texas, and the Information Technology Services department saw a major reorganization this summer, he said.

But Powers emphasized the accomplishments the faculty and students at UT have made in the past year. UT received more federal grant money for research than any other University without a medical school in the country except for MIT. 

The University has made progress in expanding on campus with several construction projects like the new Student Activity Center. And it also won a change in the state’s top 10 percent law during the legislative session that he said will give UT more control in shaping its freshman class starting in 2011.

“Difficult times often bring out the best in us, and they can help us focus on our core values,” Powers said. “They can inspire us to get better and create new solutions, and that is surely the task ahead of us.”

