Faculty fights job eliminations
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Liberal arts faculty members Tom Palaima, Kirsten Belgum and Jill Robbins ask Dean Randy Diehl questions about budget cuts at the Texas Union on Monday afternoon. If approved, the changes may result in job losses among UT faculty.

Liberal arts lecturers and assistant instructors got a chance to voice their concerns over proposed changes to foreign language curriculums directly to Dean Randy Diehl on Monday. 

The changes, if approved, will likely result in the elimination of several instructional staff positions, shrink course availability and enlarge class sizes. 

Two new models for foreign language instruction have been proposed and will be voted on at a faculty council meeting Monday. If enough written protests are filed at the meeting, the measures will be put before the general faculty. President William Powers will have the final say in whether the changes are implemented.

Under one model, students will take two six-hour courses for a total of 12 hours instead of 16. Under the second plan, students will take one six-hour class followed by two three-hour classes. An initial proposal from the dean’s office to make first-year language courses pass/fail was dropped after negotiations with the department chairs. 

Although tuition and state funding from the legislature to the University increased this year, University investments declined. Because UT’s budget is essentially flat, individual colleges will have to pay for programs they were not expected to fund in the past.

The College of Liberal Arts has to find approximately $7 million to fund targeted faculty merit pay increases and 49 new faculty positions. For the first time since Diehl has been dean, the college will not have access to money from tuition increases or University investments.

In September, Diehl circulated an e-mail to all of the liberal arts department heads warning them about cuts to the college’s “soft money” fund. The money in the fund pays for the salaries of teaching assistants and non-tenure track faculty. 

“This is one of the only facets of the college’s budget that we actually have control over,” Diehl said at the meeting. “There is no fat in the budget of the College of Liberal Arts.”
“I wish it was true that nothing in the curriculum was tied to the budget,” he said. “But in reality, that isn’t the case.”

Cynthia Buckley, chairwoman of the Eurasian studies department, said that when the members of her department voted informally on approving the changes, they were almost unanimously shot down. 

“The perception among the faculty is negative,” Buckley said. “I can’t recall a time when we voted in favor of the 6-6 or 6-3-3 plan as a whole, deliberative body.”

Buckley said the changes will almost certainly be detrimental to language students, and she doubted the amount of impact the forum will have on halting any of the changes.

But Esther Raizen, chairwoman of the Department of Middle Eastern Studies, said no link has been established between the amount of hours spent on foreign language instruction and the quality of education.

Italian lecturer Mark Garrison questioned why non-tenured faculty were the only people receiving pay cuts and possible elimination. He cited the University of California System, which is facing a bigger budget crisis than UT but started cutting salaries from the top down. 

Deihl said it is not within his authority to change the salaries of tenured faculty members, but the loss of lecturers is one of the most difficult aspects of the budget cuts. The UT System Board of Regents approves salary rates and job eliminations for tenured faculty, he said. 

Spanish lecturer Jane Johnson said she will probably be one of the teachers eliminated because of the budget cuts, but she hopes to find another position as a teacher at a new institution.

“We don’t want to be let go,” Johnson said. “We definitely don’t do this for the money. We do this because we love teaching.”

About a third of the college’s $10 to $13 million deficit will come from financing the new College of Liberal Arts building, which should be completed by 2013. Diehl said the building was one of his highest priorities as dean, because there is a desperate need for space.  

The average amount of space per faculty member at the University is approximately 140 square feet, but in some liberal arts departments each faculty member only has about 80 square feet per person.

“I think the rationale for this new building is a little thin,” Garrison said. “I don’t doubt that what the dean said is true, but I’ve been on this campus for 20 years, and there doesn’t seem to be an overwhelming need for more space.”

Diehl said that if the college does not expand soon, it runs the risk of losing that space on campus to another college.

He also responded to criticism of his communication on the budget cuts that charged the college’s leadership with a lack of transparency. It was the responsibility of the department heads to pass information down, Diehl said, but several lecturers said the only communication they got was through e-mail.

“I have made an effort to be one of the most transparent deans at the University by holding meetings and forums like this,” he said.

