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University of Idaho

University Faculty Meeting Minutes
May 1st, 2006
Call to Order. The meeting was called to order by President Tim White at 3:40 p.m. in the University Auditorium and welcomed those present. 

Minutes: As there were only some sixty faculty members present there was no quorum and thus no official university faculty meeting. It was moved and seconded (Beard, Zemetra) to approve the minutes of the meeting of August 30, 2005. The motion carried unanimously.

Report from Faculty Council: In the absence of a quorum, the decisions of Faculty Council recorded in the agenda for this meeting are deemed to have the approval of the university faculty and will be forwarded to the president for his consideration. The president asked if there were any comments to be made on any of the items in the report from Faculty Council. There was one question of clarification on proposed changes to the Faculty-Staff Handbook 1565, “Academic Ranks and Responsibilities,” which the secretary answered. The president noted that the proposed addition of subsection G-9, “Compassionate Tenure Clock Extension,” to the Faculty-Staff Handbook 3520 would require changes to the Board of Regents/State Board of Education policies.

President’s Remarks: The president referred back to his state of the university address given earlier that day and urged those at the faculty meeting to review the PowerPoint presentation or the streaming video available on line. He remarked that the address underlined the steady progress at the institution over the last two years. He attributed that progress to the excellent work of faculty, staff, and students and thanked the community for the good academic year. 

He noted that the newly adopted strategic plan was both a template and roadmap by which we will make decisions about funding within the institution, prioritizing private giving needs, and measuring performance. The strategic plan, with its four operational goals, specific objectives, and tactics, may be seen as a distillation of the president’s Plan for Renewal, announced last February, and that, in turn, was largely taken from the report of the University Vision and Resources Task Force.

He expressed concern about the university’s retention rate, using, as is customary, the retention rate for traditional students moving from their freshman to sophomore years as a proxy for overall retention. For several years our freshman-sophomore retention rate has been right at 80%. This is a rate comparable to that of similar institutions and significantly higher than the average of the other public four-year institutions in the state which is about 60%. This immediate past year the university’s rate changed to 78%. The 2% drop was worrisome in a world where year-to-year changes are normally measured in tenths of a percentage point. The change in retention will be watched closely.  When students who choose not to return are asked in exit interviews why they are leaving, the answers, in order of frequency, are: financial, academic, advising, inability to find a major, and “quality of experience.” He noted that it is less expensive to keep students already here than to recruit new students to take the place of those who depart. Moreover, students who spend their entire undergraduate career at the university have a much better connection with the institution and are much more likely to be potential donors.

The president then turned his attention to the tenure and promotion process. First he suggested that the process did not fully take into account emerging kinds of multidisciplinary scholarship and the important role of technology transfer. Whatever the kind of scholarship engaged in, when judging the achievements of that scholarship we must ask if the work is original, validated by peers, and communicated to the appropriate audiences. Second he suggested that the tenure and promotion process itself might be changed so as to leave the provost the final authority. As it stands now, the president is the final university-internal authority and he is not in a position to know all of the portfolios as the provost. Nor, under the current policy, is there an appeal route within the university in the cases of denial and the candidate, should he or she decide to appeal, must take the appeal to the Board of Regents or to the courts. If the president were not part of the decision-making process, he could be one to whom an appeal might be made.

The president touched briefly on the matter of faculty compensation. In his opinion the university could not fully rely on increased legislative appropriations to fund the salary increases necessary to bring us closer to the average of our peers. We would need to be creative. One possibility would be, in those disciplines with both history and opportunity of continuing successful grants and contracts records, to off-set some of a faculty member’s compensation on soft money and then use the resultant “savings” to bolster the salary of a faculty member in a discipline with limited or no access to grants and contracts. Thought should be given to a compensation model that is both fair and proactive. Such a model is particularly important when recruiting new faculty members, particularly when those prospective members are looking at the price of housing in Moscow. Any such practice would of course have to be compatible with federal guidelines (e.g., Federal Circulars A-21 and A-23). 

Another discussion has financial, particularly salary, implications. He felt it was the responsibility of the individual, the department, the institution to think of retirement in new ways. He was thinking of those individuals who were desirous of doing something else with their lives and yet who could not retire under current conditions because of health benefits and other concerns. Was there some kind of program that could be set up that would allow partial retirements, or help with health care insurance that would allow the retirement of such individuals and, consequently, allow the hiring of new or mid-career faculty in their stead?  The president will appoint a commission to revisit the issue of phased retirement.
In the concluding portion of his prepared remarks the president turned to the visit of the NWCCU interim accreditation visit. In their summation they said:

“The people both internal and external to the campus who believe in and support the University of Idaho are commended for doing many things, both big and small, some of which have been painful to restore creditability and confidence in its future. There likely were days when the problems seemed overwhelming and impossible but, by trusting each other and investing in strong leadership, together they have accomplished a turn around that by any measure is remarkable.” 
Such a statement is a real commendation to the faculty, staff, and students of the university. Another sign of the improved status of the university is the 30 percent increase in philanthropic giving to the university this year over last.

The president then opened the floor for questions.  In response to one question concerning the provision of start-up costs for new faculty hires, the president said that currently there was no pool of resources that could be used for such a purpose. Start-up funds are currently cobbled together from whatever sources may be available and that is a “system” which does not allow the university much maneuvering room for strategic investment. We will need to look at the way we handle indirect cost recovery. Indirect cost recovery should pay for the genuine costs of research, provide incentives for engaging in research, and provide a centrally administered pool of funds for recruitment. Similarly we need some sort of centrally administered pool to use in recruiting faculty from underrepresented groups.

In answer to a question concerning the financial resources coming to the university, particularly the money the university had just received as its part of the settlement of the Boise project litigation and the Board of Regents’ reduction in the increase sought for student fees the university had requested for next year, the president responded by outlining what he saw as three important financial developments. The first development was the settlement of the equity issue which had bedeviled public higher education in Idaho since the beginning of the decade. The board had hired an outside firm to conduct an equity study. Though there were some debatable assumptions made (e.g., concerning the relative costs of research, of outreach, of running laboratories, and travel), the upshot was the finding that the University of Idaho had been “overpaid” to the tune of some $5.6 million vis-à-vis the other public four-year institutions of higher education in the state. This past year the state legislature had charged the board with beginning the transfer of funds to the other institutions. The president had suggested, and that suggestion was ultimately adopted, that a settlement of the issue whereby the legislature would pay about half of the total amount in a lump sum this year, and all parties be relieved of any further payments. This outcome put to rest a divisive issue and would permit a growing degree of cooperation among the institutions.

Also good news on the financial front was the settlement of most of the claims arising from the Boise project. The university’s share, $2.5 million, had been received. No decision as yet had been made as to how the university would use that money. Some might be used to pay the legal costs incurred by this litigation, some might go to a rainy day fund, some might go directly to programs.
With regard to fees, the president pointed out that the administration and the various student government organizations had worked hard and collaboratively to determine an appropriate fee increase that would be less than 10%, the limit the board had set for fee increases in recent years. However, the board took the position that this had been a relatively good year for the legislative appropriation and thus they would approve only more modest fee increases. The end result was that the board had approved fees that would yield about $1 million less than we had requested. It was the university’s intention to preserve as the student-requested increases in the activity fees so the lost revenue would be lost to the matriculation fee. 

Professor Ernest Biller, College of Education, remarked that what the faculty and staff of the university have done and continue to do is remarkable. However, we don’t seem to do as well in communicating these remarkable things to a wider public. Finding new and better ways to do that will significantly impact our future. The president noted his agreement and pointed out that the university has engaged an outside firm, STAMATS, to investigate our image in the state. Their report is that our reputation for quality is very high and that we have a high degree of recognition. We are in the process of building a new “platform to communicate” ourselves and our economic and social impact in the state. The University of Idaho Foundation has pledged to raise $500,000 per year for the next four years to fund a marketing and strategic communication campaign. Redesigning our website will be important. If the institution stops telling its own story, others will tell it for us and it will be neutral or negative rather than positive.

Professor Robert Zemetra, chair of Faculty Council, closed the meeting’s discussion by urging faculty members to take part in the plenary session of graduation on Saturday, May 13th. Governor (and secretary of the interior designate) Dirk Kempthorne was invited be the graduation speaker [note added in proof, the speech was given by Secretary of State Ben Ysura].
Adjournment: The president closed the meeting at 4:25, reiterating his thanks to the faculty and staff for their efforts and accomplishments.

Respectfully submitted,

Douglas Q. Adams

Faculty Secretary
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