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University of Idaho

Special University Faculty Meeting Minutes

April 28th, 2005

Call to Order. University of Idaho President, Tim White, at the petition of twenty-five faculty members called to order a special meeting of the university faculty at 4:05 p.m. in room 106 of the Agricultural Science Building. The attendance of 125 faculty members at the meeting exceeded the requirements for a quorum (117).

Reliability and Validity in the Data Being Used to Analyze University Programs: Concern having been expressed about the reliability and validity of the data collected and the metrics chosen by which to analyze the data in Phase II of the university’s rebudgeting process, the president expressed his gratitude for this opportunity to talk about where we are in this process.

After a brief mention of his disappointment with certain press reports of the process and the decisions made as a result of that process, the president introduced the provost, Professor Linda Morris, and asked that she provide background information about the rebudgeting process. In her summary she pointed to the Phase I budget reductions which had been completed March 14th. In that phase the university’s $4.75 million deficit had been eliminated. The bulk of the reductions had come from the Division of Finance and Administration but there had been significant reductions in the base budgets of the colleges as well. In some cases those cuts had been made by eliminating vacant faculty positions. We are currently engaged in Phase II, “transforming the university,” of the larger process. Phase II is designed to reallocate resources within the university to high priority programs that are aligned with the university’s strategic goals and those which will fulfill student needs in terms of future jobs. Phase III, to be undertaken next fall, will be to engage in plans for reinvesting the reallocated resources. As part of this process the university has been collecting data, based on certain metrics, on all programs. It is, of course, difficult to identify a set of metrics that can be used appropriately to measure all academic activities in a complex institution like the University of Idaho. She instanced particularly service programs, such as math or English composition, that don’t, in themselves, lead to degrees. In such cases metrics that were important for degree-granting programs didn’t apply and hence those programs were not ranked as were the degree-granting programs. The metrics attempted to measure program quality and economic value; we have not tried yet to measure centrality to the university’s mission. She asked each dean to review each program’s status with respect to those metrics and, at the same time, critically determine what the metrics did not measure. This is only the starting point for some rich discussion. Some discussion has already occurred in the University Budget and Finance Committee; it also has included deans and vice-presidents. She emphasized that, in her opinion, the numbers are only the first look, but you cannot make good solid decisions based on the numbers alone; one must couple them with sound judgment. We have gathered some good information, maybe not as good as we had hoped. That is why the data has been made publicly available. If it is not good, we need that feedback. Finally, she emphasized that the program-mapping exercise had produced good data to be used as part of the university’s on-going assessment.

The president referred to two letters that he had received, one from chairs and directors of the College of Letters, Arts and Social Sciences, and a second was chair of Philosophy. He characterized both as very thoughtful and important letters. They raised important concerns which he suspected are similar to the concerns of everyone present today. In the case of Philosophy, which works closely with the Philosophy program at WSU, the current metrics gives credit for seven faculty but, in actuality, their students work with sixteen when WSU’s program is taken into account. It is that kind of concerns that the president shares. He wished to underscore the fact that the provost and others working on this project do not feel that the metrics are the only source of data and the reliance on other, qualitative data, has not been sufficiently appreciated. The numbers were not the basis of the decisions being made but only one source of input.

Professor Don Crowley, chair of the Department of Political Science, accepted the task of attempting to summarize the concerns which had led to the calling of this meeting. He agreed with the provost and president that it was difficult to come up with a set of metrics that could appropriately measure all the programs in so complex an institution. However the “tools are us” model of the present exercise was too flawed to be of use. The time and effort devoted to gathering the data had been largely wasted effort. The metrics of this exercise tried to force us into a single perspective and perception of what constituted quality. For instance the first “quality metric” attempted to measure faculty publications but in a way where a book was the same as an article which was the same as a poem, etc. This is not a measure of quality but rather one of quantity. He was also baffled by “data point 2” which seemed to suggest that the high school gpas of students in a program and their ACT/SAT scores was a measure of the quality of a program. Should not the quality of a program be measured by the effect that program has on the students who are in it? He also had concerns that the log scale used to assign point scores for these metrics on the basis of slight differences in the underlying data resulted in meaningless distinctions, e.g., a difference in average teaching evaluations of 3.59 and 3.62 meant that the one program was in the “yellow” category and the second was in the “green.” Indeed, he had calculated that because of the log scale used, if a program had been at the 55th percentile in all areas, it would have ended up in the “red” zone. He concluded by saying that there was nothing in the exercise that measured or rewarded good teaching.


In the ensuing discussion a number other concerns were raised:

· The proposed consolidation of a number of departments in CLASS does not seem to have involved appropriate discussion with the stakeholders.

· Assigning numbers or categories (i.e., “red,” “yellow,’ “green”) to programs is not ‘just a point for discussion’ as it labels those programs as ‘safe’ or ‘in danger’ and the labels themselves become barriers to further discussion or change.

· The labeling in itself imposes a negative mark that would follow and haunt a program.  

· Undermining the liberal arts at the university, as these metrics might be seen to do, undermines the best source of graduate students in law and other professional programs.

· The number of graduates getting degrees from a particular program needs to be benchmarked against external, national norms for that discipline, not other disciplines at the University of Idaho.

· The deadlines imposed on this process were too short to produce the quality conversation needed for good results.

· The process made too little use of experts within the university: there are several faculty who teach research methods courses or statistics or staff members who have graduate degrees in institutional research.

· One should have a small set of precisely worded questions that can be readily answered. And then those questions have to be beta-tested so as to refine them and uncover hidden flaws.

The president asked what is the standard we should use to measure ourselves? Should it be a national one? How do we move to the frontline of the academic enterprise? Ideas are not generated by numbers. The present process was designed to position ourselves appropriately in our current financial situation: it was not designed to be a budget-cutting process. The deadlines of the process were imposed by the Board of Regents’ schedule for reviewing any decisions to consolidate or close programs. He said that if we decided not to do anything different, he would be disappointed.

William McLaughlin, Professor of Human Environmental Sciences and Conservation Planning, who had been instrumental in the organization of the current process, pointed out that the process had, in essence, begun with the University Vision and Resource Task Force. The team putting it together had looked at other schools who were attempting the same kind of self-assessment for models of assessment metrics that we could use to measure ourselves. The group had thought there were pre-existing data bases, e.g., the curricula vitae maintained in the Faculty Secretary’s Office that could be readily used to supply, inter alia, publication data. Through no fault of the office, there was widespread non-compliance with the requirement that an updated vita be kept there. Thus, there was the necessity of making a special collection of that data in this process. With reference to “data point 2” he said it was the feeling of the team that the degree of attractiveness of a program to high quality students was a measure of the quality of the program itself. The group working on the collection of these metrics had worked hard to see that inaccuracies were corrected. The collection of this data had produced important discussions. As to where we go from here, that is up to the faculty.

It was moved and seconded (Steinhorst, Crowley) that as a sense of this meeting the president be advised to strike all the quantitative data collected from this exercise from the process of this spring’s decision-making. (Data from program-mapping and the qualitative essays were specifically excluded from the effect of the motion.)

The president asked if a quorum was still present. A count of those still in attendance on the Moscow campus was only 108 but a survey of those faculty from other parts of the state who were present in the meeting by telephone established a sufficient number for a continued quorum.

After further discussion in which some of the previous points were reiterated, it was also noted that whatever the vote the information gathered won’t disappear and that we needed to use the non-numerical data as a base for decisions on how to move forward and, finally, that the university’s most pressing problem was the erasing of the existing “trust deficit.” The president reiterated his belief in shared governance and pointed out that the idea of having these metrics came from the University Vision and Resource Task Force but that results may well have been over interpreted prematurely. He said any money reallocated in this process would stay in the units where it had come from and; he also said that we needed the courage to make these kinds of decisions. He stated that he was pleased about how this process had generated a discussion of this nature and he would have been disappointed had it not. He also made note of the fact that he had heard “loud and clear” the concerns expressed in this meeting.

The question having been called, the advisory motion was approved on a voice vote (and confirmed by a show of hands), the ratio of affirmative to negative votes being approximately 80% to 20% with a couple of abstentions.

Adjournment: It was moved and seconded (Gunter, Edwards) to adjourn. The motion carried unanimously. The meeting was adjourned at 5:45 p.m.
Respectfully submitted,

Douglas Q. Adams

Faculty Secretary
