Personal Notes
On COHE’s Meeting with the BOR Negotiators
By Gary Aguiar

The Board of Regents continues to offer a fundamentally flawed management philosophy for the Governor’s bold new plan to become research institutions.  Research universities require a radically different structure than the Soviet-style centralized bureaucracy that the BOR uses (complete with 5-year plans).  The layered autocracies in South Dakota higher education must be demolished.
As one of my learned colleagues recently told me, “the SD BOR is micromanaging the state’s six institutions of higher education into nothing more than a meaningless drain on the state’s limited financial resources instead of allowing the institutions to be innovative, productive, income-generators for the state.  It would be wise to look at how other similar institutions are doing in reference to research, teaching load, and management style.”

An informal survey of these kinds of institutions shows our policies are out-of-kilter with the mainstream. If we hope to become true research institutions, we must move in their direction.

At Indiana University, the University of Iowa, and other Big Ten schools, departments are headed by elected chairs who serve a specific term.  Faculty insist --- and foster --- deliberative, collegial decision making to reach a consensus at the departmental or college level.  Big Ten schools are primarily land-grant institutions in the Midwest; their Departments are the primary policy makers on curriculum and hold substantial authority over personnel decisions.
At the University of Hawaii, a land-grant institution that operates in a collective bargaining context, department chairs are also elected for a specific term.  Here again departments hold near absolute control over decisions relating to curriculum and are the primary voice in faculty hiring, promotion, retention, and tenure.

Similar structures are in place at the public universities in Florida, which also operate in a collective bargaining environment.  In each of these cases, performance evaluations are conducted by peers, not a single administrator.
Virtually all of these institutions feature cost-of-living allowances that meet or exceed inflation.  In South Dakota, a faculty member must exceed expectations to qualify for a pay raise that approaches the inflationary rate.  In essence, faculty who meet expectations (i.e., are doing their job) lose purchasing power over time.
In comparing workload allocations, we can look to the Big Sky Conference, which is SDSU’s preferred athletic affiliation.  The Division I initiative was explicitly sold to SDSU faculty as a means of comparison for academic operations.  Indeed, SDSU President Peggy Miller said we were already a Division I school in terms of academics before taking the leap.

However, only one other university in the Big Sky conference has a normal teaching load of 4/4.  Most of these schools have teaching loads of 3/3 or lower; the modal category is a 2/2 teaching load.  These peer institutions operate in Western states with similar cultures and resources; yet, they have recognized the value of higher research expectations throughout their history.
At our contract implementation meeting before Thanksgiving, the BOR staff argued that steering a new change requires incremental change.  They want to build successes in a few “marketable” disciplines. It is true that the American public policy process is geared towards incremental changes.  However, recent public policy literature suggests that entrepreneurialism --- by definition --- requires risk-taking endeavors, which precludes incrementalism as a solution.

In short, the BOR structure is like a large ship; it is inflexible and slow to change. I argue that gradual --- indeed, glacial --- change is unwise when undertaking bold initiatives. These top-down, command-and-control systems are antiquated 19th century bureaucratic structures.

We seek a new management philosophy that empowers the constituent units in our universities.   We need more democracy and less autocracy.  Collegial, deliberative, local decisions are far more responsive and innovative than the centralized, one-size-fits-all solutions the Board offers.  We should emulate the business model here, where successful corporations empower their employees to make decisions.  They trust their workforce with responsibility, not just accountability.  If we are to be held accountable, we demand the authority to control our work processes!
The BOR is disconnected from the universities.  By definition and practice, the upper echelons of a bureaucratic structure receive incomplete --- and sometimes false --- information. The BOR is unaware that our faculty are chomping at the bit to begin research programs.  Since they are not leading, we politely request the BOR to get out of the way!
Our constituent units have the expertise and experience to innovate and implant change more quickly.  These smaller units (i.e., departments and colleges) are more nimble and responsive than a centralized board.  We can discover and create new opportunities without guidance from above.  Let us propose the plans and allocate our resources more effectively.  If the Board does not agree, they can always veto our proposals.
The BOR continues to believe that COHE is nothing but a bunch of rabble-rousers, malcontents, and ne’er-do-wells.  They couldn’t be further from the truth, COHE members are the academic leaders on our campuses!  Examine the membership of any university committee on each campus; dues-paying COHE members are represented on these faculty units in much higher proportion than our numbers on those campuses warrant.
Faculty are eager to offer our leadership, experience, and expertise in our disciplinary areas. We know what is best for our programs much better than some Pierre bureaucrat!
