UT Versus A&¢M

Forget everything you've heard

hese are critical times
for higher education in Texas. The ambitions of the state’s
two giant public universities have never been grander, the
ability of the state to pay for them never more constrained.
But the stakes are also high. In the post-oil era the Univer-
sity of Texas and Texas A&M will serve as the state’s most
vital assets. They can spark the state’s economy and fire its
minds. At their best, state universities are a beacon of
excellence and enlightened thought. At their worst, they
provide an endorsement of ignorance and mediocrity. UT
and A&M will do as much to shape Texas' future as
Spindletop did to shape its past.

With that in mind, we consider the question: Which is
better—UT or A&M? For the first century of their exis-
tence, the schools’ qualities were regularly compared only
on the gridiron. Mow we place the UT-A&M rivalry where
it belongs: in the classroom. Here is the most momentous
clash of the two universities ever, a batile for egghead
bragging rights. You can almost hear the chants of the
crowd: “Go, Engineering! Gig ‘em, Aggies!” And from
the other side of the field: “Hold those admissions stan-
dards! Hook ‘e, Horns!™

Our overarching measure for this comparison is the qual-
ity of undergraduate education. We have broken the contest
into five crucial parts: admissions, curriculum, faculty,
teaching, and campus atmosphere. Does the university
shape malleable youths into literate, productive citizens?
Does it prepare them for life? Or does it merely prepare
them for a vocation, which may suddenly disappear, just as
thousands of jobs in the oil industry have melted away? The
ultimate question is this: after four years at the University
of Texas or Texas A&M, what does a student know and
how well does he think?

Both universities, of course, do many things besides
educating undergraduates. They have extensive graduate
programs and engage in research and scholarship. Much of
that work is important. But it is hard to imagine that any-
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about football, school spirit,

Aggie jokes, and bellowing Bevo.

Beneath the bravado, which

school is really better?

thing will affect Texas more than the 170,000 graduates UT
and A&M will unleash between now and the year 2000,
Those graduates are the future leading citizens of our state.
If they can't figure things out, we'll all be in trouble.

I. Admissions
The Fence That’s Too Low

High admissions standards do two things. First, they
control enrollment by screening out students who don’t
belong in a quality university, allowing teaching at a
higher level. Second, high standards yield a group of un-
dergraduates diverse enough and smart enough to create

a stimulating environment in and out of the classroom.

here’s good news and bad news about admissions at

UT and A&M. The problem is that the sunshine is

not as bright as they'd have us believe, and the gloom
is worse than it looks.

The cause for optimism is that both schools have begun
recruiting smart kids the way they recruit football players,
offering cash for brains (albeit not nearly as much as for
brawn). In recent years both UT and A&M have regularly
ranked among the top five universities in the country in at-
tracting National Merit scholars, ahead of such blue bloods
as Yale, Princeton, and Stanford, That's good. Both schools
have done much crowing about their rank, suggesting that
they lure as many smart kids as the nation’s most pres-
tigious institutions. In fact, that claim is a sham.

A fixed percentage of high schoolers taking the multiple-
choice National Merit exam automatically become eligible
for scholarships in cach state. That means that not all Merit
scholars are created equal. Because Texans' average scores
are lower than those in twenty other states, the qualifying




mark is lower in Texas than on the East and West coasts,
from which the Yales and Stanfords draw most of their stu-
dents. Texas' Merit scholars, on average, did not perform
as well as those in, say, Connecticut.

More important, most Merit scholarships aren’t awarded
purely on merit. Here's the trick: One out of three Merit
scholars attains that status because he had the highest
grades and test scores among the 13,500 finalists. The other
two become Merit scholars simply because they accept a
grant from a corporation or a university. Unlike most top
universities, UT and A&M offer such grants to any finalist
who will enroll. Any finalist who accepts one of them in-
stantly becomes a Merit scholar. That is how UT and A&M
can boast of large numbers of Merit scholars. In the fall
1985 freshman class, 221 of UT's 271 Merit scholars at-
tained that status through such grants from the university,
and 123 of A&M's 167. Such institutions as Yale and
Princeton, which don't offer academic scholarships to Merit
finalists, actually have more students who earned high
scores on the qualifying exam. Those students just aren't
called Merit scholars.

S0 much for the good news. The general admission stan-
dards at UT and A&M are so loose that they amount essen-
tially to open admissions. UT admits any Texas high school
graduate who ranked in the top quarter of his class, no
matter how low his Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores
or how poor the quality of his high school education.
Any other state resident with verbal and math SAT scores
totaling above 1100 can also get in (400 is zero; 1600
is perfect). A&M is a bit tougher. It ignores SAT scores
only for applicants who rank in the top 10 per cent of their
class; those who have lower class rank must meet SAT
minimums beginning at 800. Such barriers to admission
are so low that only one of three Texas applicants cannot
clear them.

For the ones who can't make it, there are holes in the
fence. Anyone failing to meet the regular admissions stan-
dards may enter UT or A&M as a provisional student in the
summer and gain regular admission by earning a C average
in a handful of basic courses. The provisional programs,
like the lax admissions standards, are a testament to the
mistaken populist notion that Texas is best served by keep-
ing its top public universities open even to the academically
incompetent. Some also argue that abolition of provisional
programs would cripple the universities’ efforts to recruit
minorities. Not so. The overwhelming majority of pro-
visional students are not black or Hispanic but white. At
UT 83 per cent of the 929 provisional admittees last sum-
mer were white. “It's the way rich white kids who don't
quite cut it get into the university,” says UT liberal arts
dean Robert King.

Then there are the athletes. At UT and A&M, jocks on
scholarship are mpt from all admissions requirements
except the minimal ones imposed by the National Colle-
giate Athletic Association. Though the practice is common
among athletic powers, it is a disgrace; admissions stan-
dards serve the student as well as the institution by keeping
out those who have little hope of making it academically.
No wonder so few jocks ever graduate,

These policies admit far too many —let's be frank—dumb
kids. In 1985 UT admitted 195 students with SAT verbal
scores below 300 (you get 200 for signing your name; an
800 is perfect). Omne in six UT freshmen—1266 total—
scored below 400. And most of those low scorers were
admitted not through the provisional program but under
the regular fall admissions policies. A&M has a smaller
percentage of students at the top end but also a smaller
percentage at the bottom. Altogether, there is only an
B-point difference in the average SAT scores of the two
schools’ 1985 freshmen.

Both UT and A&M have a disturbingly uniform student
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body; more than four out of five students are Texans, and
almost all of them are white. The lack of diversity results
from an admissions process that is strictly by the numbers:
standardized-test scores and rank in class. Neither school
conducts interviews, requests a writing sample, or wants
teacher recommendations. Extracurricular activities and
personal qualities are not considered. UT has even elimi-
nated the admissions application form. Everything is done
by computer; push a button and —zap! — the machine makes
the admissions decision. “It's wonderful,” says UT admis-
sions director Shirley Binder. “The computer even signs
my signature on the acceptance letter.”

UT: F

A&M: F

I1. Curriculum

At the Mercy of the Catalogs

A university’s curriculum gives structure to its educa-
tional program. The curriculum establishes what courses
—if any—all students must take, what they can avoid,
and when they must commit themselves to a major. A
good curmiculum encourages students to explore many
fields, forces them to develop basic skills such as writing
and reasoning, and exposes them to the liberal arts and
sciences, even if they're majoring in business. It leads
students to knowledge that the university considers essen-
tial, rather than assuming that they have the motivation
and skill to seek it out.

ormer Berkeley chancellor Clark Kerr once described
Fa university as a series of departments connected by

a central heating system. Substitute the word “col-
leges” for “departments,” and you have an accurate descrip-
tion of UT. So balkanized is the place that no comprehen-
sive undergraduate catalog exists. Instead, each of the
eleven undergraduate colleges —such as business, engineer-
ing, and liberal arts—has its own.

UT's decentralization into fiefdoms ruled by powerful
deans is the heart of the undergraduate program 's troubles.
The problem starts before classes do, since UT requires
incoming freshmen to declare a major. Few eighteen-
year-olds have any idea what they want to do with their
lives, and most of those who do have made up their minds
too soon. Students have some time to change their major,
but in many UT colleges not much. Most of the profes-
sional schools dictate a complete undergraduate curricu-
lum. The students who do not hop on the train immediate-
ly cannot hope to graduate on time. Those who do hop on
have little exposure to the humanities and few electives.
The result is a program that narrows the student’s focus
instead of broadening it.

UT'’s core curriculum, proposed in 1980, was supposed
to ensure grounding in the basics, but even its modest re-
quirements have been diluted. The political clout of the
colleges made university-wide requirements impossible;
UT'’s president had to negotiate with each dean individual-
ly. Even after reaching agreements, the administration
could not put the new requirements into effect. That had to
await the publication of the colleges’ new catalogs. Because
most catalogs go to press only every two years and because
UT students are governed by the catalog that is current
when they enroll, the class of 1987 will be the first to have
followed the core curriculum. It is a large tail indeed that
wags the Longhorn.

Aghast at discovering that a student could graduate “with-
out ever facing a significant writing assignment,” the core
committee had made writing the [ CONTINUED ON PAGE 203 ]
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[ CONTINUED FROM PAGE 134 ] centerpiece
of the new program. Three writing-
intensive English courses were required:
a freshman composition course, a sopho-
more literature course, and an upper-level
writing course. The upper-level course
was suspended before it could have any
effect. Under UT's lax credit-by-exam
policy, many students also duck freshman
English. Two out of five students pass out
of the freshman writing course by taking
a two-hour multiple-choice exam. UT not
only gives students credit hours for the
test but also offers them a grade. Score
610 on your English Composition Test—
a solid but unspectacular mark—and your
transcript will show an A in English 306,
as though you had aced a semester-long
course. Those who score well on an ad-
vanced placement exam may skip sopho-
more literature too and graduate from UT
without taking a single English course.

Students in other departments do little
writing because of the university’s size.
Classes are so large that faculty are un-
willing to grade papers or essay exams;
they give multiple-choice tests instead.
Some classes are so overcrowded that smu-
dents sit in the aisles of lecture halls.

Liberal arts dean King regularly circu-
lates his Unrequired Reading List of mas-
terworks — Homer's Odvssey, Melville's
Moby Dick, Plato's Republic, Milton’s
Paradise Lost —that UT allows its students
to ignore. English department chairman
William Sutherland has so little faith in
UT’s undergraduate program that he sent
his own children to small liberal arts
schools. “College graduates ought to
know who William Faulkner is,” says
Sutherland. “They ought to know some-
thing about Freud, for God's sake. They
ought to understand the major intellectual
movements of their time.” Do UT grad-
uates? Sutherland pauses and shakes his
head. “I don't think so. The idea is to get
an education for living. A lot of students
are getting an education for a living.”

A&M has similar problems— powerful
professional schools, inadequate emphasis
on the basics, the straitjacketing require-
ment to declare a major on arrival —with
ane critical difference. A&M still has a
chance to make amends.

The Aggies are five years behind UT
in developing a core curriculum; a fac-
ulty curriculum report emerged last No-
vember. The group’s proposal is prom-
ising; if it is adopted, A&M will have
more-extensive humanities requirements
than UT does. Once the curriculum is
in place, A&M would be hard-pressed
to botch things as badly. Approval re-
mains uncertain; the professional schools
have already mounted their attack. But
the Aggie military tradition gives A&M’s
president more authority, and top Aggie




Frank Vandiver, a historian, is foursquare
behind the idea. “The university must
see that education isn't lost in vocational-
ism,” says Vandiver. If A&M passes the
plan, the requirements will go into effect
promptly, since A&M publishes a single
undergraduate catalog every year.

A&M has stiffer requirements than UT
for quizzing out of courses. A 590 on the
English Composition Test, enough to
make a B in freshman writing at UT,
merely makes Aggies eligible for a depart-
mental screening exam. It takes a 600 to
place out of freshman English, and A&M
never awards a course grade to those who
earn credit hours by exam.

UT: C-

A&M: Incomplete

The quality of the faculty determines an
institution’s national reputation. In this
world it is not teaching but scholar-
ship and research—pure brainpower—
thar counts. Internally, the faculry is viral
because it traditionally dominates a uni-
versiry. More than any other group, pro-
fessors set academic standards.

aculty is the reason that UT is con-
sidered among the nation's top
dozen public universities and A&M
is not. Here UT wins hands down. A na-
tional poll of academics ranked eight UT
departments among the ten best in their

field; no A&M department made the top
ten. Only one UT department —economics
—ranked below its A&M counterpart.

UT's faculty, however, is stronger in
specialized fields than id the basics. UT’s
top-ten departments were botany, linguis-
tics, classics, zoology, Spanish, German,
civil engineering, and computer sciences.
Its English, math, history, economics,
government, and physics departments
didn't even rank in the top twenty.

UT has sought to build its faculty in
consummately Texan fashion: by buying
superstars. The university now has 143
endowed faculty chairs, the income from
which augments professors’ salaries.
Though UT's chairmania has yielded
results—including the importation of two
Nobel laureates in physics—it has also
produced problems. The best professors
are usually happy where they are, and UT
is not the only institution dangling such
carrots. As a result, filling the chairs has
been unexpectedly difficult; 79 are still
vacant. A star system also creates dissen-
sion among those who do not receive such
treatment; a large disparity in salaries,
which are public record, inevitably hurts
morale.

While expanding the sciences, busi-
ness, and engineering, UT has neglected
the liberal arts, the foundation of any
great university. For lack of space, pro-
fessors in the Spanish and Portuguese de-
partments double up in offices. In the
German department, full professors are

in one building, and everyone else is
in a second. Many liberal ants faculty
members, short of secretarial help, must
type their own correspondence.

A&M started the race impossibly be-
hind, but the transformation of its fac-
ulty in the past decade is extraordi-
nary. For most of its history A&M was
an inbred, teaching institution. It em-
ployed more of its own graduates than
any university in the country—a good
university rarely hires its own—and few
professors conducted research. Relative-
ly large numbers of faculty had no
Ph.D.’s. The liberal arts college was
a service program; it taught rudimen-
tary English, history, and government
courses to engineers but had few majors
of its own. In the military-school atmo-
sphere, free speech and diversity were
not prized.

Today, under Dean Daniel Fallon, hired
from the University of Colorado, liberal
arts is the fastest-growing college at
A&M. The university now gets assistant
professors from top national institutions.
An experiment in democracy was begun
three years ago when Vandiver estab-
lished a faculty senate, a fixture at most
universities for decades. An untenured
history professor tested the boundaries of
A&M'’s newfound tolerance by telling the
student paper he didn't believe in God or
marriage; the alumni howled, but he re-
ceived tenure anyway. A&M is still full of
professors who don't belong at a good




university; it will take another decade to
change that. But faculty members no
longer get tenure or more than token
pay raises without conducting research.
Even assistant professors have started to
complain, as they do at all good uni-
versities, about the pressure to publish
or perish,

Another good sign: A&M isn't run
just by Aggies anymore. Vandiver and
provost Gordon Eaton were outsiders. So
was engineering dean Herbert Richard-
son, lured from an associate deanship at
MIT with a pledge of seventy new faculty
positions. Richardson is reshaping the na-
tion's largest engineering school; he is
cutting the unmanageably large number of
undergraduates from 10,000 to 8000 and
doubling the number of graduate students
from 1000 to 2000.

A&M has a sprinkling of superstars, in-
cluding three Nobel prize winners who
spend at least part of their time in College
Station (all three did their prizewinning
work elsewhere). Chemistry professor F.
Albert Cotton is considered a serious can-
didate to give A&M a Nobel of its own.
But overall, A&M has far fewer faculty
members with national reputations. Rec-
ognizing that deficiency but lacking UT’s
largesse, A&M has chosen a shrewd
course: instead of chasing stars, the uni-
versity is trying to groom its own young
talent.

UT: B+

A&M: C

The Unwanted Burden

There is a delicate balance between
teaching and scholarship. In theory, the
fine scholar is the best instructor; a pro-
Sfessor current in his field and excited
aboui his own research has more 1o offer
undergraduates than one who dusts off
ourdated notes before every lecture. In
practice, things often do not work that
way. Top scholars frequently regard un-
dergraduate instruction as a chore, and
students learn almost nothing from a pro-
fessor too busy with his own research
to reach.

he University of Texas has a split
I personality. At the undergraduate
level it is a nonselective state uni-
versity. At the graduate level it is an elitist
university. One side of the soul must win
out, and at UT there is no doubt about the
outcome. Scholarship and graduate pro-
grams, the paths to national acclaim, have
become UT's obsession. Undergraduate
instruction has become a stepchild.

This is the flip side of UT's march to
glory. UT’s faculty members are far su-
perior to those of A&M, but its under-
graduates are less likely to see them,
According to College Coordinating Board
data, UT devotes an average of 1 full-
time faculty member to the instruction of
every 28 full-time undergraduates; A&M
devotes 1 to every 21. Graduate students
and faculty members below the assistant

professor level teach most sections in
many freshman courses at both univer-
sities. Those with at least assistant pro-
fessor rank taught 20 of 115 sections of
introductory English at A&M last fall; at
UT, they taught 15 of 84, There is one ad-
vantage to UT's high-powered graduate
programs: the graduate students who
teach undergraduates are better than
A&M's,

Incentives at both institutions favor
graduate programs. In some disciplines,
teaching a Ph.D. student earns the univer-
sities nine times as much state funding as
teaching the same subject to an under-
graduate. Under state rules, every faculty
member must meet a work quota accord-
ing to a formula that assigns a value to
most of the different things professors do.
At UT, teaching two graduate courses
counts as much as teaching three under-
graduate courses.

UT's antipathy for teaching undergrad-
uates seems likely to grow. Star faculty
members often regard teaching—espe-
cially undergraduate teaching—as a dis-
traction. In 1984 physics Nobel laure-
ate Steven Weinberg declared that UT
“cannot compete for the brightest young
researchers, at least in the sciences,
if as a general rule we are going to ask
them to teach more than one course per
term.”

A&M also has problems, but a pleasant
vestige of its tradition as a teaching insti-
tution is an emphasis on undergraduate




instruction. Undergraduates are obviously
the focus of the place. The faculty and ad-
ministrators at A&M talk more about
them and seem to think more about them.
Assistant, associate, and full professors
teach six out of ten freshmen and sopho-
more credit hours at A&M; they teach
five out of ten at UT. This, however, may
change. To give professors time to con-
duct research, the A&M administration is
lightening their course loads. That means
larger classes. A&M also wants to boost
its graduate student enrollment substan-
tially, from 18.5 per cent to about 25 per
cent. In the long run, A&M will become
more and more like UT. The trick will be
striking that magic balance between schol-
arship and instruction.
uT: C
A&M: C+

Y. ATMOSPHERE

Forever Young

A university should possess a sense of
coherence. For its students there should
be a unifying force besides the football
team, an element of common experience.
Students should feel a sense of participa-
tion within a single place.

geies and Longhorns are discern-

ibly different— partly because that’s

how they start out—and their years
on campus ensure that they remain that
way. UT has a sizable student under-
ground; it is a relatively cosmopolitan,
freewheeling place, where punks coexist
with frat rats. There are ambitious quality
programs in art, dance, music, and film,
as well as an excellent library.

A major problem, however, is that UT
students have a fractured experience. The
campus is a large, anonymous place full
of bureaucratic traps. It is common for
students to have to wait in line for four or
even eight hours to drop or add a single
course. Undergraduates identify with a
college, an extracurricular organization,
or a fraternity as much as with the univer-
sity because there is little at UT that binds
them together. One in seven undergradu-
ates is part-time; this limits participation
in university life. Only one in seven lives
in a dorm, and many live a mile or more
from campus.

At A&M only 7 per cent of the under-
graduates are part-time; a third live in
dorms. The students are uniformly con-
servative; in 1984 the student precinct
voted 91 per cent for Ronald Reagan (at
UT it was 63 per cent). A&M has fewer
students from private schools but fewer
students on financial aid.

A&M students lack the veneer of so-
phistication and affluence that is evident at
UT. They seem more pleasant and friend-
ly; they are more likely to hold a door
open for whoever follows, quicker to ask
a lost visitor if he needs help. The cam-
pus, otherwise one of the ugliest in Amer-
ica, is free of litter and graffiti. Students



he] | PN W e T E—— O

are well groomed. They use the paved
walks. And they respect traditional insti-
tutions; campus turnout for the 1984
presidential election was 74 per cent. Says
provost Gordon Eaton: “They're just kind
of square all the way around—and not at
all ashamed of it.”

That lack of diversity can be stultifying.
A&M is a cultural outpost with neither a
fine arts college nor an art museum of its
own. Though free speech has recently
been instituted at A&M, there is almost
no campus underground, no College Sta-
tion “drag” bustling with hustlers and
freaks. Neither school does well in re-
cruiting minority students and faculty, but
A&M’s record is horrible. Among the
1106 tenured professors, 10 are Hispanics
and 4 are black. At UT, 1 in 8 students is
black or Hispanic; at A&M, 1 in 14. A
modest consolation is that A&M is better
at keeping minority students in school.

In fact, A&M is better than any univer-
sity in the state at keeping its students in
the fold. A&M graduates 65 per cent of its
freshman class in four years. About a
third of UT students finish in four years;
less than 60 per cent ever graduate. And
after they leave, Aggies are extraordinari-
ly loyal. One in three gave money to
A&M in 1985.

Chalk it up to the Apggie mystique,
which is decidedly alive in College Sta-
tion. A&M fosters tremendous student in-
volvement. It begins before freshman
registration, when half the entering class
attends Fish Camp, an optional four-day
program that teaches them how to be Ag-
gies. Perhaps more remarkable, 2500 un-
dergraduates apply each year for 150
unpaid jobs as counselors in the program,
Most stupid Aggie traditions have been
eliminated (the forest-consuming pre-UT-
game bonfire is a notable exception), and
some elegant ones remain: Silver Taps, in
which the entire campus is dimmed in
honor of a student who has died, and the
Big Event, in which more than a thousand
students spend a weekend doing repairs
and cleaning up in the community. Can
you imagine UT students doing that?

UT: B

A&M: B—

o GONCLUSION

ell, we've done it. We've present-

ed our report card on the univer-

sities. Total up the grades, and
UT wins, but with a C to A&M's C—.
The biggest surprise is that it's a close
contest. The lesson here is that UT suffers
from having bungled the tough education-
al decisions. With 48 000 students, it will
be hard put to go back and do it all over.
It is telling that Texas' traditional liberal
arts university is now run by a business
school dean, while the president of the
state's trade school comes from the liberal
arts. Strange as it seems, the Aggies, for
being so far behind for so long, now have
the potential to get it all right. %
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