

December 2008

PolicyPerspective
TEXAS PUBLIC POLICY FOUNDATION

Center for Higher Education

PP10-2011

Executive Summary
We live in the richest and most powerful coun-
try in the world. We owe a great debt to the 
scientists and entrepreneurs who provided the 
scientifi c breakthroughs that won World War 
II and the Cold War. An equal debt is owed 
to those who created new technologies that 
helped build the modern U.S. economy.

Given the modern miracles that science and 
entrepreneurs have provided, who wouldn’t 
be in favor of more funding for research on 
our university campus? Everyone knows that 
it is scientifi c, academic research that fuels the 
modern economy. Except that it doesn’t. 

In fact, 87 percent of the research and develop-
ment work in the United States is done by pri-
vate companies and independent laboratories, 
not by universities. Even in the area of basic 
research, higher education’s share of research 
funding declined from 1980 to 2000.1 

Th e returns for investing in scientifi c research 
at academic institutions are poor and Texas 
campuses are no diff erent. An estimated $9 
billion has been spent on scientifi c research on 
Texas campuses in the last 10 years. At 9 out of 
12 campuses, the income from patents does not 
even cover the costs of running the technology 
transfer offi  ces. Overall, taxpayers are earning 
less than two-tenths of 1 percent rate of return.

Additionally, a large part of academic research 
costs are “off  the books” and not included in 
these numbers. When tenured faculty refer to 
“academic research”, they generally are refer-
ring not to work done in scientifi c laboratories, 

but esoteric scholarly articles written for ob-
scure academic journals. Over two million of 
these articles are published each year, diverting 
tens of billions of taxpayer dollars that could be 
spent educating students.

Ohio University economist Dr. Richard Ved-
der has conducted studies showing that states 
that over-invest in higher education have a 
lower growth rate than states that do not.2 Per-
haps this is one reason why California, with its 
highly acclaimed higher education system—
and equally high tax rates to support it—has 
been losing economic ground to Texas year 
aft er year. At best, there is no evidence of a cor-
relation between state higher education spend-
ing and economic growth.

Th e key to preparing the next generation of 
Texans for more productive and meaningful 
lives is not to pour billions of additional dollars 
into higher education research, but to return 
our colleges and universities to their original 
mission—teaching students.

Th is shift  in emphasis could not come at a 
more critical time, for there is mounting evi-
dence that students are learning less and less.  
Th e most prestigious universities selectively 
admit smart students, so they produce smart 
graduates, but too oft en add little value in be-
tween.

Th is isn’t surprising given that over the last 
20 years, the investment in teaching students 
has plummeted. Today, the majority of under-
graduate classes in American colleges and uni-
versities are taught by non-tenure track faculty, 
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Recommendations

• Place a renewed emphasis 

on teaching in colleges 

and universities.

• Require all Texas colleges 

and universities to sign a 

“learning contract” with 

incoming students.

• Separate the teaching and 

research functions to stop 

the massive cross-subsidies 

that fl ow from teaching and 

useful scientifi c research to 

subsidize the more esoteric 

academic research favored 

by the tenured faculty.

• Evaluate and reform the 

current system of Ph.D. 

fellowships, rejecting the 

conventional wisdom about 

academic research and the 

promise of “free money.”
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graduate teaching assistants or part-time adjuncts making as 
little as $1,000 per semester. At the same time, we are investing 
billions of dollars in research of questionable value.

To successfully tackle the problem with higher education in 
Texas, we must develop incentives in our colleges and univer-
sities that encourage investment in teachers, curriculums and 
classrooms rather than the production of endless streams of 
academic research. 

A Short History of Higher Education Research
Beginning in World War II, the federal government invested 
massive amounts of money into research on American cam-
puses. By 1947, government spending for research at colleges 
and universities was three times the combined income of all 
institutions of higher education in 1941.3

Poorly paid professors found the allure of government fund-
ing irresistible. Suddenly scientists armed with government 
money were more powerful than university presidents. Dr. 
Robert Nisbet noted, “Suffi  ce it to say, beginning just aft er 
World War II, the locus of authority in the university was, and 
continues to be, profoundly muddled, fragmented, atomized 
as the case may be.”4

Federal government research funds soon became the driving 
force behind the recruitment, hiring and promotion of faculty. 
Th e money continued to pour into college campuses through-
out the Korean and Cold Wars, and with little concern for 
effi  cient administration of the funds, higher education costs 
began to soar.

During the 1960s “social scientists,” well aware of what federal 
funding had done for academics in the hard sciences, began 
to apply for government grants that would allow them to ap-
ply “scientifi c” methods to the study of human behavior. Soon 
taxpayer money began to fl ow for academic research in a mul-
titude of disciplines.

Ironically, before World War II, the rigid orthodoxy of aca-
demia had not ever favored the pure sciences. In the opening 
chapter of his book, All the Essential Half-Truths about Higher 
Education, George Dennis O’Brien quotes one commentator 
as observing, “experimental science … evolved basically out-
side and in opposition to the traditional universities.”5 Now 
the scientifi c method dominates college campuses. 

Over time, academic researchers gained signifi cant control of 
the modern American university, profoundly changing the 
mission of higher education.

Scientifi c Academic Research

America’s Universities Have a Small and Diminishing Share 
of the R&D Pie

Despite rhetoric to the contrary, colleges and universities fund 
only a small part of scientifi c research and development in the 
United Sates, as demonstrated by National Science Founda-
tion (NSF) data.

Universities and federally funded university research centers 
performed only 16.6 percent ($56.8 billion) of the approxi-
mately $343 billion in research and development in the United 
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States in 2006 and less than a third of all research.6 Th e major-
ity of research funds are spent by private industry and inde-
pendent laboratories.

Although universities continue to perform more than half 
of the nation’s basic research, two-thirds of it is funded by 
federal grant money that could be redirected to other recipi-
ents. Also, private industry has been consistently increasing 
its spending on basic research, growing from $5.4 billion in 
1995 to $14.2 billion in 2000.7 Most importantly, the basic re-
search performed by universities is almost entirely the prov-
ince of science departments, and therefore it does not justify 
the emphasis on research over teaching that is also common 
in the liberal arts, business schools, law schools, and other 
disciplines. Some of the resources, including faculty time, al-
located to non-scientifi c research that does not produce mea-
surable returns could be used for teaching more students or 
lowering tuition, either of which would make higher educa-
tion institutions more productive.

Richard Vedder notes, “In sum, universities are not the domi-
nant institutional means of carrying out research, even basic 
research, in the United States.”8

Texans’ Poor Returns on Investments in Scientifi c Academic 
Research 
Th e rate of return on investment (ROI) produced for the 
citizens of Texas from investments in scientifi c academic re-
search on state campuses are dismal. In fact, at nine of the 12 

campuses reporting, the cost of running the technology transfer 
offi  ces exceeded the revenue from patents.9 In other words, the 
overhead associated with fi ling patents exceeded the revenue 
received from those patents. 

At the University of Texas System, in the last 10 years, an es-
timated $3.8 billion has been spent, yet income from this in-
vestment is less than $3.2 million, or an annual rate of return 
of less than one-tenth of 1 percent (.08 percent).10 At the Texas 
A&M System, an estimated $3.8 billion has been spent over 
the last decade to generate income of less than $5.5 million, 
for less than two-tenths of 1 percent rate of return (.14 per-
cent).11

Overall, Texas universities have spent an estimated $9 billion 
on scientifi c research that has generated a mere $8.3 million 
a year in income, a rate of return of less than one-tenth of 1 
percent (.09 percent).12

Had these funds instead been invested conservatively earning 
fi ve percent a year, that would have been enough to provide 
a four-year college degree to more than 100,000 additional 
Texans a year (assuming the $6,900 per year annual costs in a 
for-profi t university). See Figure 3.

Revelations of Waste in Scientifi c Academic Research
Low returns on investments in scientifi c academic research 
are not the only concern. Th ere is also ample evidence of 
waste.
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One observer noted, “Stanford has one of the highest over-
head rates in the business; for every dollar of received funds, 
it tacks on an additional 74 cents for ‘overhead’… [And] esti-
mated that the university may have overcharged taxpayers a 
staggering $480 million for research costs.”13

More evidence surfaced in 2003, when a number of leading 
universities including Northwestern University, Harvard Uni-
versity, Johns Hopkins University and the University of Ala-
bama at Birmingham agreed to settle complaints by the Feder-
al Government that the schools misallocated research money.

As noted in Th e Wall Street Journal “In a recent survey of 3,300 
research scientists, researchers at Minnesota-based Health 
Partners Research Foundation and the University of Min-
nesota found that more than 50 percent of established grant-
receiving scientists used grant money designated for one proj-
ect on a diff erent project; oft en for undisclosed research that 
might lead to future grants.”14 

Th at these problems were discovered by the National Insti-
tutes of Health, a Federal agency not known for its careful 
oversight, suggests that forensic audits by other donors and 
research partners could be even more revealing.

Scholarly Journal Articles—the Real Research 

Goal for Academics 

When most people think of academic research, they think of 
scientists in white coats in state-of-the-art laboratories, but in 

fact, most academic research in the United States consists of 
scholarly research articles written for narrow academic jour-
nals. Th is research, subsidized with taxpayer dollars, costs 
American taxpayers tens of billions of dollars annually, money 
that could have been spent on students and teaching.

Questioning the Value of Scholarly Research for Taxpayers
Many commentators, both inside and outside academia, have 
questioned the value of much of the scholarly research per-
formed today. Here are a few examples:

Harry R. Lewis said: “Professors have become specialized 
in their interests, which are ever more distant from what 
ordinary citizens understand or care about. Academic 
presses now publish books selling fewer than 300 copies. 
‘Th e demands of productivity,’ a humanities editor says, 
‘are leading to the production of much more nonsense.”15 

Lynne Cheney, Chairman of the National Endowment for 
the Humanities: “If we are completely honest about it, we 
must admit that the over-emphasis on research has, in the 
humanities as in other fi elds, meant a lot of useless activ-
ity, a lot of publishing that serves no purpose, beyond ex-
panding the author’s C.V’s. Many publications will mainly 
gather dust on shelves in libraries.”16 

Walter Steward, a National Institute of Health researcher: 
“I have never met a scientist who did not believe that 80 
percent of the scientifi c literature was nonsense.”17 
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Science reporter David Hamilton concluded that “an un-
fortunately large percentage of what passes as the bedrock 
of academic achievement more closely resembles intellec-
tual quicksand.”18 

Dr. Durmond Rennie, as senior editor of the Journal of 
the American Medical Association, said according to his 
experience “Th ere seems to be no study too fragmented, 
no hypothesis too trivial, no literature citation too biased 
or too egotistical, no design too warped, no methodology 
too bungled, no presentation of results too self-serving, no 
argument too circular, no conclusions too trifl ing or too 
unjustifi ed, and no grammar and syntax too off ensive for a 
paper to end up in print.”19 

Not only is the value of academic research questionable, but 
it may be becoming more and more trivial. Martin Anderson, 
a former professor from Columbia, and a current Senior Fel-
low at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, writes 
“As fi elds of intellectual study aged, it became more and more 
diffi  cult to discover new, important ideas,” noted one scholar, 
“It is diffi  cult to improve on Aristotle, Shakespeare, or Adam 
Smith. We do make discoveries and advances in many areas of 
intellectual thought, but rarely of the fundamental nature of 
the one’s we inherit.”20 

The Cost of Academic Journal Articles

Today there are tens of thousands of refereed academic jour-
nals publishing an estimated 2 million articles a year, with 
many more articles submitted but not published. Th is means 
taxpayer money that could be better spent on students goes 
toward paying for over 5,500 academic journal articles a day; 
228 an hour; almost four per minute. At a cost of up to $60,000 
per article, the drain on university resources is staggering.

Th ere are two ways to estimate the cost of scholarly research.  
Th e fi rst is to calculate the time spent by professors on activi-
ties other than teaching: time spent on academic committees, 
time spent training new Ph.D.s to perform scholarly research, 
and time spent on individual academic research.

According to National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
data, full professors at four-year doctoral universities now 
spend only 21 percent of their time teaching undergraduates. 
Tenured and tenure-track faculty represent by far the largest 
cost to a university, yet as a group they spend barely 25 percent 
of their time teaching undergraduates. Th e majority of under-
graduate students, as many as 75 percent by some estimates, 
are taught by part-time adjuncts, graduate students or non-
tenure-track faculty.21 
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Th e average salary of a full professor at an extensive four-year 
doctoral college is $106,182. Add fringe benefi ts, other income 
from the university and outside sources and the total compen-
sation increases to over $160,000 for a nine month year. Add 
one dollar of indirect costs for each dollar of direct costs to 
cover staff , building and miscellaneous expenses, and the av-
erage full professor costs approximately $320,000 per year to 
support.

Th e average full professor at a doctoral institution will spend 
79 percent of his time on activities other than teaching and 
write just under four refereed scholarly research articles a year.  
Th is gives a fully allocated cost per scholarly article of $63,000.

Multiply this cost per refereed article by the 2 million printed 
each year, and academic research costs taxpayers over $125 
billion each year, almost half of the $292 billion spent by col-
leges and universities in 2000.22 

Another way to calculate the cost of academic research is to 
compare the average $22,325 per year cost at a four-year pub-
lic college versus the average $6,900 per year cost at a for-profi t 
college that focuses on teaching rather than scholarly research. 
Th is suggests that 70 percent of the cost of the average college 
degree comes from the costs of academic research and other 
ineffi  ciencies supported by government subsidies.

In short, we could aff ord to provide perhaps twice as many 
students in America with a college education if we just re-

duced the wasteful spending on scholarly academic research, 
and returned the university to its rightful mission of teaching.

Is Investing More Money in Higher Education a 

Good Idea?

It is generally accepted that society should invest more in our 
colleges and universities, but given the massive cross subsi-
dies that fl ow from dollars meant for teaching to academic 
research, is this still true?

Work by Dr. Richard Vedder suggests that providing more 
money to higher education establishments is a bad invest-
ment. “Th e notion that expanding university support is a good 
‘investment’ in the economy is not supported—indeed, the re-
sults would suggest we are already ‘over invested’ in colleges.”23 

Vedder says the results of his study “clearly reject[s] the claim 
that state and local spending on universities promotes eco-
nomic growth, fi nding it far more likely that the reverse is the 
case. Th e claims that more funding materially improves stu-
dent access to college are, at the minimum, hugely exaggerated 
if these results are valid.”24 

“Statistical evidence suggests that, holding other things equal, 
there is a net out-migration from ‘university-intensive’ states 
into ones where less eff ort (measured in various ways) is put 
into higher education.”25 

Figure 5: U.S. Higher Education Expenditures Teaching vs. Academic Research
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Calls for increased funding for higher education are also based 
on the notion that investment in academic research provides 
better teaching for the students. Martin Anderson challenges 
this assumption. “In 1987, Kenneth A. Feldman, a sociologist 
at the State University of New York at Stony Brook, reviewed 
and analyzed 42 separate studies, conducted over twenty 
years, on the relationship between the research productivity 
of professors and their eff ectiveness as teachers. Th e consen-
sus of these 42 studies was stark and simple: Th ere was not a 
clearly discernible relationship between research productivity 
and teaching skill.”26 

Given that nearly half of the money going into higher edu-
cation today is directed toward research, an area dominated 
by tenured professors, tenure-track professors, and Ph.D. pro-
grams, an examination of this system is in order. 

The False Promise of a Ph.D.
Martin Anderson, a scholar at Stanford University’s Hoover 
Institution, explains some of the problems with the Ph.D. pro-
cess in many major universities that produces candidates for 
tenure positions: “What [Ph.D. students] need most is time to 
pursue their advanced course work, time to master their fi eld 
of study, time to learn how to conduct original research, to 
write, and to fi nish a dissertation. Instead, the professors rob 
them of that time, demanding that students free them from 
much of their teaching and research responsibilities.”27 

Th is process is expensive, for the graduate students and tax-
payers. Th e average time to earn a Ph.D. is over eight years.  
State funding formulas provide over 14 times as much funding 
per hour of instruction for graduate classes as for undergradu-
ate classes, but even this may be understating the true cost of a 
Ph.D. for taxpayers, because many Ph.D.s are taught by expen-
sive full professors in classes of fi ve students or less.

What do Graduate Students Learn In the Classroom?
Graduate students will do their coursework in seminars, class-
es that oft en have no more than a handful of students.  

But what actually goes on in a seminar? John Silber, the for-
mer president of Boston University, provides some insight 
from his time as the Dean of the College of Liberal Arts at 
the University of Texas. “Th e teaching load of many professors 

consists solely of one or two small seminars each week,” Silber 
noted, “seminars for which they rarely prepare, at which they 
rarely do more than audit or at most comment briefl y in an 
atmosphere of relaxed cordiality or hostility.”28 

Silber concludes: “You can learn more in two hours’ random 
reading in the library than you can in a semester-long semi-
nar. But if you take fi ve or six seminar courses plus a collo-
quium or two you can get to be a master of something, with a 
degree to prove it.”29 

Working as a Teaching or Research Assistant for Tenured 
Faculty
Martin Anderson describes how graduate students spend the 
bulk of their time: “Graduate student apprentices perform two 
critical tasks that many professors consider menial, boring, or 
repetitive: (1) teaching undergraduates and (2) undertaking 
much of the drudgery of research.”30 Jacques Barzun, quot-
ed by Anderson, criticizes the “university practice of paying 
graduate students a pittance to teach undergraduates.”31

When not working as teaching assistants, graduate students 
usually perform research for the tenured faculty. Economist 
Gary North explains how this benefi ts tenured faculties: “Th e 
brightest graduate students may be asked to do unpaid or 
grant-paid research for senior professors. Th e professors then 
publish the results of this research under their own names, 
thereby advancing their careers. It’s the division of labor at 
work.”32

Former Harvard University President Derek Bok notes the 
need for change, “Presidents and deans of research universi-
ties could act more boldly by urging revisions in their Ph.D. 
programs to include better preparation for teaching.”33 

An Increasingly Longer Apprenticeship
Anderson also cites Th eodore Ziolkowski, who believes that 
“the entire course of study should normally involve no more 
than three or, at most, four years beyond the baccalaureate” 
and adds that “the four-year norm has been affi  rmed by most 
writers who have analyzed the situation.”34 

Yet, the average length of Ph.D. programs is well beyond four 
years. Th e Survey of Earned Doctorates found that the median 
time taken to earn a Ph.D. in 2005 was 8.2 years.35 
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According to Martin Anderson, the cost to Ph.D. candidates 
is high: “Th e gap between what should be and what is exacts 
a fearsome price. When young men and women are forced to 
spend not three or four years, but 10, 12, or even 15 years to 
earn the Ph.D., the entire process becomes corrupting. Th ose 
extra years are critical ones that are ripped out of the produc-
tive life of young scholars. Th e average graduate student is 34 
years old before he or she breaks free of the cocoon of depen-
dency that is the Ph.D. process.”36 

Once fully understanding the process, many graduate students 
quit. “Fewer than half of all students who enter Ph.D. programs 
ever get the degree—more than half drop out along the way.”37 

Yet universities have strong incentives to grow their graduate 
programs.

Gary North explains: “Th e more Ph.D. students a department 
can attract, the faster the growth of that department. Th is is 
the iron law of academia. All other economic laws are sacri-
fi ced for it. Th is fact of academic economic life creates an in-
centive for departments to enroll lots of graduate students. It 
also rewards those departments that persuade M.A. students 
to go into the Ph.D. program.”38 Th e more years each graduate 
student must spend to earn their Ph.D., the greater the enroll-
ment at any given time.

Unfortunately, the reward for those who fi nally earn a Ph.D. 
is oft en less than hoped for. Gary North explains the problem:

“In response to the ever-growing glut of Ph.D.s, the Ameri-
can university system turned out about 30,000 Ph.D. grad-
uates per year, 1969 to about 1975. Since then, it has in-
creased the output. In 1980, it was 33,615. In 1990, it was 
38,371. In 2000, it was 44,808. In 2003, it was 46,024.”39 

“A ‘Ph.D. glut’ has existed ever since the fall of 1969. Th e 
number of entry-level full-time professorial positions has re-
mained stagnant. Few new universities have been construct-
ed. Legislatures have resisted additional funding. Th is has 
led to a reduction of the number of tenure-level positions. 
Universities and community colleges have been able to staff  
their entry-level positions with inexpensive instructors.”40 

William Hayes, author of So You Want to Be a College Profes-
sor? agrees with North. “Th ere were almost no college teach-
ing jobs when they fi nished. Th at was before the glut.”41 Now 
“an English vacancy” draws “133 candidates.” “In many disci-
plines, the placement rate is as low as 25 percent.”42

The Decline of Tenure Track Faculty 
Th e poor return on investment for many Ph.D. recipients—
especially in the case of teaching positions—comes about 
because of a collision of two trends in higher education: the 
strong emphasis on research for tenured professors and the 
marked decline in tenure-track positions. 

Tenured and tenure track faculty have consistently lost market 
share to part-time and non-tenure track teachers on Ameri-
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can campuses, falling steadily from 56.8 percent of the faculty 
in 1975, to 42.4 percent in 1995, to a new low of 35.1 percent 
in 2003. If the trend continues, by 2011 fewer than 28 percent 
of the teachers at American universities will be tenure or ten-
ure track.43 

Adjuncts and graduate students now teach most students be-
cause the tenured faculty spends so little time teaching un-
dergraduates. In fact, the average full professor at a research 
university spends 21 percent of his or her time teaching un-
dergraduates, in all teaching fewer than 4.5 hours per week 
each semester, despite a salary, benefi ts and other university 
income that averages over $150,000 per nine-month year.44 

According to the NCES, 21.7 percent of the faculty at 4-year 
doctoral universities do not teach a single class.45 

Because adjuncts and teaching assistants teach larger classes 
than the average tenured or tenure track professor and oft en do 
much of the teaching in labs and discussion sessions in classes 
normally taught by tenured faculty, some experts estimate that 
over 75 percent of undergraduate contact hours are taught by 
non-tenured faculty at some major research universities.* 

It’s Simply a Matter of Economics
So why are the vast majority of undergraduate students now 
taught by non-tenure track and part-time faculty? It’s simply a 
matter of economics.

Th e average adjunct teacher is paid between $1,000 and $3,000 
per course and receives little to no fringe benefi ts. Some teach-
ing assistants are paid less. Th e average tenured or tenure track 
professor—averaging full professors with lower paid associate 
and assistant professors—is paid $124,690 in compensation 
and benefi ts for a nine-month work year46—whether they 
teach many classes each year, or none.

Th e average number of classes taught by tenured and tenure 
track faculty has declined to just over three classes per year, or 
less than 4.5 hours per week in the classroom. A Texas Perfor-
mance Review found tenured and tenure-track professors at the 
state’s research universities teach 2.5 courses per semester.47 

Courses taught by a tenured or tenure track faculty member 
require $1,787 in direct costs per student per class versus just 
$50 per student in direct teaching costs using an adjunct.† 
In other words, tenured and tenure track faculty are over 30 
times more expensive on a per student basis.
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* College administrators like to quote the “student-teacher ratio” that compares the FTE (full time equivalent) faculty to the total number of students. 

This misleading statistic is used to justify hiring more tenured faculty even though it tells nothing about the average number of students in each class. 

As an example, a university could double its tenured faculty and dramatically cut the student/teacher ratio, but if all these professors were dedicated to 

academic research, the average class size would not change at all.

† This assumes the adjunct teaches an average of 40 students per class and the average tenured and tenure-track teacher an average of 20 students 

per class. This is a reasonable assumption since adjuncts and teaching assistants tend to focus on larger lower division classes while tenured faculty 

members tend to teach much smaller graduate school classes.

Source: American Association of University Professors
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Why Does the Cost of a College 
Education Continue to Rise?

Despite this move towards less expensive teachers, college tu-
ition has continued to increase at a faster pace than infl ation.  
By 2005-06, the average cost of tuition had risen to $5,491 per 
year at four-year state universities and to $21,235 per year at 
private four-year colleges, in both cases almost a 900 percent 
rise over a 30-year period.48 

To make matters worse, tuition covers only a small part of 
overall college costs. By some estimates, tuition provides 
less than 20 percent of the total revenue for major American 
public universities. Th is means that for every dollar spent by 
students and parents directly, taxpayers or donors are paying 
another four dollars in costs.

One of the primary reasons college costs continue to rise is 
because while many tenured faculty are being replaced in the 
classroom, they remain on the payroll of the universities do-
ing research. 

How to Reduce the Cost of a College Education

Th e ineffi  ciency of university governance and time spent on 
academic research make traditional universities far less effi  -
cient than for-profi t universities, which have demonstrated an 
enviable track record of educational success for far less money.

Business and political leaders continue to discuss reforming 
higher education, but are oft en hesitant to introduce the ef-
fi ciencies found at for-profi t universities because of the threat 
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Figure 8: Direct Teaching Costs (Tenure/Tenure Track vs. Adjunct)
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that tenured faculty members might fl ee institutions that pass 
far reaching reforms.

Given that up to 75 percent of lower division undergraduate 
students are already being taught by non-tenured and non-
tenure track faculty, having non-tenured faculty simply teach 
a few more classes would not represent a dramatic change to 
the university’s teaching model. However, reducing the num-
ber of tenured and tenure track professors would have a no-
table impact on the costs of a college education. 

Th e University of Texas is a case in point of how the cost of 
the tenured faculty—and their lack of teaching productivity 
—aff ects costs. Th e average full professor at UT-Austin makes 
$110,000 per nine-month year. Assuming the national aver-
ages for benefi ts and other university income, and adding one 
dollar of indirect costs for every dollar of direct costs to cover 
the cost of support staff , offi  ces and miscellaneous expenses, 
the fully allocated cost for a full professor is $311,000 per 
year.49

In the spring of 2006 at UT-Austin, the average tenured full 
professor taught an average of 87 undergraduates for an aver-
age cost of $2,815 per student per class. By contrast, the aver-

age non-tenured instructor received a salary of $47,000 per 
year and taught 247 students, for an average cost per student 
taught of $381.50

Th e non-tenure track faculty teach the majority of students at 
the University of Texas. Th ey teach much less expensively and 
by many accounts have higher student evaluations. For less 
than 18 percent of the fully allocated teaching costs, the non-
tenure track teaches over half of the student hours.51 And these 
numbers are almost certainly weighted heavily in the tenured 
faculty’s favor because they do not include the thousands of 
hours that teaching assistants spend instructing students face-
to-face in labs and discussion sessions where a tenured faculty 
member is the teacher of record.* 

So what would happen if the tenured faculty went on strike and 
the non-tenured teachers taught all the undergraduate classes? 
Total allocated instruction costs would drop by 65 percent.

While the $5,900 per year cost to educate a student in a public 
four-year college who is taught entirely by non-tenured fac-
ulty is a rough estimate, it compares reasonably to the $6,900 
per year cost of for-profi t universities whose instructors focus 
on teaching.

Figure 10: Annual Cost of Higher Education

$23,063

$6,900

$17,026

$0

$5,000

$10,000

$15,000

$20,000

$25,000

$30,000

Private Public For Profit

C
os

t p
er

 y
ea

r

* It is important to note that all of the estimates above for the University of Texas may be heavily biased in favor of the tenured and tenure track faculty 

because of incomplete and misleading reporting. According to NCES nationwide statistics, there are 300,000 TA’s nationwide compared to approxi-

mately 380,000 tenured and tenure track faculty. Approximately 66 percent of these TA’s nationwide are involved in teaching. At the University of Texas, 

only 465 TA’s were reported in the Fall of 2005 versus 1,899 tenured and tenure track faculty. Apparently, TA’s who teach lab and discussion sections for 

senior faculty are not always reported, thus overstating the actual number of hours taught by senior faculty.  It is possible that senior faculty only teach 

half or less of the hours reported above, the rest actually being taught by teaching assistants. This would mean that 75 percent of undergraduate teach-

ing at the University of Texas is being performed by non-tenured and/or tenure track faculty, and that the costs per student taught per tenured/tenure 

track faculty are twice what is reported above.

Source: Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board
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Figure 11: University of Texas Fully Allocated Cost per Student Taught
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Source for Figures 11-13: Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board
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Figure 13: Annual Cost of a Four-Year College Degree
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Higher education in Texas doesn’t need more money. What 
it needs is to spend the money it has been given on students 
instead of on the research whims of tenured faculty.

As the chart above shows, the Texas Higher Education Co-
ordinating Board goal of 210,000 degrees annually by 2015 
could easily be achieved with today’s levels of spending if our 
higher education dollars were spent to teach students.

One reform that should not be pursued in increasing the 
number of degrees awarded is forcing tenured and tenure 
track teachers to teach more. While this sounds reasonable, it 
has been tried before and failed.

Unfortunately, forcing tenured faculty members to teach may 
do more harm than good. Tenured and tenure track teachers 
are oft en not hired to teach, not trained to teach and many do 
not like to teach. Th ey know that their status in academia de-
pends on publishing in academic journals and will resist any 
attempt to force them back into the classroom. When forced 
to teach, with no consequences for teaching poorly, many will 
take the path of least resistance.

Recommendations
Th e problem with higher education in Texas isn’t a lack of 
money, but rather an incentive system in our universities that 
encourages the production of academic research instead of 
spending money on teachers, curriculums and classrooms. 

Harvard President Derek Bok calls for far reaching reforms: 

“Until Ph.D. programs include a serious preparation for 
teaching and convey a deeper understanding of the com-
plexities of student learning, faculties will not only have 
little inclination to change their ways, they will not even 
perceive much need to do so. Without more prodding and 
encouragement than they are currently receiving, presi-
dents and deans are also unlikely to challenge the status 
quo. In the present environment, then, it would be myopic 
simply to wait in the hope that reform will emerge sponta-
neously from within.”52 

Th e fi rst state that overhauls its higher education system to at-
tract the best teachers, most productive researchers and bright-
est students from around the United States, will gain a real edu-
cational advantage that will be almost impossible to overcome.

(1) Place a renewed emphasis on teaching in colleges and 
universities.
Set aside the majority of new tenure appointments for profes-
sors who have proven that they can teach well as junior faculty 
members by teaching large numbers of students and receiv-
ing superior ratings on student evaluations. Th ough univer-
sity administrators assure us that good teaching is a necessary 
qualifi cation for tenure, all of the evidence suggests that this 
isn’t true. 

Prominently post all teaching evaluations at each school. We 
need to celebrate extraordinary teaching and provide poor 
teachers with an incentive to improve. Prominently display-
ing the teaching eff ectiveness scores from student evaluations 

Figure 14: Degrees Awarded in Texas
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in all buildings on campus is one way to encourage faculty to 
improve their teaching methods.

(2) Require all Texas colleges and universities to sign a 
“learning contract” with incoming students.
Our universities need to be clear about what they promise to 
deliver and sign a “learning contract” with each applicant that 
discloses: (a) the graduation rate, placement rate and starting 
salary for a student with the same SAT score and major; (b) 
the average class size and teaching evaluations for the faculty 
who will be teaching their classes; (c) the skills, tools and les-
sons that the curriculum is designed to transmit, and (d) how 
any educational value added will be measured.

(3) Separate the teaching and research functions to stop the 
massive cross-subsidies that fl ow from teaching and useful 
scientifi c research to subsidize the more esoteric academic 
research favored by the tenured faculty.  
Pay for good teaching—whether by adjuncts, teaching assistants 
or tenure track faculty. Pay on a per student basis to encourage 
teachers to teach as effi  ciently as possible. Reward good teach-
ing by paying bonuses based on student evaluations.

Encourage productive researchers by reducing the overhead 
taken out of outside research grants and establishing indepen-
dently funded and organized research institutes.

Centralize and reduce the funding of all other academic re-
search. Encourage scholars either to raise funds to support 
such research or to conduct it during their own time.

Insist that all academic research either be overseen by those 
funding it and fully reimbursed or done on a faculty member’s 
own time. Each research project should be fully funded and 
overseen by the person or institution funding the research.  At 
the end of each year, and on fi nal completion for each proj-
ect, customer satisfaction reports should be collected and re-
viewed by the board. 

Business leaders should reject the idea that all research and 
development spending is equal and hold universities account-
able for providing empirical proof of the value of each and ev-
ery research project.

(4) Evaluate and reform the current system of Ph.D. fellow-
ships, rejecting the conventional wisdom about academic 
research and the promise of “free money.”

We should recognize that not all graduate programs are equal-
ly valuable and demand that colleges and universities release 
information about the fully loaded cost per Ph.D. student, 
graduation rates and placement rates.

If large numbers of graduate students are going to teach, they 
should be trained to teach well. Th is should include being 
mentored by a teacher who has received high student evalu-
ations.

Graduate teaching assistants should be paid based on the 
number of students they teach and judged based on their stu-
dent teaching evaluations. Th ose who teach well should be 
paid well. Th ose who do not teach well should be dropped 
from graduate programs.

Graduate research assistants should not be required to work 
on research projects unless paid by those funding the research 
projects, and any such work should be disclosed to those pay-
ing the bill.

Graduate school tuition should better refl ect the full cost of a 
graduate education.

Th ose applying to graduate school should receive a “learning 
contract” from the university that discloses in detail the learn-
ing that will take place in class (with appropriate measurement), 
average time to degree, placement rates and salaries on gradua-
tion and teaching and research obligations that will be expected.

Community and business leaders of Texas should partake in 
defi ning a more market based Ph.D. system, one that clearly 
defi nes and measures goals, sets incentives aligned with these 
goals and fully discloses to students what they can expect to 
learn.

Conclusion
Th e evidence indicates that Texas universities and their coun-
terparts throughout the nation are emphasizing research, 
much of which has few tangible benefi ts, over teaching. Th e 
signifi cant resources that is diverted to research that is un-
productive could be used to make higher education more af-
fordable for students. By taking steps such as separating re-
search and teaching budgets and compensating faculty based 
on the results they achieve through research and teaching, 
Texas universities can produce better returns for students and 
taxpayers.
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