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This is the time of the football season when a lot of coaches with losing records begin
to feel the hot breath of angry boosters on their necks. Witness Dan Hawkins, coach of
the University of Colorado Buffaloes, who was given his walking papers in the midst of
his fifth losing season. Or Wade Phillips, the Cowboys’ now ex-coach. Neither will be
the last fired coach between now and December.
But traditionally, high profile college coaches are the only college faculty members who
feel the sting — or reward — of what the corporate world calls “performance-based
outcomes.” The entire department of, say, philosophy at some college may have had a
terrible year — few students enrolled, more professors on sabbaticals and fewer
courses offered — but no one is going to walk into those offices and tell anyone to
clean out their desk.
Nothing so draconian as firing philosophy professors is contemplated in the plan put
forward by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board in its proposal to revamp
college and university funding, but it, too, is rooted in the idea that people and
institutions should rewarded, and conversely, penalized, for certain outcomes.
The board’s proposal would reward those institutions that graduate more students, that
graduate more students in critical degree areas and that graduate more students from
low-income families. It nudges universities to promote productivity, such as by
increasing teaching loads by 10 percent, and closing programs with low enrollment.
There will be a lot of pushback to this plan, primarily because education is one of those
areas that refuses to believe that what it does can be reduced to numbers or value
weighting. The public has a love-hate relationship with colleges: everybody wants their
children to go to college, but we’re leery of what they will be taught by those radical
professors we suspect lurk there. That college has become so expensive almost
guarantees that somebody will be asking just what goes on there.
University and college types would rather they just be left alone to do what they’ve
always done. But “trust us, we know what we’re doing” isn’t going to work any better as
an answer for academia than it has for any class of professionals now subjected to
rankings and “best of” ratings. Whether it’s trying to find the best doctor, the best
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hospital, the best lawyer, or architect, or nursing home, or car, there’s a ranking or
rating somewhere published or online that will try to guide you.
In fact, there is reason to look at the board’s proposals with some openness. It has to
be a good thing to hold colleges accountable for achieving a major state goal,
increasing the number of minority college graduates. And if we want more engineering
graduates, shouldn’t colleges that produce more of such graduates get a reward? It
may be crass for the state to use money as a nudge for certain outcomes from
universities, but it has this advantage: it works.
There is good reason, however, to be skeptical. Universities and community colleges
that are living on short rations now will be strapped even tighter as the budget knife
cuts more deeply into bone. For institutions that will barely have enough money to
educate students by the current formula based on enrollment, performance measures
may be beside the point.
The fact is that colleges do a terrible job of explaining what they add to society.
Engineering departments, law schools and other professional courses have a ready
explanation. But liberal arts departments live in fear of such things as performancebased funding. What can you do with that English degree besides teach? Well, you
can do anything you want with it because it’s about learning how to think, analyze and
compare, just to name a few things. English, or history, or philosophy just happens to
be the subject matter.
The brilliant scholar with just a few students and a light teaching load may seem like a
drain on the system when really he or she is an asset. It’s the challenge of the
academic community to explain why and not just wave off evaluation systems as
irrelevant to their line of work. Everyone has to be accountable. Just ask Wade Phillips.
Nick Jimenez is Editorial Page Editor Emeritus of the Caller-Times.
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