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Getting back to basics: Research vs. teaching
The recent Fourth

World Conference on
Women, held in Chi-

na, was significant in
its affirmation of
women's causes and
in its political and
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geographic placement. But
perhaps the most significant
effect of the conference came
in the ultimate debunkment
of U.S. research.

It turned out that one of the
presentations dealt with the
dating behaviors of Lesbians.
Holy Moly! The presentation
became the focal point of at-

tention. Was such a presenta-
tion acceptable? Were there
any gritty details? Perhaps
most importantly, was the
presentation paid for with
public dollars?

Someofthequestioningwas
sensationalist and prurient,
not worth a second thought.
But much of the questioning
touched serious ethical and
economic concerns regarding
research: Is research good? Is
research affordable? These
questions are significant on
the national level, and they
are important at UNLV. The
purpose of this article is to
explore these questions and
how they might best be an-

swered.
Is research good?

Two current images suggest
that much of contemporary
TesearcVv s wot good. It s to1
pure, and it is too common

These negative perceptions
diminish the value ofresearch.

While much is
given to "pure research," it is
difficult to find examples. Re-
search is not an end in aca-demi- a,

it is a means to a pos-
itionto tenure, to economic
reward, and to promotion.
Young faculty are expected to
crank out research at a mac-
hine-like rate. If that rate is
not obliged, then the faculty
member perishes. The re-
search done to preserve a job
has the taint of desperation.

And it's not just
that new faculty
have to notch their
academic pistols
with research notes;
that research has to
be published. In

many academic journals the
rejection rate is 95 percent.
Imagine the fear that attends
the illness known as "publish
or perish," and then try to see

that activity as "pure," as a
genuine quest for knowledge.
Publication tied to tenure, pro-

motion and merit represents
a goal other than knowledge.

The ulterior motives in-

volved in contemporary re-

search make the activity sus-

pect. Suspicion is augmented
by commonalty. Faculty are
expected to publish in order to

retain their positions. They
are also expected to continue
publishing in order to obtain
merit and promotion. The re-

sult is an insane volume of
published work.

I was recently at an aca-

demic convention where I saw
the embodiment of the publi-
cation expectations found in
higher education. A man was
beinggiven an award andhon-ore- d

for his academic life; he
was placed in front of us as an
ideal. He had published nu-

merous books, and his resume
noted page after page of arti
cles, book reviews, chapters in

L booksarvdessays.andsoforth.
I found myself wondering at

the value of such Herculean
effort. After all, he had writ-
ten more than Plato and Aris-
totle put together how much
thought could he have given
to his work? I found myself
incredulous. I also found my-
self wonderinghow much time
he could have given to his stu-
dents, colleagues, family and
community. Did he ever con-
template the nature ofhisown
life? Did he have a life?

There is a relationship be-
tween the impurity and the
commonalty ofresearch. What

Russian Premier Nikita
Khrushchev once noted about
theproduction oftiresis equal-

ly true about the production of

students and research: "if you
aim for a level of productivity
which deprives a worker of a
chance to do quality work, the

product will be spoiled."
(Khrushchev Remembers,
commentary and notes by

Edward Crankshaw, translat-
ed and edited by Strobe Tal-h- ot

Boston: Little Brown and

Company,
1 9 7 0 p .

123).
I am illus-

trating an at-

titude here,
trying to
evoke com-
mon images.
Impure and
common re-

search are

For

fosters a bunch of

losers.

real and com-

pelling needs for thought, re-

search, and the formulation of
new information. This is not
good.
Can we afford research?

the merit of
research goes beyond ethical
values and has economic over-
tones: Is research affordable?

UNLV represents a strong
public to learn-
ing and teaching, but is, like
most universities and colleges
in America, facing economic
exigencies which cannot be
avoided. The situation can be
understood by looking at the
economic realities of UNLV
and by the conse-
quences of those realities.

Higher education is expen-
sive. At the low end of the
market, the cost of a bache-
lor's degree is
around $75,000 (The Chroni-
cle of Higher Aug.
25, 1993). Add in the costs of
room and board for four or five
years for maybe another
$40,000. Then factor in the
income not being made by stu-
dents, at least $12,000 a year
at the minimum
wage, which adds another
$48,000 to the cost of a four-yea- r

degree. We're up to
$163,000. That's at a state
university working at efficient
levels, a school like UNLV.

A book can cost as much as a
student. To sponsor a book,
you might direct one quarter
of a faculty member's time to-
ward research and writing. If
the faculty member was mak-
ing $40,000 a year, you would
be paying $30,000 for a three-yea- r

project. If the book is
some reward needs

to be given for the extra work
say $1,000 in extra pay, for
the next 20 years another
$20,000 added to the cost of a
book. And then add on the
overtime costs to the authors

to the recent work

load study, UNLV faculty are

now working overtime 24

hours a week in their research
years of that

kind of overtime, computed as

a half-tim-e job worth $20,000

a year, and you add another
$60,000 for a book that takes

three years to produce. We're

up to $ 1 10,000 for the cost of a

book. Beyond that, there are
the costs which are
often covered by authors and
their sponsoring universi- -
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ties univer-
sity presses
and commer-
cial presses
both have
high produc-
tion costs.

Higher ed-

ucation is ex-

pensive. Cur-
rently, the in-

vestment is
being covered by the public in
the form of federal and state
funding. UNLV, like most
state universities, supports its
system of higher education
with a funding formula based
on the number of students
taught by a faculty member.
Faculty are expected to deal
with four classes of around 25
students each.

If a faculty member is given
a class off for research, then
other classes get larger. The
more research time given to
the faculty member, the

to be. Even-
tually the system becomes eco-
nomically impossible.

The public and students
take a look at the situation,
and say, "wait a minute, if the
teachers are using one-four- th

oftheir class load for research,
then the students are only
getting three-fourth- s of their
fair share offaculty time." Stu-
dents are facing larger and
larger classes and gettingless
and less faculty time.

Faculty take a look at the
situation and say, "I'm get-
ting paid for one job, teaching
students, but I'm being evalu-
ated on the basis of a second
job, research. I'm doing two
jobs and getting paid for one."

For an institution devoted
to intelligence, the university
certainly fosters a bunch of
losers. The public, the stu-
dents and the faculty are all
supporting a system that no
longer works. Everyone is pay-
ing for it, and everyone is los-
ing. As the kids say, "makes
you wonder where they went
to high school."

Resolving tensions
The situation demands at-

tention. How do we make re-
search pure and uncommonly
good? How do we afford it?

We can begin by recogniz-
ing that not everyone is an
Aristotle. And yes, those who
can t do it, teach it with re- -

spect and veneration, with love
and affection, and with rigor
and diligence. Teaching, too
is an intellectual behavior and
needs to be granted a rightful
and honorable place in inst-
itutions of higher education
We need to reconsider the

syndrome so
indicative of higher education
in America.

We can start by eliminating
artificial goals. A faculty mem
ber might be reasonably ex-
pected to demonstrate the abil-
ity to publish research and
creative work, but that ability
need not be the primary req-
uisite for promotion, tenure
and merit. '

Further, every research
project need not be rewarded
any more than every teaching
project is rewarded. Research
like teaching, should be re-
warded relative to the success
of the product. When a faculty
member initiates a new course
of learning, produces a text
for the students, offers extra
timetoteachingactivitiesand
enhances the intellectual life
of students, the faculty mem-
ber shouldbe rewarded. When
a research project has been
critically acclaimed, when an
author's work is reprinted,
when an author produces
without funding rewards
should be forthcoming. Less
emphasis on and more parsi-
mony in reward for pubica- - J
tion would ead to ess eter- - 2

nally motivated research. J
The solutions have positive

economic consequences: less
release time and reward for

research leaves more resource
for teaching and service. But
there are also negative conse-
quences. Such solutions will

have profound effects upon the
faculty. Those changes can be
predicted on the basis of a
past and similar event.

Thirty years ago, hundreds
of faculty came to UNLV un-

der a set of bylaws that de-

manded teaching and service
as primary activities. Years
later, the bylaws were changed
and those faculty found them-
selves being judged on the
basis ofpublication. Suddenly
years of teaching and service
accomplishments were swept
away by the fervor for publi-
cation. For the past 15 years,
faculty members have been
judged on the basis of their
publication accomplishment.
Now their research is about
to be swept away by teaching
obligations. Changes in the
terms ofemployment are divi-
sive and demoralizing.

It is not popular for a faculty
member to openly discuss such
intimate faculty affairs. How-
ever, our affairs are being
aired in public forum. If we
don't offer some advice that
resolves the ethical and eco-
nomic problems facing us, you
can bet that public forum will
turn to public demand and
changes will be made. Ac-

knowledging that research is
sometimes impure and all too
common, and exerting inter-
nal changes would be good first
steps in resolving real prob-
lems and negative public per-
ceptions.

Dr. Blythin has been
a faculty member at
UNLV for 26 years.
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