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sample, and random sample. All interviews followed a general format that included 19 separate

areas (Appendix C).

Interviewers were to ask about, but not press, each of the areas and all interviewed were

advised that their opinions might be used in the final report but without attribution.

Readers should bear in mind that although much of the Review can be documented, much
of it is based on the opinions of those persons interviewed. Wherever the opinions of the Review

team are expressed, it shall be obvious.

This Review is the exclusive work of James L. Fisher, Ltd and should not be attributed to
individual members of the Review team.



. OVERVIEW

Delivering higher education in Alaska is a daunting challenge, given the small population
to be served and the vast size of the state. Small colleges that are responsible for serving resident
populations of 8,000 or so who live in regions the size of Ohio or Indiana, most of which are
without roads, have a extraordinary responsibilities. Administering universities that are

responsible for several of these small colleges is challenging as well.

-Planning the Future: Streamlining Statewide Services in the University of Alaska
Systemll (February 2008), a report written by Terry MacTaggart and Brian Rogers, made a
number of thoughtful recommendations about the UA System which should be considered. This

report has become known as -the MacTaggart report, |l after its primary author.

The University of Alaska, formally established in 1935, has thrived despite an imposing
host of financial, geographic and environmental challenges. The University's three major
campuses in Fairbanks, Anchorage and Juneau now enroll approximately 33,000 headcount
students and the institution can justifiably claim to serve the most remote areas of the vast State
of Alaska.

The earliest vintages of the University of Alaska involved a federal agricultural
experiment station in Fairbanks. In 1915, the U.S. Congress approved funds to establish an
institution of higher education in the Territory of Alaska and transferred land from the
agricultural station for the purpose. The new institution was established as the Alaska
Agricultural College and School of Mines in 1922 and generated its first graduate in 1923.

In 1931, the federal agricultural station was transferred to the college and in 1935 the
name was changed to the University of Alaska. Over time, many other campuses of the
University have been opened. Today, there are three major senior campuses --- the University of
Alaska Fairbanks (UAF), the University of Alaska Anchorage (UAA) and the University of
Alaska Southeast (UAS) in Juneau that serve as higher education hubs. Thirteen other campuses
exist that are parts of UAF, UAA and UAS.

The University of Alaska has grown in nearly every respect over the past several decades.

Whether the metric is the number of students served, the number of campuses and sites, the
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number of academic programs offered, the volume of funded research activity, the institutions’
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Student enrollment at the various units of the University of Alaska has grown

significantly in recent years and now approximates 33,000



There is general agreement that the University has become a major engine for economic
development in Alaska. By itself, it employs more than 7,000 people and has an annual
economic impact exceeding $1.0 billion. "The University graduates good people that |
frequently hire," complimented an Anchorage business CEO. "I only wish we could keep more
UA grads here and convince more high schoolers to stay here for college,” lamented another
business leader. -Yes, we are making progress, but I sent my kids to Washington.ll "Retaining
smart people will become more and more essential as the oil industry gradually becomes less
important,” predicted an elected official. "The University is our best bet to do so," he added.

The University of Alaska is a land grant institution that provides expertise in support of
state initiatives in agriculture, natural resource extraction, and business and entrepreneurial
ventures. "They are rather good at incubating ideas and helping to start firms,” praised an
economic development official, "but we need even more of that in the future.” Related to this, a
state government official noted that more than 75 percent of Alaska's tax revenues come from

petroleum

netrothat more thODeu mo T1 00 1 471 9 30-11(a)4(ied te)6(rture-8(e)A(<solTIJIFTRT/F7 1@ Tf1 00 1 220093 5T1 00 1 47 MTJE



FIVE SIGNIFICANT FUTURE CHALLENGES AND QUESTIONS

While the University of Alaska faces numerous future challenges, five are particularly
significant in terms of shaping the future University of Alaska.

e First, how much should the UAA campus be developed in size and programs and to

what extent might (should) this occur at the expense of UAF?

e Second, how can the University of Alaska further improve its performance in critical



While UAF is the system flagship, it is UAA that enrolls the most students (20,368 in
Fall 2009 as opposed to UAF's 10,446). These enroliments reflect the reality that the population
of Anchorage metropolitan statistical area is about 375,000 (slightly more than one-half of the
state's total population), while the population of Fairbanks metropolitan area approximates
100,000. Anchorage's significant growth in recent decades has resulted in the rapid expansion of
UAA. Further, UAA is fia dramatically better institution today than it was ten years ago,0

according to an external higher education authority.

Persons interviewed including faculty, staff, Regents, and others indicated that high
levels of competition have developed between UAA and UAF. -Mission differentiationll has
become an increasingly contentious issue. Predictably, this has produced a degree of tension
between the UAF and UAA. UAF jealously guards its flagship status and the State of Alaska
currently would be stretched financially to support two major doctoral research institutions of
higher education. Further, most of the State’s research infrastructure is located in Fairbanks and
it would be quite expensive to replicate it elsewhere. Nevertheless, UAA and many Alaskans in
the Anchorage region argue that University of Alaska programs ultimately must be located
"where the people are.” Hence, they assert that UAA's programs must be built up and supported
generously. "This is a painful, but inevitable process,”" commented a prominent Anchorage
official, "and future programs should be put here rather than there so that we don't make an
historical circumstance worse. What made sense 100 years ago doesn't necessarily make sense

now.

The perception that the University's programs are poorly distributed geographically is
accentuated (at least in the eyes of some) by the location of most of the University of Alaska
System offices in Fairbanks rather than Anchorage, or elsewhere in the state. While systems
personnel generally receive high grades for intelligence and effort, predictably they and the
Board of Regents often receive some criticism for being "out of touch” (the observation of a
significant number of campus administrators and faculty). The McDowell Group put it this way
in 2009 after discussions with the University of Alaska Business Council (an informal

organization of non-academic administrators in the UA System): "The campuses and statewide



offices of UA are, on occasion, in conflict, competitive, and may lack understanding of each

other."

Even so, were the University of Alaska to decide to move significant resources and
programs from Fairbanks to Anchorage, it would immediately elicit many of the same "out of
touch™ complaints from Alaskans who reside elsewhere in the state. In the eyes of some
Alaskans, entirely too much time, attention and authority already is given to Anchorage when "it
is the rest of the state that represents the real Alaska."”

Thus it seems to have always been so in states where the flagship state university is not
located in the state's dominant urban area. The Chicago metropolitan region contains about two-
thirds of the population of the State of Illinois, but the flagship campus of the University of
Illinois is located in Champaign-Urbana, some 120 miles south of Chicago. Both the University
of Florida and Florida State University are far removed from that state's population centers.
Analogous situations exist in Alabama, Georgia, Indiana, Michigan, Mississippi, Missouri,
Oklahoma, and Oregon---to name a few. Hence, Alaska’s situation is hardly unusual.

Typically, these states have resolved their situations by maintaining the research campus
in its more rural location (often accompanied by big-time intercollegiate athletic teams), but
simultaneously developing significant public university campuses in the dominant urban areas.

Ultimately, some variant of this model may provide the path that Alaska walks as well.

However, there are three factors that could mitigate against this solution. First, arguably
the state is not well enough heeled financially that it will be able to develop two doctoral
research institutions of higher education. The State of Alaska would have to increase its support
of higher education significantly if it were to seek to develop a second full-blown research
university. (1) UAA's current strategic plan, which needs refinement, indicates that the
institution will **reinforce and rapidly expand our research mission™ and that it will "*build
selected research-centered graduate programs.™ It is not clear precisely what these
statements mean. They could mask wholesale changes, or instead reflect only marginal

changes in the current situation. These goals need to be clarified. As a well-placed



individual wryly commented, “Sometimes institutions don’t accurately interpret their
missions.” In addition, the plan should become more pointed, i.e., timelines, costs, source

of funds and accountable officers, et al.
Second, neither UAF nor UAA currently emerge as highly ranked academic institutions

in national higher education surveys. While the shortcomings of institutional ratings systems

(such as that published by U.S. News and World Report)
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consequence, the University is substantially an unknown quantity in many academic disciplines

and professional schools.

We don’t argue that national recognition always reflects actual programmatic quality.
Nevertheless, the moral to the story is that the dissipation of resources and a failure to pursue
targeted investments in specific disciplines on a single campus seldom are the recipe for
recognition and reputational success. To be sure, after reflection, the University might choose to
disregard these dynamics. Yet, if it does so, it should not complain when many of its academic
programs (and its doctoral research campus) often are not accorded recognition and consequently

receive low rankings in national surveys. Mediocrity likely will be the result.

It appears that the further programmatic development of UAA is inevitable and certainly
in the long run this is a good thing for the state’s largest metropolitan region. However, not all
paths to additional programmatic development for UAA are equally sound from the standpoint of
the State of Alaska. (2) We recommend that the UA System: (A) respect the lessons of
specialization in graduate work and research and identify a limited number of academic
disciplines that will receive special resources and commitment, whether at UAF or UAA;
(B) continue to focus UAF on its traditional strengths in the sciences and engineering; (C)
focus advanced graduate work and research at UAA on the social and behavioral sciences
and education and avoid replicating UAF’s primary areas of expertise; (D) locate any
future law school—the state does not have one currently---at UAA; and, (E) support and
expand WWAMI —type programs (WWAMI is a collaborative medical school among
universities in five northwestern states (Washington, Wyoming, Alaska, Montana, and
ldaho) and the University of Washington School of Medicine) in expensive disciplines and

courses of study.

Improv[ ) /P AMCID 53BDo0t,BDo[12 Torc

11



University’s freshmen retention rate and its six-year undergraduate graduation rate. The
performances of UAF and UAS are below national standards on these metrics and hence beg for
additional attention. UAA’s graduation rate is disappointingly low. Interestingly, the University
System’s retention and graduation rates performances have improved over the past decade, yet

generally still lag comparable institutions by surprisingly large amounts.

It isn’t that UA isn’t aware of the problem and it isn’t that it hasn’t made good faith
attempts to address its shortcomings in a variety of ways. Rather, the difficulty is that it has not
undertaken sufficient rigorous, statistically controlled analyses of the determinants of retention
and graduation rates. Surveys of students provide useful background information, but they are
not a substitute for rigorous analysis of actual data because what students say and how they
actually behave often differs. We describe some of the parameters that might guide such an

analysis the section below.

Currently, the University is more dependent upon subjective notions about retention and
graduation rate determinants than it should be. One senior administrator opined, "We haven't
been shooting in the dark on retention. It might be more accurate to say that we have been
shooting in twilight. We're not certain we're on the right track.” We agree. While all decisions
of campuses should not be determined by data, it is better for decision makers to have reliable
data generated by rigorous analysis than not to have such arrows in one’s quiver.

(3) Despite improvements, reality is that large numbers of students begin studies at
the University, but then disappear. (We note here that the high school dropout rate is also
unusually high.) There may be valid reasons why UA lags national standards; if not, then
the numbers we observe reflect a waste both of human and financial resources. Whichever
is the case, the University needs to determine why its performance lags national norms and

then, as necessary, outline how it intends to improve the situation.

The University generally has performed well in other areas, for example, in terms of
generating additional graduates who will fill high demand jobs. It also has done a good job

controlling its costs. lllustrations include its work to constrain energy expenditures, its decision
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Alaska. In fact, the population of the state has increased more than 130 percent since 1970 and
about 11 percent in the past decade. These developments hold both academic and financial
implications for the University. Population growth generated by the oil boom brought with it
new opportunities for higher education in Alaska. Enrollment surged and UA budgets increased,
though closer inspection reveals that University budgets waxed and waned with oil prices
because more than 75 percent of state revenues are related to petroleum. Thus, it makes a big
difference to Alaska and to UA if the international price of oil is $100 per barrel as opposed to
$40 per barrel.

Hence, the University clearly has a financial interest in high oil production (though it is
wise to note that oil production in Alaska peaked in 1988 and since has declined by about two-
thirds). Even so, while high prices prime the University’s budget, as an academic institution, it
also is legitimately interested in researching the wise use of Alaska's resources and exploring

how to preserve its pristine environment.

Almost needless to say, tradeoffs often arise between resource extraction and
conservation. As a consequence, the University often finds itself in the middle of conflicts
between those who wish to utilize and exploit the state's natural resources and those who wish to
preserve and protect them. This is hardly an unusual circumstance in the Western United States,
but these tensions can be especially bitter in Alaska and the state’s battles on this turf frequently
attract the attention and participation of outsiders. An example in point is the controversies that

have surrounded
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(7) Hence, we must recognize that a reorganization of the University of Alaska is
not a cure all for whatever ails it. Even so, it is apparent that some improvements can be
made. These fall into two main categories. First, as it stands, the University of Alaska is
overly centralized and devotes too many resources to a command and control regulator
model that should instead place more emphasis upon incentives, distinctiveness and
entrepreneurial activities. Increasingly, under the authority of the President, UA Systems
administrators should act as staff to the Board and provide recommendations rather than
wielding final administrative authority. Second, the University’s attempt to seamlessly
integrate all post-secondary education into the same administrative structure sounds better
than it actually works. UA’s vocational, technical and community college activities must be
accorded greater prominence and not viewed as “four-year lite” (the observation of a
sometimes frustrated individual associated with workforce development).

President Gamble and the Board of Regents need to find ways to deal with the two
problems just identified. We believe that the University’s claim on the state’s financial resources
will be stronger and general support for its activities if it addresses these two structural concerns

candidly and directly. We discuss organization of the UA System in a following section.
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One success story that needs to be noted is the improved performance of the University in
the area of career, occupational and technical education. UA offers many certificate and
associate degree programs that prepare students for work in a wide variety of fields including
automotive electronics, logistics, pharmacy technology and paralegal studies at the
certificate/endorsement level, and architectural and engineering technology, dental assisting, fire
and emergency technology, nursing, and welding at the associate degree level. Over 4,600 UA
students are enrolled in workforce-related programs. UA offers almost 90 certificate programs
(one-year and two-year) and 75 associate degree programs that fall within this rubric. Graduates
of these programs have been able to find jobs even in tougher economic times because
employers view them as well trained and responsive to their needs. An admiring employer who
hires UA graduates coming out of these programs remarked, "This is where the rubber meets the
road for me. The University is producing people who can work for me and begin to be

productive immediately."”

Improved performance, however, is not the same as optimal performance. Workforce
leaders within the state still see considerable room for improvement. They assert that except for
the nursing and process technology programs, most other workforce-related programs are
Aiuncoordinated across the state and often inconsistent with each other.0 They express surprise
that one campus will not transfer in a course from another campus. fiThey apply four-year
thinking to two-year problems too often.0 As a consequence, fit is difficult to gain traction with

UA on some of these thingso because this isn’t their highest priority, or they don’t understand.
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Further, language is the repository of a culture; it is essential that UA students come to
grips with other cultures, preferably by means of their languages. Both the understanding
of UA students and their employability will increase if they acquire facility with a non-
English language at the second-year collegiate level. We recommend that UA introduce

such a requirement.

(16) UAS's general/liberal education program appears to be substantially smaller in
requirements than UAF. The differences between the three campuses are large enough
that it is not clear that one could justifiably say the programs are interchangeable. This is
odd given the ""one university" slogan that UA frequently promotes. Since UA doesn't have
rigorous empirical evidence available that speaks to what actually works and does not
work in its general/liberal education programs, it is impossible to say whether these
differences are helpful or harmful for students. We recommend that UA examine the

differences in programs an
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Over time, the University also has attracted significant earmarked federal appropriations
to support its research work and academic programs. Whether or not one believes earmarked
appropriations are good national social and economic policy, they undeniably exist and the
University of Alaska typically has done well in the scrum for such funds. Good ideas, time,
cultivation, effort and perseverance are essential if one is to succeed in this process. That said,
the absence of Senator Ted Stevens and changes in congressional leadership likely will reduce
opportunities for earmarks in general. The University has deliberately moved away from
earmarks for their on-going programs over the past decade and relies almost exclusively on
competitive federal research grants. The one significant exception to this is continued funding for

aspects of the super computer program.

Some of the promising avenues for future research endeavors in the UA System include
biomedical research, energy-related studies and climate change. (17) We recommend that the
State of Alaska make targeted investments in these areas, as they bode not only address the
specific needs of Alaska, but also to attract considerable outside funding. It is plausible for

the State to make such investments on an incremental, “show us what you can do” basis.

(18) Incentives count where research is concerned and we recommend that the
University reexamine how it utilizes and distributes the indirect cost overhead recovery
funds that accompany many grants that it receives. We don't have a formula to offer that
magically and optimally distributes these funds amongst researchers, departments, colleges
and the University. Nevertheless, the comments of some faculty suggest that increasing the
distribution of funds to the actual researchers who generated the funds might induce more
grant activity over time. These funds also could be used to nudge institutions (e.g., UAA) in
programmatic and research directions consistent with the UA System's overall strategic

plan.

The WWAMI Model
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As mentioned above, WWAMI is a collaborative medical school among universities in
five northwestern states (Washington, Wyoming, Alaska, Montana, and Idaho) and the

University of Washington School of Medicine.

The Alaska WWAMI Program began at UAF in 1971 and for Alaskans now is located at
UAA. WWAMI admits 20 Alaskans annually and these students complete their first year of
medical school at UAA. Students from all five WWAMI states attend second-year courses at the
University of Washington School of Medicine in Seattle. The third and fourth years of the
medical school curriculum are comprised of "clerkships"---rotations in the various medical
specialty areas that may be taken in any of the five WWAMI states. Students who choose the

"Alaska Track" potentially can complete most of these clerkships in Alaska.

The WWAMI approach to producing physicians for the State of Alaska is dramatically

less expensive than would be the development of a medical school within the state. A WWAMI-
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IV. TECHNOLOGY

The University of Alaska System spends a great deal of money on technology and
technology-related items. In FY 2009, the System spent $78.4 million on items labeled as
technology; this was eleven percent of the System's total expenditures and represented a 93
percent increase since FY 1999. Technology expenditures per student FTE were $4,453 in FY
2009; on a per FTE faculty member basis, these expenditures amounted to $13,946.

Technology is critical to the operation and efficient performance of the University of
Alaska, both inside campuses and between and among the campuses. The huge distances
between its campuses require the use of technology if higher education is to be delivered
capably. For example, it is 825 miles from Juneau to Fairbanks, 1,100 miles from Juneau to
Nome, 1,150 miles from Juneau to Kotzebue, 1,275 miles from Juneau to Unalaska, and 1,700
miles from Juneau to Adak in the Aleutian Islands. All these distances are "as the crow flies.”

Each pair would involve longer distances if it were possible to drive between them.

It is wise to place these distances in perspective. It is only 711 miles from New York
City to Chicago. The University of Alaska deals on a daily basis with distances that easily
exceed this. Therefore, the productive use of technology is absolutely essential if the University
is going to succeed in delivering higher education across its vast state. UA’s College of Rural
and Community Development, based at UAF, is primarily responsible for distance learning for
UAF. In Fall 2009, Rural College enrolled almost 2,600 students, including 121 at the graduate
level. For the most part, these students are place bound, tend to be women (65 percent), and
frequently are Native Americans (23 percent). For many of them, distance learning is the only

way they can access higher education.
It is important that the System ensure there is no unnecessary duplication or confusion in

distance learning. Faculty and students reported courses from separate campuses with the same

titles and numbers are often different and transfers can be exceedingly complicated.
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The UAF College of Rural & Community Development (CRCD) reports that it delivers
distance education to 160 communities statewide by means of both synchronous and
asynchronous delivery plus a variety of other modalities such as audio conferencing, CDs, DVDs
and the like. CRCD relies heavily on software packages such as Blackboard and utilizes E-Live
to supplement CDs. This can be expensive and clearly is subject to economies of scale. For that
reason, (20) we recommend that UA explore the possibility of sharing distance learning
courses with institutions in other states and that it give additional consideration to how it
might economize by sharing resources with the Western Governor’s University (WGU).
WGU offers NCATE-accredited teacher education programs, CCNE-accredited nursing
programs through the master’s degree, and a raft of business programs through the MBA,
all via distance learning. The University of Alaska should not casually cast these programs

or their courses aside.

Both in distance learning and on-campus, the University faces predictable challenges
relating to the quality of broadband connections to the Internet, high-speed computing and
modeling capacity, switches, multi-media classrooms, the number of work stations, the
availability of up-to-date software, the ability to service and repair equipment, and the ever
present need to train faculty, students and staff in the most productive use of what is available.
Nevertheless, distance learning students with the UA System in general have very good things to
say about the quality and service they are receiving. They note that UA has become more
proficient at distance learning in the past few years (presumably because of Title 111 funding,

though that could disappear).
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form of increasing the student per credit technology fee should be considered to begin to

remedy this situation.

One aspect of statewide university technology that generates mixed reviews is the Banner
student information and records system. The Banner system is touted as fusing administrative
and academic functions that make it easy to manage data and give students, staff and faculty
secure, 24x7, on-line access to the diverse information it collects and maintains. Many around
the UA System do not believe Banner carries through on these promises (filt has given us fits.0),
though predictably misuse and a lack of training sometimes appear to be present. (22) A
system-wide harmonious student records system is an example of where a statewide
approach makes sense. We recommend that the President examine why this particular
version meets with so much criticism. Do any legitimate problems that exist reside in the

software, how it is managed, how it is used, lack of training, or...?
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a choice prefer to utilize technology? What measures of later student success
(e.g., retention rates, graduation rates, pre-testing and post-testing results, GRE

test scores, job placement, etc.) exist that provide evidence on these points?

e What rigorous evidence is there that the ways in which students use technology and
how much they use technology make a difference in their performances? E.g., if
students utilize a Blackboard chat room, do they