Chapter 6

The Political Institution:
Competing for
Power and Resources

&3

Over the past seventy-five years, Regional State University
(RSU) has been transformed successively from a state normal
school to a state teachers’ college, to a state college, and finally
m 1972 (when it had enrolled 3,000 students), into one of five
comprehensive public universities controlled by a statewide
board of regents. The university includes five colleges—arts and
sciences, education, business, health sciences, and technology—
and an evening division. Its mission statement is over a page in
length and includes extended references to teaching, research,
and service and to almost every campus program.

The present enrollment of about 13,500 students repre-
sents a decline of about 10 percent in the past five years. Almost
all of the undergraduates come from the northwest portion of
the state; half commute, a quarter live in residence hall apart-
ments, and the rest rent dilapidated houses in the community.
About 1,550 part-time commuting graduate students are in mas-
ter’s degree programs, in education, in computer technology,
and in an M.B.A. program that is now seeking professional ac-
creditation.

Most faculty who were at RSU before 1972 received their

128

The Political Institution ii@ '51 {¥ 129

doctorates (often in education) from in-state institutions; they
have strong commitments to RSU and deep roots in the small
city in which it is located. More recently hired faculty tend to
have doctorates from national universities and to focus more at-
tention on their discipline or profession than on the institution.
Many came to RSU after unsuccessfully seeking appointment at
a research university. The elected senate, now dominated by dis-
affected associate professors who are unlikely to be promoted,
spends most of its time opposing actions by the administration—
actions often taken without formal consultation with faculty
representatives. ' |

President Rita Robinson came to RSU from a career as a
campus dean and a state coordinating board officer. Knowledge-
able, innovative, and impatient, she is strongly supported by the
regents and some segments of the faculty. Her relationships with
the senate, as well as with some deans and chairs, are often con-
tentious,

Most students come from the top two-fifths of their high
school class, and while a good number are interested in aca-
demic matters, most are pursuing vocational interests or are giv-
ing primary attention to the active social scene. Fewer than half
stay to graduate. Faculty work hard at teaching but tend to fo-
cus attention on the more able students. Pressures for publica-
tion have increased, and achieving tenure is now more difficult.

Current issues on campus include a request to the regents
for authorization to award the doctorate, complaints about fac-
ulty work load and lack of faculty research support, debates on
salary levels for scarce faculty in some fields, effects on faculty
reappointments of midyear state budget rescissions, and a Na-
tional Collegiate Athletics Association investigation into the re-
cruitment of athletes.

Regional State University as a Political System

People familiar with colleges and universities have often
observed that they have many political characteristics. As far
back as the turn of the century, an Oxford don turned his wicked
wit to writing a set of instructions for aspiring academic politi-
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