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I will discuss the faculty perspective relative to salary issues in the context of two recent national news 
reports about Iowa State University (ISU). 
 
The first report concerns our efficiency in fulfilling our educational mission.  We were recently lauded 
(e.g., Schuman, 2/10/14 in Slate) as being a very efficiently run university.  ISU faculty provide an 
excellent education and we do it without a lot of administrative overhead.  The second report concerns the 
debt of ISU students.  According to the December 2013 report of the Project on Student Debt 
(www.projectonstudentdebt.org), Iowa ranks sixth nationally in terms of student debt and ISU students 
have the highest debt among the three Regent Universities.  These two items are typically discussed 
independently by the public such that we are praised in some contexts and blamed in others.  The 
juxtaposition of these two items creates a puzzle deserving an objective critical examination.   
 
I will describe the puzzle as if it were being used to encourage critical thinking in a my freshman lab:   

 Fact 1: student debt in Iowa is the sixth highest in the nation with an average of $29,000 per 
student with debt and student debt Iowa State is the highest among three regent universities.  

 Fact 2: everyone agrees that the student debt load is too high and steps should be taken to lower 
it.   

The question is “What can be done to lower student debt”?  I have no doubt that with a little in-class 
discussion, my students would identify that the first step is to determine what contributes to student debt.  
“Tuition”, someone suggests, “it's too high”.  “But, why is it high?” someone asks.  “Could it be due to 
faculty salaries?” another student suggests.  Someone looks it up and reports that two-thirds of the general 
fund goes toward salaries, with faculty salaries comprising nearly two-thirds of that cost.  “Looks like we 
might be on the right track,” a student observes.  “Perhaps ISU keeps raising tuition to give faculty 
raises,” someone suggests.  “Yes,” agrees, someone else, “high faculty salaries contribute to higher cost 
education and higher student debt.” The students know about the Peer 11.  They collectively ask, “How 
much higher is tuition at ISU than at other institutions in the Peer 11?”  Before I allow them to search out 
the answer, I ask them to make predictions.  Prediction 1: If the presumed relationship between salaries 
and tuition is correct, ISU should be high on both.  Prediction 2: If educational cost underlies student 
debt, then ISU should also be high on total cost. 
 
The data are shown on the next page.  Table 1 shows that ISU students pay the lowest tuition and fees 
among students at the Peer 11 and that total on-campus costs for a year also are the lowest for students at 
ISU.  Table 2 shows the average faculty salaries at the Peer 11.  Because of confidentiality agreements, 
the Peer 11 are not individually identified.  The values are presented in order from lowest to highest and 
the value for ISU is shaded.  Faculty  at ISU have the second lowest average salary among the Peer 11.  
My students are surprised and puzzled by the obvious conclusion provided by the data.  On all three of the 
variables that the students assumed to be at least partially responsible for higher student debt at ISU, ISU 
is at or near the bottom among its peers.  The conclusion my students correctly draw is that: These 
variables cannot explain the higher student debt. I give them an A for their reasoning and challenge 
them to look for other explanations.  That is the same challenge facing ISU and the Board of Regents.  
Educational costs at ISU are the lowest among the Peer 11, but the debt is the highest.  Educational costs 
cannot logically be responsible for the higher debt and any misconceptions that the Public or the 
Legislature has about this must be corrected.    
 
 



Table 1.  Student Costs at the Peer 11                                                Table 2.  Faculty Salary 

tuition & 

fees

total cost 

on 

campus

average 

salary

Iowa State University $7,726 $18,920 $97,700 

North Carolina State University $8,206 $22,184 $97,800

Texas A & M University $8,506 $21,051 $99,800 

Purdue University $9,992 $23,242 $100,000 

Ohio State University $10,037 $25,479 $101,500 

University of Arizona $10,391 $25,179 $102,800 

University of Wisconsin $10,403 $23,931 $104,200 

Michigan State University $12,862 $24,648 $107,400 

University of Minnesota $13,555 $25,281 $110,300 

University of California‐Davis $13,895 $33,066 $113,100 

University of Illinois $14,750 $29,086 $116,200  
 
When I first joined the faculty at ISU in 1986, 75% of the ISU general fund came from state 
appropriations.  This year, it is 35%.  As decisions by the Legislature to cut funding occurred, whatever 
could be cut without hurting the educational status of the university was also cut.  In many years there 
were minimal faculty pay raises, zero raises and even furloughs.  The very bad economic times have 
subsided, and we are not currently facing furloughs, but faculty do not see acknowledgement of the past 
salary issues, especially acknowledgment that salaries, over time, have not even kept up with inflation.  
When salary is discussed, the only reality is the present. Today, as in the past, faculty are being asked to 
do yet more without meaningful raises.  This is demoralizing for the faculty at ISU. 
 
Another issue important to faculty is the urgent need to increase the number of tenured/tenure-eligible 
faculty.  From 2009 to 2013, student enrollment increased almost 20% from 27,044 to 32,105.  In the 
same period, tenured/tenure-eligible faculty declined 3% from 1,346 to 1,306.  Fortunately, the number of 
non-tenure eligible faculty increased 41% from 400 to 563. The increase in the number of lecturers and 
clinicians is the only way that we have been able to cope with the increasing number of undergraduate 
students.  However, the fact that tenured/tenure eligible faculty numbers have not also increased is 
problematic for the AAU status of ISU.  Iowa is one of only four states to have more than one public 
university with AAU membership and Iowans should be proud of this because it demonstrates the 
excellence of the faculty at Iowa's universities.  AAU status depends on more than just high quality 
undergraduate education; it requires high quality research and strong graduate programs.  The AAU 
criteria are illustrated in ISU's mission statement:  "Create, share, and apply knowledge to make Iowa 
and the world a better place".  Education is one way to share knowledge, but creating and applying 
knowledge refers to the research/creative activity of  tenured/tenure eligible faculty.  President Leath is 
committed to expanding the number of tenured/tenure eligible faculty.  He has made resources available 
to recruit and hire such faculty, but it is not easy to attract and retain the faculty we need to when our 
salaries are low. 
 
The take home message of my report is the same message that was presented in the reports of the last 
three faculty senate presidents.  ISU has an excellent, dedicated, and hard-working faculty, but that is not 
reflected in what they are paid.  Faculty morale is low and the salary dilemma contributes to the morale 
issue. A new major concern is the misconception about a causal relationship between student debt and 
faculty salaries.  This misconception will interfere with any meaningful attempt to resolve the problems of 
student debt and faculty salaries.  We urge the Board to speak to this clear misconception in all 
appropriate contexts and to move forward with meaningful salary increases. 


