
To the Editor: 

This is a response by a group of NMSU faculty to the op-ed article circulated to all students and 

staff of the university and published in the Sun-News by NMSU regent Michael Cheney on Sunday, 

May 12.  

Regent Cheney states, “there has been an unfortunate accumulation of psychological baggage 

piled up on the doorstep of NMSU,” and “It takes courage to stand tall in the face of criticism.” 

Critical thinking is what we do in a university, and calling major grievances “psychological 

baggage” is a disrespectful dismissal of the real concerns of the people who do the everyday work 

of the university. The problems that plague NMSU are not imaginary, and we need to name them 

and constructively identify their causes. 

1. Ongoing problems with the DACC and NMSU-Alamogordo nursing programs have harmed 

students and lost the DACC program’s accreditation. Worse, responsible administrators 

were not held accountable and the university is open to lawsuits, such as the one filed by 

DACC nursing students (http://www.lcsun-news.com/las_cruces-news/ci_23219791/dacc-

nursing-students-file-class-action-lawsuit-against).  

2. The university president was dismissed with a golden parachute of taxpayer money but 

without transparency or consultation with university stakeholders. Barbara Couture was 

promised a $500,000 bonus for staying 5 years, but received more for leaving early 

($453,000 parachute plus $98,000 in salary while not working for the university). Following 

legal mechanisms for firing unsuccessful presidents (or coaches) would have avoided 

squandering scarce resources. The regents financed the settlement with Couture and the 

search for her replacement by leaving staff positions vacant, but those vacancies added to 

staff reductions due to the recession, and place an unfair burden on remaining staff.   

3. There has been little improvement in support for graduate assistants for years, despite rising 

student enrollment. This makes it hard to conduct research at NMSU or attract and mentor 

top quality graduate students, who provide an important potential boost to the lagging New 

Mexico economy. Regent Cheney cites examples of outstanding NMSU research, but has 

not supported it with more than rhetoric. In fact, no plans to correct problems identified by 

an independent evaluation of the NMSU graduate school have been announced, nor were 

graduate programs discussed during the presidential search.  

(http://plan.nmsu.edu/files/2012/08/NMSU-Final-report-Nov-8-2012BD.pdf)  

4. Faculty, including adjunct faculty, and staff salaries are far below the median of those at 

comparable public universities; yet, some administrative salaries were greatly increased until 

they equal the median of salaries at comparable public universities. This cannot be justified. 

5. The university’s refusal to address these problems over the last decade has led to an exodus 

of excellent faculty and staff, and more are leaving. For example: Daniel Howard (Biology) 

to the University of Colorado; Laura Huenneke (Biology) to Northern Arizona University; 

Mark Pruyn (Education) to Monash University; Milton Thomas (Animal Sciences) to an 

endowed Chair at Colorado State; Marsha Weisiger (History) to an endowed chair at the 
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University of Oregon (for a longer list: https://sites.google.com/site/nmsusalarycasualties/). 

Other excellent professors are retiring early because of deteriorating working conditions like 

increased course loads with larger classes; lack of transparency between the administration 

(including the Regents) and the university community; low pay; little support for research or 

graduate students; and no functioning shared governance.  

Every one of these conditions lowers the quality of an Aggie education. 

Clearly, NMSU has to grapple with substantial issues, not just “psychological baggage.”  

We also take issue with Regent Cheney’s assertion that the solution to persistent problems at 

NMSU is “branding” and continued support of football. NMSU is competitive in many sports, 

including volleyball, rodeo, and golf. Athletics are part of the education of many students, and 

deserve reasonable support, but supporting football disproportionately cannot be justified. We 

understand Regent Cheney’s point that many established alumni enjoy football, and that their 

network of business and professional relationships translates into career opportunities for some 

Aggie graduates and donations to the NMSU foundation. However, we contend that a higher return 

on taxpayer investment can be gained for all NMSU’s diverse graduates when we raise the quality 

of education they receive and widen access to higher education for more New Mexicans by rolling 

back the tuition burden on citizens financing their, or their children’s, education.  

The Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics reports that in most cases Division-1 

football programs drain university resources (http://knightcommission.org/). Regent Cheney has not 

offered compelling evidence that NMSU’s Division-1 football positively impacts NMSU finances. 

In fact, compelling data shows that excessive spending on athletics harms NMSU academics. 

Money diverted from the academic budget to football and other athletic programs reduces the 

potential to provide quality education and research. “NMSU is proud to be a comprehensive 

university and home to a dynamic and multicultural population of more than 23,000 students” states 

the NMSU web site (http://prospective.nmsu.edu/); each one deserves adequate academic support 

regardless of their extracurricular activities, or lack of them—not just student athletes. 

How much money is involved? ESPN reports that in 2011, NMSU's total expenses for the 

athletic program were $25,782,307 and total revenue was $26,997,597, a profit of $1,215,290. But 

the revenue included a $9,078,575 university subsidy. So, subtracting the profit from the University 

subsidy shows that athletics hurt the university's total budget that year by $7,863,285. That is, 

nearly $8 million dollars of taxpayers’ money went to support athletics, and that does not include 

$2,952,320 in student fees. 

(http://b2.caspio.com/dp.asp?AppKey=900c1000ea466e223e104a22814a). 

Regent Cheney’s assertion that football can attract more national attention for NMSU than 

anything else is unfounded. Over the last decade, research advances at NMSU have been on 

national and world news in astronomy, chemistry, and biology; the Pete V. Domenici Conference, J. 

Paul Taylor Symposium, and Chile Institute are nationally recognized; NMSU professors are 

regularly featured on national media; many faculty publish notable articles and books and receive 
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competitive national awards, fellowships, and grants; and NMSU attracts students from around the 

world. NMSU is on the world’s education map, and this is not due to football, but to talented, 

under-compensated but hard working staff, faculty, and administrators. 

Regent Cheney wrote: “If we aspire to be known as one of America’s great universities, we are 

going to need to act like we are one of those universities today!”  But NMSU is not Harvard, or 

Michigan, or Berkeley, and wishing will not make it so.  

University life is much more than tailgate parties and courting donors. The staff and faculty of 

NMSU dedicate their lives and their careers to this institution. We care about our students and our 

colleagues and work hard to balance the demands of teaching, research, service, and personal lives. 

We are proud to be part of a productive and respectable university and provide diverse learning 

opportunities, inspire students to achieve beyond their expectations, and create knowledge in many 

important areas with first-class research.  

NMSU needs to move into the 21
st
 century with equality of opportunity for all within our 

university community and state; with institutional governance democratically shared by all 

constituents; and with mutual respect for diverse points of view and for the facts on the 

ground. 

Jamie Bronstein, History, NMSU 

Joan Crowley, Criminal Justice, NMSU 

Stephen DeGiulio, ABE, DACC 

Gary Roemer, Fish, Wildlife, and Conservation Ecology, NMSU 

 . . . and thanks to many others 

 

Endorsed by more than 100 NMSU Faculty, list available at: 

https://sites.google.com/site/nmsusalarycasualties/signatories-to-response-letter-may-2013 

 

 


