Upgrading the Flagship

(By Action of the Bloomington Faculty Council: September 20, 2005)

Every year at about this time, the U.S. News releases its annual rankings of colleges and universities.  Those who follow the rankings know that Indiana University Bloomington has not fared well in recent years.  Its ranking over the last five years or so has dropped about 20 points in the list of national universities (from the mid-‘50s to the mid-‘70s).  This is due in part to the undergraduate student profile of the campus, one of the main indicators in the rankings.  This indicator is based on the 25th percentile SAT score and the 75th percentile SAT score of new freshman students who enroll at the university.  Although there is disagreement about the importance of SAT scores in predicting college success, it is difficult to argue that such scores have nothing to do with perceptions of institutional quality.  Thus, the existing SAT profile is a pressing problem for the Bloomington campus.


The presence of large numbers of unprepared, unmotivated and/or unqualified students lowers the quality of education offered in Bloomington.  If we improve the quality of undergraduate students at IUB, we will have the opportunity to improve the quality of instruction and in so doing better serve the interests of the State of Indiana, likely improve faculty satisfaction, and also improve our institutional standing.  The most pressing need is to raise the 25th percentile SAT score (which is 990, according to the 2006 U.S. News data) to allow for an increase in the level of freshman instruction.  Faculty would have to be active participants to raise the level of instruction, and we are confident that the faculty would respond to that challenge.  


The Chancellor’s Enrollment Committee (CEC) has been engaged in discussion of matters related to this for the past year.  We have read the report of the committee and generally agree with it -- especially its emphasis on greater recruitment efforts for both freshmen and transfers, and offering more undergraduate scholarship resources focused on Indiana residents.  However, its goal of raising the 25th percentile SAT score to the 1020 to1050 range is modest.  Consider the public CIC institutions from this point of view.  Currently Purdue, Iowa, Minnesota, Michigan State and Ohio State all have a 25th percentile in this range;  Penn State’s is roughly 1100;  and Wisconsin, Illinois and Michigan all fall around 1150 or higher.  Bloomington currently lags all of its peers, with a 25th percentile under 1000.  The enrollment report suggests that Bloomington aspires only to stay even with the lower group.  However, we believe that “keeping up with the bottom” is too modest a goal to set for the campus enrollment policy.  We favor a more ambitious target.  Specifically, we propose that the Bloomington campus seek to raise the 25th percentile SAT score by 100 points over the next 10 years.  We understand that many challenges involved in such a fundamental undertaking will have to be overcome, but we believe that incrementally working toward this goal over a relatively long period of time will make its achievement possible without sacrificing other institutional values. 


The financial aid strategy advocated by the CEC can effect the change in undergraduate profile we endorse, at least to some extent.  Given past experience, however, it is unlikely that Bloomington will be able to command as much money as is needed to fully meet our goal by this means.  Therefore, as an additional strategy we recommend that IUB reduce its target number for new freshmen, while maintaining the overall size of the undergraduate student body.  This could be done by increasing the number of transfer students, a group that has never been seriously pursued by the Bloomington campus.   In the end, we believe it will take a combination of the financial aid and freshman/transfer student strategies to achieve our goal.


Accordingly, the Bloomington Faculty Council resolves that Indiana University Bloomington should work to elevate its stature as a leading state university by improving its undergraduate profile.  Adoption of a new freshman admission policy will be an important step toward this goal, as will the commitment of the Chancellor, the Vice Chancellor for Enrollment Services, and the Director of Admissions to implement that policy in a way that reflects the intent of the faculty.
