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The cover story of the very first issue of The Chronicle of Higher
Education in 2003 was introduced by a “teaser” that asked: “More public

universities seek ‘top tier’ status, even as it becomes more difficult to

move up. Can states afford these dreams?” As the article itself framed

the dilemma:

� More public universities are striving to squeeze into the top tier.

� Ambition and arithmetic, though, are bound to collide because the

number of aspiring institutions far exceeds the number of slots at the

top of any ranking. No matter how hard they try, 100 universities

cannot squeeze into the top 20.

The text went on to assert, “It is easier for an average university to

become good than for a good university to become excellent.” In the

context of the Chronicle article, that last point has particular relevance

for our University because the goal of the eight institutions featured in

that article was to gain membership in, or at least rise to the quality

level of, the Association of American Universities (AAU). As a long-

standing AAU member, our goal is to move even higher in the ranks of

that already excellent group.

One key measure of comparative quality used by the authors of the Chronicle article was a study titled “The Top American Research

Universities,” which is produced by the Center for Studies in the Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of Florida. 

That study focuses on nine factors—total research dollars, federal research dollars, endowment, annual giving, national academy

memberships, faculty awards, doctorates granted, postdocs appointed, and SAT scores. According to a recent overview of various college

“ratings services” in The New York Times, it “offers a ranking far simpler and more transparent” than many others. 
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Explaining their ratings approach, the study’s authors state, “Universities of

the highest quality tend to do most things very well. Other institutions will

perform very well on some elements but not as well on all.” The study, then,

groups universities in clusters of institutions with comparable performance

across the nine areas measured. That clustering is grounded in a belief that the

difference among research universities with high levels of performance is not

great. Becoming more specific, the authors assert, “Ranking Berkeley,

Michigan, and Wisconsin or Harvard, Stanford, and Chicago from one to

three tells us very little more than if we ranked them in a different way. These

institutions are different in many ways, but represent premier American 

public and private universities.”

How did the University of Pittsburgh fare under this approach to public

research university rankings? In 2000, we were a part of the cluster of institu-

tions that ranked among the top 25 public universities in six of the nine areas

measured. We were in good company—with institutions like Arizona, Ohio

State, Purdue, and Virginia. And there were only 14 universities in the three

clusters ranked above us—a very positive showing.

In the 2002 study, we fared even better. We were a part of the cluster of institutions that ranked among the top 25 public universi-

ties in seven of the nine areas measured. Again, we were in good company—with institutions like Iowa, Penn State, Texas, 

and Virginia. And there were only nine universities in the two clusters ranked above us—Cal-Berkeley, UCLA, Illinois, Michigan,

North Carolina, Wisconsin, Florida, Minnesota, and Washington.  

The only two areas in which we did not rank in the top 25 were annual giving, where we ranked 29th, and SAT scores, where we ranked

49th. In recent years, these are areas in which we have been making very substantial progress. Let me, then, first discuss our quest for

quality by providing a brief overview of our progress in three key areas—undergraduate education, research, and private fundraising—

before returning to the second theme of the Chronicle article, the tension between high ambitions and limited state support. 



When our Board of Trustees publicly adopted a series of broad goals in 1996, its first priority was the aggressive pursuit of excellence

in undergraduate education. Our efforts in this area continue to produce impressive results. Last year, I was able to report that under-

graduate applications to our Oakland campus had more than doubled since 1995, and this year, those applications ran well over 10

percent ahead of last year’s record-setting pace. To give you a clearer sense of that dramatic growth, in 1995, we received just over

7,800 applications from individuals seeking admission to the undergraduate programs on the Oakland campus. For this fall, 

we received over 17,400 applications—an increase of more than 120 percent. A related, and telling, measure of change is that in 

1995 some 79 percent of all applicants were accepted, while that number has fallen to just over 48 percent this year.

There always are some variations between the group of applicants tendering

deposits and the group of students that actually enrolls, and we will not

have the final statistics on this fall’s freshman class for another few weeks.

However, it is clear that the academic credentials of this class will be the

strongest in our history. For example, in 1995, 21 percent of freshmen

enrolled on the Oakland campus ranked in the top 10 percent of their high

school graduating classes. More than double that percentage—43 percent

of those who deposited for this fall—ranked in the top 10 percent of their

high school graduating classes. And the percentage of freshmen who ranked

in the top 20 percent of their high school graduating classes has increased

from 43 percent to 75 percent in that same period. That concentration of

high-performing students—students who are not just talented but whose

achievements show that they also are hard working—elevates the learning

environment for all undergraduates on this campus.

Given the talent and commitment of our admitted applicants, it is not at all surprising that once they are enrolled, they continue to

perform at the very highest levels. To focus on one very visible example, during the last academic year, senior Cynthia Kinnan, who

earned dual degrees in economics and mathematics and was an All-American debater, was named a Marshall Scholar for 2003. Across

the country, in this very intense competition, only 40 Marshall Scholars are named each year. A Pitt undergraduate has been in that
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select company in each of the last four consecutive years and in five of the last six years, 

a record unsurpassed by any public university in America. In fact, Prince Andrew will visit

campus in October to designate the University of Pittsburgh a “Marshall Center of

Excellence” in recognition of this record of high performance.

Of course, our students fare well in other competitions as well. This past year, for example, 

three University Honors College students—Tina Ha, who has majors in biological sciences and

anthropology; Paul Ohodnicki, who has majors in engineering physics and economics; 

and Pedram Roushan, who has majors in physics and mathematics—won prestigious Goldwater

Scholarships. These are the most competitive national awards presented to undergraduates

studying mathematics, the natural sciences, or engineering. No school can even nominate more

than four students for these awards. As noted, Pitt students won three Goldwater Scholarships

this year and have won a total of 29 Goldwater Scholarships since 1990.

Since I have been reviewing undergraduate achievements, my final example does not techni-

cally fit, but it is one that I want to share nonetheless. This past year, at the age of 18,

Courage Otaigbe received a master’s degree from our School of Information Sciences. Her

Nigerian immigrant parents gave her that first name because they said that it takes real

courage to come to a new country. Courage herself has said that her parents “believe in the

American dream”—and, at the age of 18, she already is living it.

Our aim, supported by a wide range of recent investments, is to create an environment that

will be attractive to high-performing students and that will permit them to effectively 

pursue their full potential. If we help position all our students to be the best that they can be,

then some of them will become among the best that anyone can be. We see clear evidence

of that in our success in national student competitions like those for the Marshall and the

Goldwater scholarships. We also see that same principle at work in the impressive achieve-

ments of our faculty and staff.

COURAGE OTAIGBE

CYNTHIA KINNAN



The board’s second 1996 priority was maintaining excellence in research. That choice of verb was deliberate. Pitt already was 

a research powerhouse, and we were determined to build effectively on that strong base.  To be more specific, in 1995, our faculty

members already were winning—typically through competitive, peer-reviewed processes—about $230 million in annual sponsored

project support. That placed us in the top ranks of American universities. In fiscal year 2002, we attracted $433 million in such 

support, and during the past year we attracted about $510 million—an increase of more than 120 percent since 1995, with our momentum

still building.

Last spring, we received good news in one category of particular research

strength when the National Institutes of Health released comparative

awards information for the last fiscal year. NIH grant levels are compared

in three different ways, so let me report on each of them:

� Our medical school standing alone ranked 10th nationally—just ahead of

Michigan, Stanford, and Columbia.  

� When our medical school grants were combined with grants awarded to

Pitt faculty, but run through affiliated hospitals (in this case, principally

Children’s and Magee), we ranked ninth nationally—just ahead of Yale,

Duke, Michigan, Stanford, and Columbia.  

� And as a University (including medicine and other health sciences

schools, but not including affiliated hospitals), we ranked eighth nationally—

just ahead of Yale, Duke, Harvard, and Columbia. 

Even more recently, we learned that each of our area studies programs—Asian, Latin American, Russian and East European, and 

West European—had been renewed as National Resource Centers by the U.S. Department of Education. Success in this highly

competitive process brings both Title VI funding and real prestige and is also one measure of the stature of our University Center

for International Studies. As I reviewed the lists, it appeared that there were only eight area studies programs designated as National
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� And earlier this summer, The Wall Street Journal featured Thomas Starzl on its front page.

The Journal article was titled “Change of Heart: Transplant Pioneer Rejects Approach He

Helped Create. Starzl’s New Theory: Patients Don’t Need a Lifetime of Pills after

Surgery.” Of course, very few people have had a level of impact, over the course of a

career, that even begins to compare with the impact of Dr. Starzl. He has been called “the

greatest surgeon of the 20th century” and has been identified by the Institute for

Scientific Medicine as the world’s most cited scientist in the broad field of clinical

medicine. And, as this recent article makes clear, his inspiring work continues.

Of course, building on our own position of

research impact and prominence depends upon

our ability to recruit and nurture the next genera-

tion of extraordinarily talented and committed 

faculty members. Pitt always has been successful 

at recruiting and developing entry-level faculty

members. But just last October, in my presenta-

tion to the board, I described what I consider to be

a significant shift in our academic position—

an enhanced ability to reach out and recruit very

accomplished senior-level faculty members from

some of the best institutions in the world. Let me

return to three of my October 2002 examples,

describing the immediate impact some of these

new colleagues are having:  

� In October of 2002, I reported that Tom Hales, a senior faculty member from the

University of Michigan, had been recruited as our Andrew Mellon Professor of

Mathematics. In January, Professor Hales was awarded the coveted Chauvenet Prize—

which has been awarded by the Mathematical Association of America since 1925—for

solving Kepler’s Conjecture, a problem that had stymied mathematicians for centuries.

Resource Centers in Pennsylvania—four at Pitt and four at the University of Pennsylvania (one of theirs is in partnership with 

Bryn Mawr, Haverford, and Swarthmore). Our International Business Center also has earned that designation.

Our research prominence has been built, over time, by some truly extraordinary people, and, during this past year, we honored 

a number of them:

� At this year’s Honors Convocation, for example, our featured speaker was Peter Safar,

Distinguished Service Professor of Resuscitation Medicine—who, to the deep regret of all

who knew him, passed away this summer. That well-known nonscientist, Edgar Allan Poe,

once said: “The boundaries between life and death are at best shadowy and vague. Who

shall say where one ends and the other begins?” Dr. Safar’s work had taken him into those

“twilight realms” as he consistently pushed that

shadowy boundary in directions that expanded

the realm of life—from his pioneering work in

CPR to his more recent work in “suspended 

animation.” That important work will continue

in our Safar Center for Resuscitation Research.

� A few weeks after our Honors Convocation, we celebrated the 80th birthday of 

Adolf Grünbaum, who came to Pitt in 1960 as the Andrew Mellon Professor of Philosophy.

He took a program that was almost unknown and, with the help of distinguished colleagues

like Nicholas Rescher, brought it into the national spotlight. Today, our Department of

Philosophy, our Department of History and Philosophy of Science, and our Center for

Philosophy of Science all are recognized as being among the best in the world. 

� This past spring, we also honored Lewis Kuller, who chaired the Department of Epidemiology in our Graduate School of Public

Health for three decades. Nearly 400 colleagues from around the world came to Pitt to honor his many contributions, particularly

to the understanding of cardiovascular disease and women’s health issues. For instance, it was Dr. Kuller and his colleagues whose

research ultimately changed the way high blood pressure was routinely treated and, through the Women’s Health Initiative, helped

raise the visibility of women’s health issues worldwide. 

PETER SAFAR

ADOLF GRÜNBAUM

THOMAS STARZL

LEWIS KULLER

TOM HALES



� Also in October of 2002, I reported that William Keller, who had been the executive director

of the MIT Center for International Studies, had come to Pitt to hold the Posvar Chair in

the Graduate School of Public and International Affairs and to serve as director of 

the Ridgway Center for International Security Studies. In April, the Ford Motor Company

committed $2.5 million to the creation of a new Ford Institute for Human Security, to be

directed by Professor Simon Reich, within the Ridgway Center.

� And in October of 2002, I reported that we 

had recruited Yuan Chang and Patrick Moore, 

a distinguished husband/wife research team, from

Columbia University. In June, Drs. Chang and

Moore received this year’s Charles S. Mott Prize

for cancer research. They were honored for their

work in discovering the virus that causes Kaposi’s

sarcoma—the most common malignancy in AIDS

patients. This is one of the highest forms of recog-

nition that can be won by medical researchers. 

In fact, nine past winners of the Mott Prize have

gone on to win the Nobel Prize.

And, though he no longer qualifies as a “newcomer,” I cannot leave this topic without also

making special mention of Professor Rory Cooper, the chair of the Department of

Rehabilitation Science and Technology in the School of Health and Rehabilitation Sciences.

In the summer of 2002, we celebrated Professor Cooper’s receipt of the Olin E. Teague

Award, the highest award given by the Department of Veterans Affairs for work with 

disabled veterans. This past summer, Professor Cooper received the Paul M. Magnuson

Award, the highest award given by the Department of Veterans Affairs for rehabilitation

research and development. 

YUAN CHANG

AND PATRICK MOORE

WILLIAM KELLER

RORY COOPER



Of course, appropriately supporting faculty members of this caliber requires a broad-based combination of institutional strengths—

and the same is true, quite frankly, in recruiting top-caliber students. Ambitious people come to Pitt mainly because they believe that

they can most effectively pursue their own professional goals here. Clearly, that depends upon an environment that includes, among

other things, programs of quality, a culture committed to high achievement, an attractive and functional physical plant, and other

forms of support, such as scholarships and fellowships and professorships and chairs.  

There probably never has been a period in which the University of Pittsburgh has more clearly declared its own commitment to

procuring these essential resources, while also visibly demonstrating its capacity to do so. After all, it was just a little more than a year

ago, at the annual meeting of the Board of Trustees in June 2002, that we announced we had reached what once had been described

as an “overly ambitious” $500 million capital campaign goal—and had done so more than one year ahead of schedule. The board

responded by setting the bar much higher, doubling our goal and declaring that we would continue until we had raised $1 billion

through this campaign to support the people and programs of Pitt.

During the “giving year” that ended June 30, a year characterized by 

an inhospitable fundraising environment, we maintained our pace, taking

the campaign to $602.5 million in gifts and pledges. Among the many 

highlights of the record-setting year were the following:

� The University’s best “cash-in” fundraising year ever, with $94.5 million

in cash contributions, a 25 percent increase from the preceding year;

� The University’s best annual fund ever, with a total of $11.3 million

raised, an increase of nearly 5 percent from the preceding year;

� An increase of $2.9 million in corporate contributions;

� An increase of nearly 8 percent in the number of donors—taking us 

to 40,842 donors last year, the highest number ever at Pitt; and

� The highest number of alumni donors ever—30,430, an increase of 

nearly 5 percent from the preceding year.
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When we launched the public phase of this campaign, I stated that its success would depend not just on the total dollars raised, but

also on the ways in which the dollars raised were used. And these dollars are being effectively deployed. For example, through this

campaign, we already have attracted support for 42 new endowed chairs and professorships and for 187 new endowed scholarships

and fellowships. In addition, we have attracted support for key program initiatives and for critical facilities projects.

We have attracted that support by more effectively “reaching out” to share Pitt’s story—a story of both opportunity and need—with

friends and potential friends. More than 81,000 donors now have contributed to this campaign. Even more amazing, nearly 37,000

of those donors are new donors—people who had never before made a gift to the University of Pittsburgh. And those new donors

include some very generous donors. In fact, 30 percent of our “major donors,” those making gifts of $50,000 or more, are new

donors—and that includes 19 donors of $1 million or more who never had made a gift to Pitt before this campaign.

This level of fundraising success is one very tangible verification that our

cause is compelling. It also is a tribute to our professional development

staff, and to our dedicated volunteers, who have worked so hard to get the

message out. And it is a tribute, in particular, to the Pitt Alumni Association

and to our University on the Road program. That program has permitted us

to meet with large numbers of our graduates and friends in more distant

locations and to describe both our progress and our needs. Just this past

term, for example, we sponsored major events in Harrisburg, New York City,

Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C. Collectively, they attracted more than

1,500 participants.  

Efforts of that type are absolutely essential if we are going to stay on target

to secure our $1 billion goal, particularly in these challenging economic

times. Even more critical are our continuing efforts to elevate already high

levels of performance in advancing our core mission. Nearly two decades of

seeking support for Pitt have taught me one key lesson: Donors are far

more inclined to support excellence than to respond to pleas grounded

solely in need.



Of course, when we reach out to our friends in Harrisburg, typically our principal objective is securing enhanced state support, 

as opposed to private donations. As all of you know, the news is not nearly as good on that front. In fact, when I publicly addressed

the Board of Trustees in June of 2001, I explicitly acknowledged that if there was one objective with respect to which we had fallen

short, it was in securing higher levels of commonwealth support.  

For those who may be unaware of this aspect of our institutional history, we

became a state-related university (a status shared with Lincoln, Penn State,

and Temple) in the mid-1960s, during a period of financial crisis. Since

then, our partnership with the commonwealth has been absolutely essential

to our progress. Even the reduced appropriation recommended by the 

governor for the current fiscal year amounts to about $163 million, funds

that significantly aid our efforts on a broad range of fronts. In addition,

though the amounts have varied considerably over the years, we also have

received state support for critical capital projects.  

Over time, however, both comparatively and absolutely, our levels of state

funding have declined. Taking the longer view first, in the mid-1970s, our

state appropriation represented more than 32 percent of our total institu-

tional budget. This year, we expect that our state appropriation will fall to

less than 12 percent of our total institutional budget. During the past fiscal

year, we were subjected to two midyear 1 percent appropriation cuts, and the governor has recommended a 5 percent reduction to

our original fiscal year 2003 appropriation for fiscal year 2004. The math is straightforward. That recommendation would leave us

$14 million below our fiscal year 2001 appropriation. Those are “pure dollar” reductions, without any inflation factor.

Our difficulties this year, of course, are compounded by uncertainty. Well into the third month of the current fiscal year, the state

budget still has not been finalized, and we do not have an appropriation. Among other impacts, this has delayed compensation 

decisions—though we expect those decisions, once made, to be retroactive to July 1.
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Of course, we are not alone. Today, most of American public higher education is facing serious state funding strains. Consider, for

example, the following passages from the cover story, “As State Colleges Cut Classes, Students Struggle to Finish,” from the Sunday,

August 24, 2003, edition of The New York Times:

“At many public universities, grappling with record budget cuts and enrollments at the same time, the classroom is no longer

being spared. After whittling away at staff, coaxing faculty members to juggle more classes, stripping sports teams and trusting

aging roofs to hold out a few years longer, many public universities have begun chopping away at academics, making it harder for

students to graduate on time.

“The University of Illinois has cancelled 1,000 classes on hundreds of subjects this year. Up to 1,000 students at the University

of North Carolina will be shut out of beginning Spanish. The University of Colorado has eliminated academic programs in

journalism, business and engineering. The University of California has put off opening an entire campus.

“Virginia Tech is scrapping an education major and suspending mandatory history classes because it does not have enough 

professors to lead them. The University of Nebraska is canceling Portuguese, closing agricultural research laboratories and 

off-site classrooms, shedding exercise science, paring Russian and museum studies. Rutgers is pruning the arts and sciences.

“The University of Missouri has reduced the number of class time slots across the board, cut its teacher training program in

half, eliminated a nursing degree and trimmed international studies. The University of Michigan will nearly double the size

of some classes, shorten library hours and offer fewer freshman seminars.”

In thinking about these actions and comparing them to our situation at Pitt, the following contextual factors may be instructive:

� Virtually all of the institutions in question entered this challenging period with the benefit of markedly higher levels of state 

support than we enjoy. By our best estimates, in fiscal year 2002, when our state appropriation amounted to some 15 percent of

our total budget, the state appropriation amounted to about 23 percent of the total budget at the University of Illinois, 25 percent

at Rutgers, 27 percent at North Carolina, and 36 percent at Virginia Tech.  

� Contrasted in a somewhat different way, in fiscal year 2001, the total state appropriation per in-state undergraduate student was

about $11,500 at Pitt, compared with roughly $13,100 at Illinois, $22,300 at Michigan, and $30,900 at North Carolina.

These comparative differences in state funding levels are specifically relevant to comparative differences in tuition. For many years,

and in good times as well as bad, Pennsylvania has been a low appropriation/high tuition state. Whether the product of a deliberate

policy choice or not, students enrolled in Pennsylvania’s public universities have long been expected to shoulder a more substantial

portion of the cost of their education than public university students in most other states.  

However, despite tuition pressures created by this historic underfunding, as well as by proposed appropriation reductions, our tuition

increases for the current year were more constrained than those in many other public universities. Compare, for example, our 

9.5 percent in-state tuition increase with 19.8 percent at Missouri, 19.7 percent at Virginia, 17.6 percent at Iowa, 15.8 percent at

Wisconsin, and 15 percent at both Colorado and Nebraska. And we also have positioned ourselves to move forward without yet taking

actions, such as those described in the New York Times article quoted earlier, that could compromise the quality of our academic programs. 

Maintaining that course is essential, not only for the successful pursuit 

of our high institutional ambitions, but also, as has been clear from the

experience of recent years, to our strength in the very competitive market

for high-achieving students. Applications to our programs have not

increased so dramatically because we are viewed as a “low-cost” provider in

the absolute sense. Instead, we are viewed as an attractive choice because

of our demonstrated commitment, as a national research university, to 

provide educational experiences of high quality and to deliver that high

quality at a comparatively affordable price.
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Few are optimistic that the financial climate for public higher education will improve dramatically in the short term. An August 8, 2003,

Chronicle of Higher Education article titled “State Lawmakers Again Cut Higher-Education Spending” began by observing:

“The burning question for public-college officials these days: Can it get any worse? Last year, increases in state appropria-

tions for higher education were the smallest in a decade. Now they have dropped yet again. As colleges eliminate faculty

and staff positions, restructure programs, and increase tuition, some say the 2003–2004 fiscal year, which began in most

states on July 1, may be the worst in memory for higher education. And then there’s next year, which some public-college

officials fear could be tougher yet.”

And in the New York Times article cited above, a senior vice president for 

the American Association of State Colleges and Universities was quoted as

saying: “The academic cuts are probably the most severe I’ve seen. And 

I don’t see any mitigation in them in the coming year.”  

Our challenges, then, are very real. In describing those challenges in general

terms, not tied to economic conditions, the authors of “The Top American

Research Universities” asserted:

� The task of building and sustaining an American research university

challenges every member of the institution’s extended community; and 

� The task is for universities to improve—not only measured by what they

did last year or the year before, but also in comparison to what their

counterparts and competitors have accomplished.
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The committed work of the “people of Pitt” has resulted both in dramatic improvements in our own performance and in enhancements

to our relative position when compared to other strong public research universities. 

As we work to sustain that momentum, we should remember the words of Benjamin Franklin, perhaps the greatest Pennsylvanian of

all. At about the time this University was founded, well over two centuries ago, Mr. Franklin said: “An investment in knowledge always

pays the best interest.” Those words were true when he uttered them, and they remain true today. Members of the University 

community are fortunate to see that truth firsthand and on a daily basis—in the growth of our students, in the achievements of our

faculty and staff, in the impact of our alumni, and in our many contributions to the broader community.

One part of our shared responsibility is to constantly demonstrate that truth to others, through the quality and impact of our own

work. As we do, we will be better positioned to secure the support essential to our future progress. And with that support, we will

be even better positioned, in turn, to answer The Chronicle of Higher Education’s January 3, 2003, “cover story question” by continuing

our climb even higher into the “top tier” of American higher education.
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“AN INVESTMENT IN KNOWLEDGE

ALWAYS PAYS THE BEST INTEREST.”

– BENJAMIN FRANKLIN


