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Summary 

 
This document catalyzes a campus-wide dialogue regarding how to advance Southern 

Methodist University’s (SMU’s) overall academic excellence to the level of a premier research 
and teaching university with global impact. 

______ 
 
SMU’s current momentum affords an extraordinary opportunity, indeed an obligation, to 

further leverage the University’s energy to continue its upward progression. From its founding, 
SMU has been a “university on a hilltop.”  With steady climbing during its first century, SMU has 
reached considerable heights within the higher education landscape.  From this elevated 
position, SMU enters its second century at basecamp and the University is ready to ascend 
toward the mountaintop of higher education as a premier research and teaching university with 
global impact. 

In 2015, the University issued a strategic plan entitled, “Launching SMU’s Second Century, 
Shaping Leaders for a Changing World, 2016-2025 Strategic Plan.”  The present document builds 
on Launching SMU’s Second Century by focusing on Goal Number One: “To enhance the 
academic quality and stature of the University.”   

In the quest for an aspirational and flexible vision for elevating SMU’s academic excellence, 
the document provides analyses and a range of opportunities for discussion.  The document 
includes evidence-based analyses, using both quantitative data and case studies of other 
successful universities, and recommended opportunities for how SMU can promote academic 
excellence.  The document also has an educational purpose by informing the SMU community 
about how to define both academic “quality” and academic “stature.”  The document further 
informs by benchmarking SMU to aspirational universities. 

During the past 18 months, task forces formed by the Provost’s Office have developed 
reports on key features of the University’s academic mission. The present document and the 
task force reports are complementary and will be disseminated simultaneously.  Thus, the 
campus dialogue on the future of academic quality will be based on both this document and the 
task force reports. 

The present document is organized around four main sections: (1) Defining academic quality, 
(2) analyzing SMU’s academic stature relative to other universities, (3) opportunities for 
strengthening SMU’s academic quality, and (4) leveraging SMU’s academic vitality and strong 
partnerships with the North Texas region for expanded community service and impact.  

Section 1 proposes how the SMU community can coalesce around shared definitions of 
academic quality and stature.  These shared definitions promote a common understanding and 
lay the foundation for operational measures against which SMU will chart its progress.   

Academic “quality” can be defined in terms of the degree to which the University fulfills its 
academic mission to be an intellectual community in which talented individuals are entrusted to 
develop an appropriate balance of activities that include an obligation to undertake curiosity-
driven research, application-inspired research, creative (i.e., artistic) activity, teaching, and 
service to society. Academic quality is further articulated in terms of core commitments for 
SMU, a formal list of which is proposed for campus-wide consideration and deliberation. 
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As explained in section 2, although SMU has its own unique history and culture, the 
University’s academic “stature” is defined in terms of its performance as measured against other 
leading universities.  SMU must rigorously take stock of where the University stands relative to 
other universities so that it can responsibly target its future path. In doing so, two central 
questions are addressed.  First, to which universities should SMU compare itself?  Second, what 
metrics should SMU use to make such comparisons?  

SMU compares itself to other great private research universities such as those on the 
University’s list of cohort universities, aspirational universities, and others that are members of 
the Colonial Group. SMU will benefit from using a variety of performance metrics to compare its 
standing, such as the Carnegie Classification and U.S. News and World Report (USN&WR) 
rankings. SMU compares favorably on many indicators (e.g., faculty resources) but less favorably 
on others (e.g., assessment of academic excellence in the eyes of leaders of other academic 
institutions).  Also examined are some of the complex determinants (e.g., a university’s research 
expenditures) of how leaders in higher education assess SMU and other institutions.  

In section 3, several possible opportunities for strengthening SMU’s academic excellence are 
offered for discussion.   

First, and building on the findings of the Scholarly Research and Creative Impact task force, 
“bold ideas” are discussed, which should be faculty-led and have the promise of sustainable 
external funding.  A new seed funding program is outlined, which can be used to jump start bold 
ideas, each of which should be sufficiently compelling to attract significant gifts and/or grants.  
Our analysis also shows that universities that have a mature scholarly research and creative 
footprint have invested in research support staff. Expansion of research at SMU also will be 
driven, in part, by the quality and success of the University’s Ph.D. programs.  Furthermore, 
analysis from SMU’s Office of Research shows that increasing the number of post-doctoral 
researchers could also strengthen SMU’s research profile.  

A second possible opportunity for SMU to bolster academic quality is to further strengthen 
efforts in recruiting, developing, retaining, and rewarding excellent faculty members.  Examples 
of proposed initiatives include: (1) Systematically enhancing the quality of pools of faculty 
candidates, (2) launching and funding a new “target of excellence” program for recruiting truly 
outstanding faculty members, (3) hiring clusters of faculty members to advance key 
interdisciplinary themes, (4) identifying and funding SMU faculty members as “Knowledge 
Integration Fellows” (KIFs), and (5) reinforcing the rigor of the promotion and tenure process.   

A third opportunity is to enhance the quality of SMU’s students and their educational 
experience.  Regarding improving the academic quality of SMU’s undergraduate student body, 
the University’s strategy must involve: (1) Growing the applicant pool, (2) using a range of 
strategies to make a SMU education more accessible, (3) supporting academic programs and 
reputation, and (4) strengthening the experience of student life on campus.  The relationship 
between student merit aid and the quality of a university’s student body is complex.  Although 
increased merit financial aid certainly contributes to a stronger student body, at some point the 
association between aid-per-student and average test scores reverses (i.e., as a university’s 
academic profile increases, the need for institutional aid decreases). The decrease is likely tied to 
the strength of a university’s academic reputation, which then decreases the need for 
institutional aid to attract outstanding students.   



4 
 

Enhancing the student experience also requires keeping the University’s curriculum current.  
In January of 2016 SMU’s Faculty Senate asked the Provost to form the General Education 
Review task force to refresh the required undergraduate curriculum.  The student experience 
also drives student retention rates and graduation rates, which are vitally important for 
academic excellence.  SMU may wish to pursue four major objectives to increase student 
retention and graduation: (1) Develop a system of unified support and responsibility for 
retention, (2) promote academic preparation and strengthen recruitment efforts, (3) coordinate 
closely financial aid and student retention efforts with the College/Schools, and (4) enhance 
social engagement measures. 

A fourth opportunity reflects the view that the more vibrant the intellectual ecosystem in 
North Texas, the more that SMU’s academic programs are elevated through collaborative 
research and artistic activities, cooperative grant proposals, joint degree programs, and 
employment opportunities for SMU graduates.  To achieve this, the University must cultivate 
deeper institution-level partnerships that further cement symbiotic relationships with regional 
civic, corporate, and cultural organizations such as: (1) The University of Texas Southwestern 
Medical Center, (2) the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, (3) the Dallas arts community, (4) the 
George W. Bush Presidential Center, (5) K-12 education, and (6) the United Methodist Church.   

In section 4, SMU’s deep commitment to partnering with the North Texas region to serve the 
community and address urban challenges is discussed.  In that spirit, a new “SMU Compact” with 
North Texas is presented that institutionalizes faculty and student service, which, in turn, 
engenders greater contribution by SMU to the region, nation, and the world.  A central element 
of the Compact is to promote upward economic mobility opportunities by creating an 
“innovation and entrepreneurship” district as a part of SMU’s 15-acre East Campus, which could 
serve as a hub for academic discoveries, industry collaboration, and community engagement.  
Expectations for the success of a SMU-led district are derived from the extraordinary success of 
such districts orbiting other urban universities and their vibrant ecosystems of start-ups, firms, 
and governmental institutions. 

In light of the limitations of future tuition increases, the University will continue to expand 
the range of possible sources of funding to fuel the initiatives discussed in this document.  
Examples of such funding sources are: (1) Fundraising (both endowment and current-use gifts), 
(2) savings from recent University-wide efficiency initiatives (“OE2C”), (3) indirect cost recovery 
via increased external research funding, and (4) expanding continuing education revenues.  The 
availability of new funds will influence the timeline and scale of new initiatives during the 10-
year period of the University’s strategic plan as defined by increased investments in academic 
excellence. 

The document concludes with a list of future aspirations that SMU will exhibit at the end of 
the 10-year investment period. 

In terms of next steps, the process of refining the analyses and opportunities in the 
document will involve an inclusive process of obtaining feedback across the entire University 
community.  To prepare for eventual submission to the President of SMU, the Provost and Vice 
President for Academic Affairs will facilitate the dialogue to receive input from University 
stakeholders. The feedback process will conclude 15 January 2018 and the final version of the 
vision for academic excellence will be completed in spring 2018. 
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Introduction 
 

Having commemorated the centennial of Southern Methodist University (SMU) in 2011, the 

University’s leadership turned its attention to SMU’s second century by reflecting on a series of 

foundational themes such as: The future trajectory of SMU, its role in the higher education 

landscape, and possibilities regarding the University’s future impacts in research, creative 

activity, and on society.  Those deliberations resulted in the University’s strategic plan entitled, 

“Launching SMU’s Second Century, Shaping Leaders for a Changing World, 2016-2025 Strategic 

Plan,” which was unanimously approved by the Board of Trustees in December of 2015.  

Launching SMU’s Second Century was announced during an era of extraordinary 

momentum for the University.  Several recent milestones illustrate this momentum:  

• During the autumn of 2017, SMU continued its upward trend in student academic 

quality by setting a new bar for an incoming class in terms of standardized test 

scores (average ACT score of 30; the 95th percentile). 

• In 2018, SMU received a ranking of #61 among over 300 “National Universities” in 

the US News and World Report Best College Rankings and the top 10% of U.S. 

universities in the Wall Street Journal ranking for 2017.  

• In 2017, two SMU faculty members won Guggenheim fellowships, one SMU faculty 

member was elected to the American Academy of Arts and Science, and another 

SMU faculty member was recently elected to the National Academy of Engineering. 

• In 2014, SMU’s research expenditures set a record high for the university.   
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• SMU’s new supercomputer, “ManeFrame II,” came online in 2017 and has a peak 

performance surpassing all but 16 high-performance computer clusters currently 

housed at other U.S. universities that appear on the most recent list of the world's 

top 500 supercomputers. 

• The SMU campus has grown to 107 buildings on 234 acres and has been recognized 

as one of the most beautiful campuses in the nation (Princeton Review, 2015).   

• In 2016, SMU concluded its largest ever comprehensive fundraising campaign, with 

generous donors giving a total of $1.15 billion.  

The purpose of this document is to further catalyze a campus-wide dialogue regarding how 

to advance SMU’s overall academic excellence to the level of a premier research and teaching 

university with global impact.  To this end, the document builds on Launching SMU’s Second 

Century, by focusing on Goal Number One: “To enhance the academic quality and stature of the 

University,” Goal Number Two, “To Improve Teaching and Learning,” and Goal Number Three, 

“To Strengthen Scholarly Research, Creative Achievement, and Opportunities for Innovation.”   

Premier universities hold scholarly research and creative excellence as their top priority and 

are recognized globally for uniform quality across their academic programs.  Leading research 

universities have served as engines of their regions’ intellectual ecosystems, artistic and 

technological innovations, and economic prosperity (e.g., Stanford and UC Berkeley in the San 

Francisco Bay Area; MIT in Boston; and the coalition of Duke, the University of North Carolina, 

and North Carolina State in the Research Triangle of North Carolina).  Indeed, as a truly premier 

research and teaching university, SMU has the potential to transform the North Texas region by 
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generating cutting-edge scientific and engineering knowledge, business acumen, and creative, 

artistic, and intellectual outputs that fuel regional prosperity and quality of life (Boone, 2002). 

North Texas would benefit from additional premier universities (the region currently has 

one existing world-class research institution, namely, the University of Texas Southwestern 

Medical Center.)  The Association of American Universities (AAU) is a group of the top-62 

research universities in North America (both public and private) devoted to maintaining a 

strong system of academic research, innovation, and education1.  Among the United States’ ten 

largest metropolitan areas, Dallas-Fort Worth (according to 2016 census data as among the 

fastest-growing in the country) is one of only two regions without at least one AAU university.  

(The other is Miami.)  See Table 1 for a list of the top-10 metropolitan regions in the United 

States and the AAU universities located within them. 

Table 1: Top-10 United States Metropolitan Regions and Listing of AAU Universities 

Rank Metropolitan Region Population (2010 Census) AAU Universities 

1 New York 19.6 Million -Columbia University 
-New York University 

2 Los Angeles 12.8 Million -California Institute of Technology 
-University of California, Los Angeles 
-University of Southern California 

3 Chicago 9.5 Million -Northwestern University 
-University of Chicago 

4 Dallas/Ft. Worth 6.4 Million  

5 Philadelphia 6.0 Million -University of Pennsylvania 
6 Houston 5.9 Million -Rice University 
7 Washington/Baltimore 5.6 Million -Johns Hopkins University 
8 Miami/Ft. Lauderdale 5.6 Million  

9 Atlanta 5.3 Million -Emory University 
-Georgia Institute of Technology 

10 Boston 4.5 Million -Boston University 
-Brandeis University 
-Harvard University 
-Massachusetts Institute of Technology  
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SMU’s current momentum affords an extraordinary opportunity, indeed an obligation, to 

further leverage our potential to ensure that the University’s progression continues upward.  

Although SMU is already the most prestigious (i.e., highly-ranked) university in North Texas, the 

University is uniquely positioned to capitalize on its accomplishments to further serve Dallas 

and North Texas while becoming even more visible nationally and globally.  In committing to its 

long-term academic excellence, SMU must also consider adopting a trajectory to reach eventual 

membership in the AAU.  As SMU aims to climb higher, let us now venture forth from our 2017 

“basecamp”2 for the continuing ascent toward the mountain top as a premier research and 

teaching university with global impact. 

 

A Process to Obtain Feedback  
 

The present document presents analyses and a range of possible opportunities for 

discussion that will ultimately lead to an aspirational and flexible vision for elevating SMU’s 

academic quality and stature.  The document provides evidence-based analyses, using both 

quantitative data and case studies of other successful universities, and opportunities that will 

serve to facilitate a campus-wide dialogue.   

Refining the analyses and prioritizing opportunities will require an inclusive process to obtain 

feedback from across the entire University community.  To prepare for eventual submission to 

the President of SMU, the Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs will facilitate the 

dialogue to receive input from University stakeholders. Thus far, the feedback process has 

included a prominent role by the President, members of the Board of Trustees, the President’s 

Executive Council, and the deans in reviewing early ideas and through their service on task 
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forces.  Campus feedback will be solicited electronically and via open town hall meetings, an 

anonymous online feedback form, close consultation with the Faculty Senate, and meetings with 

the College/Schools, the Staff Association, Student Government, Board of Trustees, SMU alumni, 

and donors. The feedback process will conclude in mid-January 2018.  The final version of the 

vision document will be completed and submitted to the President in spring 2018.  Ultimately, 

the SMU Board of Trustees will oversee, through the President of the University, the new vision 

for strengthening SMU’s academic quality and stature. The present document offers numerous 

options for consideration.  The document is not intended to offer a finished prioritization or 

implementation plan, nor is it intended to provide final prescriptions regarding resource 

allocation.  Implementation and resource (e.g., financial, efficient facility utilization) allocation 

decisions will be considered in 2018 and beyond. 

During the past 18 months, task forces formed by the Provost have been playing a vital 

advisory role to inform this document’s analyses and opportunities by developing detailed, 

topical reports on key features of the University’s academic mission.  (The General Education 

Review task force will complete its work in 2018).  All task force reports have been developed in 

consultation with faculty, and – in many cases – staff.  The task forces have now completed 

their reports, and they will be disseminated at the same time as the present document.  This 

document and the task force reports are complementary. Each task force report should be read 

carefully and in its entirety; the present document is not intended to serve as a summary of 

these reports but is advised by them.   

In delivering their recommendations, the task force reports fulfill an interconnected and 

complementary function by focusing on the “how” of specific new academic initiatives (e.g., 
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recommendations for how to strengthen the impact of the University’s scholarly research and 

creative activity through specific actions).  The present document addresses the meaning of 

academic quality, analyzes how SMU’s academic stature compares to other universities, and 

suggests targets for the future.  In essence, the present document addresses background 

information regarding the “what” of academic quality and stature.  Therefore, it is vital that the 

campus dialogue on SMU’s academic quality and stature be informed by both the present 

document and the task force reports. 

As the campus dialogue expands through the release of this document and the task force 

reports, it is worth emphasizing that the University is not at the beginning of the dialogue on 

academic quality and stature.  Nor are we at the end of the process.  Rather, the University 

community has reached one of many milestones on its journey.  Below, in Figure 1, is a 

summary of the steps taken to date as well as a description of the remaining activities to 

develop a more refined vision for SMU’s academic quality and stature. 

Figure 1: Process to Develop a Refined Vision of SMU’s Academic Quality and Stature  

• Create initial draft of “Enhancing 
the Academic Quality and Stature 
of SMU” 

• Review and comments on initial 
draft of “Quality” by President 
Turner 

• Review and comments on draft 
of “Quality” by PEC and deans 

• Review and comments on draft 
of “Quality” by Board of Trustees 

• Review and comments on draft 
of “Quality” by faculty, staff, and 
students 

• Campus-wide comment period   
 

• Incorporate comments and 
create final draft of “Quality” 

• Review/refine final draft of 
“Quality” with President Turner 

• President Turner’s approval of 
final version of “Quality” 

• Present final version of “Quality” 
to SMU community 

• Develop estimates of resources 
required and timelines 

• Begin implementation 

• SMU’s Second Century Strategic 
Plan: 2016 – 2025 (2015)  

• Provost’s listening tour (2016) 
• General Education Review Task 

Force (2018) 
• Task Force on Continuing 

Education (2017) 
• Task Force on Scholarly Research 

and Creative Activity (2017) 
• Task Force on Creative and 

Interactive Technology (2017) 
• Task Force on Data Science & 

Analytics (2017) 
• Task Force on the Future of 

Libraries (2017) 

Planning for the 
Framework

(2016- Spring 2017)

Drafting and Refining 
the Framework
(Autumn 2017)

Approval and Path to 
Implementation

(Spring 2018)
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Structure of the Document 
 

In addition to elaborating goals described in Launching SMU’s Second Century, this 

document adds new directions for academic excellence.  The document extends Launching 

SMU’s Second Century by using data as a basis for prioritizing which measures are most 

important for further strengthening SMU’s academic excellence.  This document also has an 

educational purpose, in that it aims to inform the SMU community about how to define 

academic quality and the importance of evidence-based benchmarking of SMU to aspirational 

universities.  To reach our aspirational peaks, SMU will need to become increasingly more 

evidence-based and analytical in its decision making. 

The document is organized around four main sections: (1) Defining academic “quality,” (2) 

assessing SMU’s academic quality and stature relative to other universities, (3) opportunities 

for strengthening SMU’s academic quality, and (4) leveraging SMU’s academic vitality and 

strong partnerships with the North Texas region for expanded community impact. 

  

Defining Academic Quality at SMU 

 
To succeed in fostering greater academic excellence, the SMU community will benefit from 

coalescing around shared definitions of academic “quality” and “stature.”  Clarity regarding 

definitions promotes shared understanding and lays the foundation for the operational measures 

against which SMU will chart its progress.   

Therefore, let us define “academic quality” more precisely.  The Oxford English Dictionary 

defines quality as “the standard of something as measured against other things of a similar kind; 
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the degree of excellence of something.” At SMU, we define academic quality in terms of the 

degree to which the University fulfills its academic mission, the degree of excellence it exhibits in 

doing so, and how the University’s performance is measured against the standard of other 

leading universities.  Furthermore, the concept of quality refers to the degree of excellence, not 

the quantity of something.  Bigger does not mean better.  That is, at SMU academic quality does 

not imply that getting bigger as a university (e.g., increasing the overall size of the student body 

or the faculty) necessarily involves an increase in the University’s quality.3   

The mission and ambitions of a university are not easily measured, assessed, or quantified.  

A university is not an industrial factory that manufactures an inanimate physical product, where 

measuring inputs and outputs is relatively easy to quantify.  Rather, a university has a solemn 

mission to concentrate on the human sphere by assessing its performance in terms of creating 

new knowledge and transforming the lives of its students by developing “the whole, thinking 

person, cultivation of creativity, maturation of social and cultural sensibilities, and even 

increased passion for life, learning and civic engagement of all sorts — what collectively might 

be called ‘life and citizenship knowledge’” (Byrne, 2013).  Moreover, unlike a for-profit 

corporation, SMU’s ultimate performance outcomes are not characterized in terms of financial 

capital (e.g., profitability) or physical capital (e.g., buildings and facilities).   Although such 

resources are indispensable for propelling a university’s mission (without them, a university 

cannot achieve its academic mission), financial and physical capital are inputs that enable a 

university to succeed in maximizing its human-oriented academic performance outputs.  

The primacy of the human sphere to the functioning of a university can be characterized as 

follows: 
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“… the University depends on three different kinds of capital: financial capital 
(especially the endowment); physical capital (buildings and grounds); and human 
capital (faculty, students, staff, and alumni). The University’s human capital is the 
most critical of all: a university’s quality correlates directly with the quality of the 
people on its campus, and a university relies upon its human talent not only for its 
current operations but to plan for the future and to attract new talent. If a university 
fails to spend aggressively enough to sustain the quality of its human capital, it may 
have to spend even more in the future: the cost of rescuing or rebuilding a second-tier 
department is generally higher than the cost of sustaining an outstanding one” 
(Princeton University Strategic Framework [2016], p. 8). 
 

Moreover, the role of faculty members is central to the university’s success:  
 

“The quality of the University’s faculty is especially important to its future. The 
University’s professoriate not only conducts its teaching and research programs but 
also plays an indispensable role in the governance of the University, making or 
contributing to crucial decisions about policies and hiring. No university can be great 
without a great faculty, and a great faculty can attract many other resources, 
including grants and gifts that are needed to support the university’s teaching and 
research mission” (Princeton University Strategic Framework [2016], p. 10). 

 

Given the centrality of the human capital sphere for the success of a university, SMU’s 

raison d’etre is to cultivate, educate, nurture, and inspire our faculty, staff, and students to 

create and disseminate knowledge. This is referred to in the SMU Mission Statement: 

“Southern Methodist University will create, expand, and impart knowledge through 
teaching, research, and service, shaping world changers who contribute to their 
communities and excel in their professions in a global society. Among its faculty, 
students, and staff, the University will cultivate principled thought, develop intellectual 
skills, and promote an environment emphasizing individual dignity and worth. SMU 
affirms its historical commitment to academic freedom and open inquiry, to moral and 
ethical values, and to its United Methodist heritage.” 

 

This statement reflects a conviction that the academic mission is the prime purpose of the 

University, upon which our energy should be focused.  Universities are intellectual communities 

in which talented individuals are entrusted with substantial autonomy to develop an 

appropriate balance of activity including curiosity-driven research, application-inspired 
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research, creative (i.e., artistic) activity, teaching, and service to society.  Throughout the SMU 

community, we must cultivate the common thread of a commitment to academic excellence at 

the highest levels of international achievement.  It is the depth of that commitment, and the 

environment in which it is fostered, that propels SMU toward the future.  Indeed, we hope that 

each faculty member, staff member, and student who enters the SMU community will be 

transformed intellectually, socially, and ethically.   

As we develop a plan for strengthening SMU academically, we may further define academic 

quality at SMU in terms of core commitments, which embody the factors that continue to 

differentiate SMU within the higher education landscape.  Currently, SMU does not have a 

formal list of core commitments.  Thus, the following commitments are proposed to shape our 

dialogue on SMU’s academic quality: 

• A comprehensive research and teaching university striving to reach premier excellence 

and innovation in arts, business, education, engineering, humanities, law, natural 

sciences, social sciences, and theology to the benefit of our faculty, students, alumni, 

our region, nation, and the world. 

• A faculty of world-class scholars and artists who are engaged with and accessible to 

students and committed to the integration of scholarship, practice, and teaching, 

without emphasizing one to the exclusion of the others. 

• An adherence to academic freedom and open inquiry, as well as ethical values in the 

discovery of new knowledge, coupled with preserving, archiving, and transmitting 

intellectual, artistic, and cultural heritage. 

• A strong tradition of liberal arts undergraduate instruction in a residential setting, which 

engages interdisciplinary collaboration and co-curricular involvement across campus; 

leveraging the expertise of the full breadth of academic offerings of the academic units; 

the undergraduate experience prepares students for meaningful lives and careers, 
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broadens their outlook, and helps form their character, spirituality, values, and 

communication skills. 

• A commitment to SMU’s investment in the Residential Commons as a means through 

which co-curricular and meaningful engagement opportunities are provided. 

• A profound sense of community that involves deep levels of engagement, personal 

communication, cultural intelligence, inclusivity, and global awareness; a community 

that welcomes, supports, and embraces faculty, staff, and students from a broad range 

of backgrounds and cultures to promote learning from diverse perspectives. 

• A student experience that prepares graduates for lives of world-changing ethical 

leadership and service in diverse vocations, civic engagement, and life-long learning; the 

commitment to service is less about what vocation or avocation a graduate pursues, but 

how he/she pursues it.4 

• A graduate education program that reflects strengths in doctoral education, other 

terminal degree programs, and professional credentialing. 

• A living-learning environment that provides opportunities for co-curricular (including 

intercollegiate athletics) and University spirit-building activities led by the Office of 

Student Affairs and the Department of Athletics. 

• An alumni community that exemplifies devotion to, engagement with, and support for, 

the University. 

• A dedication to resource stewardship that reinforces the University’s financial viability 

and promotes affordability of a SMU education for both undergraduates and graduate 

students. 

• A commitment to SMU’s inextricable link to Dallas and North Texas through enterprising 

collaboration with institutions in the region. 

• A respect for SMU’s Methodist tradition, which enables people from any faith 

backgrounds to explore their spirituality openly and inclusively. 

As SMU aspires to become a premier research and teaching university with global impact, 

we are compelled to have the highest expectations of our academic colleagues to embody our 
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core values.  We expect this of our colleagues throughout their careers at SMU, while 

acknowledging that the balance between components of colleagues’ contributions to research, 

teaching, and service will naturally vary and may change over time.  We also acknowledge that 

the ability to meet these expectations depends upon reciprocating support from the University, 

both directly in terms of resources, and indirectly in terms of sustaining a thriving culture of 

knowledge creation and dissemination.5 

 

Analyzing SMU’s Academic Stature Relative to Other Universities 
 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines “stature” as, “the standing or position of a person or 

thing with regard to importance or social status.”  At SMU, we define academic stature in terms 

of where the University stands relative to other universities.  We must take stock of where SMU 

stands so that we can responsibly chart our future path to academic excellence that will 

ultimately enhance SMU’s stature. In particular, we must address two crucial questions: (1) to 

which universities should SMU compare itself? and (2) what metrics will SMU use to make such 

comparisons?  

SMU addresses the first question by taking as its inspiration great private research 

universities, such as those perennially ranked in the top-30 (e.g., Carnegie Mellon, Duke, Emory, 



18 
 

Georgetown, Northwestern, Rice, Tufts, 

Vanderbilt, Wake Forest, and Washington 

University), and institutions that have 

achieved extraordinary rises in academic 

quality and visibility during the past three 

decades (e.g., Notre Dame, Southern 

California, and Northeastern). Members of 

the Colonial Group6 and cohort 

institutions of similar size and stature to 

SMU are also used for comparison. A full 

listing of SMU’s cohort universities, 

aspirational universities, and the Colonial 

Group are listed in Table 2.7 (The President 

is currently overseeing a process of 

reviewing universities listed as cohort and 

aspirational institutions.)  The case of the 

University of Southern California is 

presented in the box on the right-hand 

side of this page.  

 

 

 

 
During the decade spanning 1991-2001, many 
observers of higher education would agree that no 
other academic institution (with a medical school) 
made greater gains academically than the University 
of Southern California.  According to Steven B. 
Sample, USC’s president during this time, credit for 
these achievements belongs to a mix of skilled 
administrators, talented and committed faculty, 
industrious staff, supportive alumni, generous 
donors, and a resolute Board of Trustees. 
 
In 1991, USC’s bold plan faced strong headwinds 
from the start.  Budget shortfalls required 
immediate action and, as a result, the elimination of 
800 staff positions.  The following year, riots in Los 
Angeles and earthquakes across the region caused 
significant damage to property and infrastructure. 
 
With what he refers to as a “Contrarian” form of 
leadership (freed from the limits of conventional 
thinking and allowing room for creativity and 
intellectual independence), Sample and USC: 
 
• Crafted a bold, yet succinct mission statement 

and strategic plan that “dispensed with 
bromides and got to the nitty-gritty” 

• Set a lofty goal to become one of the 10 leading 
private research universities in America and to 
do so through original thinking rather than 
“copying their way to excellence” 

• Focused determinedly on improving every 
aspect of undergraduate education at USC (e.g. 
student quality, curriculum, student housing) 

• Strengthened commitment to, and investment 
in, USC’s research mission – particularly in 
postdoctoral education, interdisciplinary fields, 
and in consideration of their connection to the 
metropolitan Los Angeles area 

• Identified select academic disciplines and 
interdisciplinary fields for strategic development 

• Undertook an ambitious fundraising campaign 
focused heavily on increasing endowment  
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Table 2: SMU’s Cohort Peer Universities, Aspirational Universities, and the Colonial Group 

Cohort Peer 
Universities 

 Aspirational 
Universities 

 Universities in the 
Colonial Group 

American University  Boston College  Boston College 
Baylor University  Brandeis University  Boston University 
Boston University  Carnegie Mellon 

University 
 Brandeis University 

Fordham University  Emory University  George Washington University 
George Washington 

University 
 Lehigh University  Lehigh University 

Marquette University  Tufts University  New York University 
Pepperdine University  Tulane University  Northeastern University 

Syracuse University  University of Notre Dame  Southern Methodist University 
Texas Christian University  University of Rochester  Syracuse University 

University of Denver  University of Southern 
California 

 Tufts University 

University of Miami  Vanderbilt University  Tulane University 
University of Tulsa  Wake Forest University  University of Miami 

    University of Notre Dame 
    Wake Forest University 

 

To address the second question (“what metrics will SMU use to make such comparisons?”), 

the SMU community must articulate which indicators of academic quality hold the highest 

priority based on our renewed strategic vision.  Table 3 summarizes examples of academic 

quality metrics that are commonly used in higher education rankings.8  Once these metrics have 

been prioritized, SMU will have a stronger foundation to establish more robust analytics and 

evidence-based assessments.  
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Table 3: Examples of Academic Quality Metrics and Their Utilization by Ranking Body 

 Carnegie 
Classification 

AAU: 
Phase 1 

AAU: 
Phase 2 

US News & 
World 
Report 

QS World 
University 
Rankings 

Wall Street 
Journal/ Times 

Higher 
Education 
Rankings 

Center for World 
University 
Rankings 

Academic 
Ranking of World 

Universities 

Potential Metrics         
R&D Expenditures X X       

Science & Engineering X        
Non-Science & Engineering X        

S&E Research Staff X        
Postdocs X  X      
Doctorate holding non-faculty 
researchers 

X        

Doctoral Degree Conferrals (all 
fields, not professional) 

X  X      

Memberships in National 
Academies 

 X       

Faculty awards, fellowships and 
memberships 

 X     X  

Nobel Prizes and Fields Medals        X 
Citations  X   X   X 

University Impact (h-index)       X  
USDA, state, and industrial 
research funding 

  X    X  

Academic Reputation   X X X X   
Peer Assessments    X     
HS Counselor Assessments    X     

First-Year Retention    X     
Six-Year Graduation Rate    X  X   
Alumni Giving    X     
Faculty/Student Ratio    X X X   
% of Classes >= 50 Students    X     
% of Classes < 20 Students    X     
Faculty Compensation    X     
% of Faculty who are Full-time    X     
% of Full-time faculty with 
Terminal Degree 

   X     

Combined SAT/ACT Scores    X     
% Freshman in Top 10% of HS 

 
   X     

Acceptance Rate    X     
Educational Expenditures Per 
FTE Student 

   X  X   
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 Carnegie 
Classification 

AAU: 
Phase 1 

AAU: 
Phase 2 

US News & 
World 
Report 

QS World 
University 
Rankings 

Wall Street 
Journal/ Times 

Higher 
Education 
Rankings 

Center for World 
University 
Rankings 

Academic 
Ranking of World 

Universities 

Six-Year Graduation Rate – 
Single Cohort 

   X     

International Faculty Ratio     X    
International Student Ratio     X X   
Employer Reputation     X    
International Collaboration         
Staff: Student Ratio         
Student Diversity      X   
Student Inclusion      X   
Staff Diversity      X   
Student Engagement      X   
Student Recommendation      X   
Student Interaction w/Teachers      X   
Number of Accredited Programs      X   
Value Added to Graduate Salary      X   
Publications      X X  

Influence (highly influential 
publications) 

      X  

Nature and Science        X 
Research Awards         
Quality of Education (Alumni 
Awards) 

      X  

Alumni Employment (Alumni 
CEOs in top companies) 

      X  

Patents       X  
Per Capita Performance        X 

 

Although there are many rankings frameworks,9 as a series of illustrations in Figures 2-4, we 

present SMU’s standing on the Carnegie Classification (which is focused on quantifiable metrics 

of research and scholarship) based on three similar analyses from the years 2005, 2010, and 

2015.10  The distribution of universities shown in these figures is divided into three populations: 

Institutions that were very high on either index were assigned to the “very high activity” (in 

2005 and 2010) or “highest research activity” group (in 2015), while institutions that were high 
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on at least one (but very high on neither) were assigned to the “high activity” (in 2005 and 

2010) or “higher research activity” group (in 2015). Remaining institutions plotted were 

assigned to the “doctoral research university” (DRU, in 2005 and 2010) or “moderate research 

activity” category (in 2015).”11  Assignment to the “highest research activity” group has become 

synonymous with “Research-One,” or “Tier One” status.  

Based on 2005 data, Figure 2 shows that SMU falls within the DRU category, which in 

that year’s reporting represents the lowest band of research activity.  The Figure also shows 

how SMU compares to top-50 USN&WR universities as well as two North Texas universities in 

the high research activity category.  Virtually all of the top-50 USN&WR universities are 

classified as having very high research activity.   

Figure 2: 2005 Carnegie Classification Showing Doctoral Universities in Terms of Aggregate 
and Faculty Per Capita Indices 
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Figure 3 shows SMU’s upward progression from the DRU group into the “High Activity” 

group that occurred in the 2010 classification.  The figure also shows how SMU compares to 

top-50 USN&WR universities and to the three North Texas universities also falling in the “high 

activity” category. 

Figure 3: 2010 Carnegie Classification Showing Doctoral Universities in Terms of Aggregate 
and Faculty Per Capita Indices 

 

 

 

Figure 4 shows that SMU advanced within the “Higher Research Activity” group.   The 

Figure shows how SMU compares to top-50 USN&WR universities and three North Texas 

universities in the Highest Research Activity category.  The figure also indicates that SMU as 

continued its upward trajectory from its previous placement in 2005 and 2010. 
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Figure 4: 2015 Carnegie Classification Showing Doctoral Universities in Terms of Aggregate 
and Faculty Per Capita Indices 
 

 

 

As a second illustration, we inspect SMU’s standing on the USN&WR ranking of the 

undergraduate programs at national universities, which are defined as institutions that “offer a 

full range of undergraduate majors, plus master's and doctoral programs, and emphasize 

faculty research.”  In light of the University’s goal to achieve top-50 standing on USN&WR’s 

ranking, where does SMU currently stand on USN&WR?  In 1995, SMU was ranked #71.  Table 4 

shows that in 2018 (released in autumn 2017) SMU was ranked #61 and how SMU compares to 

the other top universities across each of the performance dimensions used by USN&WR to 

calculate their rankings.  
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Table 4: US News and World Report’s Top-70 National Universities - 2018 
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1 Princeton University 4.9 4.9 10.8 73.0 91.8 92.7 6 5.3 97 98 94 7 33 750 730 $149,734 97 96 60.8 

2 Harvard University 4.9 5.0 9.9 74.0 94.2 94.6 2 7.0 98 97 95 5 33 741 735 $166,009 97 95 34.5 

3 University of Chicago 4.6 4.8 5.7 77.0 88.7 100.

 

10 5.0 93 99 98 8 34 765 760 $171,934 94 95 40.8 

3 Yale University 4.8 5.0 8.4 75.2 86.5 93.3 12 5.6 97 99 94 6 33 744 740 $219,952 98 96 29.9 

5 Columbia University 

 

4.7 4.9 9.1 92.9 95.9 99.7 1 6.3 95 99 95 6    $135,044 96 95 31.6 

5 Massachusetts Institute of Technology 4.9 5.0 12.6 69.6 93.3 91.3 7 3.0 92 98 97 8 34 772 733 $201,168 93 95 35.5 

5 Stanford University 4.9 5.0 11.5 90.3 99.5 99.3 3 4.3 95 98 95 5 33 736 719 $172,594 94 94 34.0 

8 University of Pennsylvania 4.5 4.8 10.4 69.7 86.8 100.

 

5 6.0 96 98 95 9 33 740 723 $132,718 95 95 36.1 

9 Duke University 4.4 4.8 6.5 71.4 98.4 96.1 8 6.0 95 97 91 11    $120,128 95 95 34.4 

10 California Institute of Technology 4.6 4.6 8.7 67.4 96.8 98.5 9 3.0 93 97 97 8    $209,945 94 95 24.7 

11 Dartmouth College 4.3 4.9 7.5 62.3 92.0 94.3 20 7.4 95 98 93 11 32 723 717 $121,056 97 95 44.9 

11 Johns Hopkins University 4.6 4.9 10.2 73.6 98.5 91.2 33 7.4 94 97 94 12 33 747 728 $171,729 94 95 37.5 

11 Northwestern University 4.4 4.6 6.0 77.4 94.6 100.

 

14 7.0 94 98 91 11 33 742 719 $152,001 94 95 27.8 

14 Brown University 4.4 4.9 11.0 67.8 95.1 95.6 28 7.0 96 98 92 9 32 731 724 $74,681 96 95 32.0 

14 Cornell University 4.6 4.9 17.5 58.0 94.2 92.3 22 8.,6 93 97 90 14 32 727 697 $107,245 94 94 27.4 

14 Rice University 4.1 4.7 7.9 70.8 90.6 98.8 16 5.6 92 97 88 15    $79,528 93 93 33.7 

14 Vanderbilt University 4.2 4.7 8.7 66.4 91.4 96.3 36 8.0 93 97 87 11    $136,216 92 94 25.0 

18 University of Notre Dame 4.1 4.7 9.5 60.4 95.8 91.4 24 10.1 96 98 91 19    $66,458 95 94 41.3 

18 Washington University in St. Louis 4.1 4.5 11.1 64.7 88.1 940 19 8.0 94 96 86 17 33 744 727 $167,991 94 96 23.8 

20 Georgetown University 4.1 4.8 7.0 61.2 73.1 88.8 17 11.0 94 96 91 17 32 702 704 $61,697 94 95 30.8 

21 Emory University 4.0 4.4 13.1 61.1 95.3 96.2 25 9.0 91 94 83 25 31 711 679 $194,014 91 93 20.8 

21 University of California – Berkeley 4.7 4.7 16.9 52.3 86.8 99.0 13 17.8 92 97 98 16    $60,805 92 91 12.1 

21 University of California – Los Angeles 4.3 4.4 18.4 56.6 88.2 98.0 4 17.0 91 97 97 18 29 664 636 $92,126 91 90 8.4 

21 University of Southern California 4.0 4.5 11.7 59.4 81.6 90.7 23 8.0 92 96 88 17 31 698 673 $74,695 92 93 41.2 

25 Carnegie Mellon University 4.3 4.6 11.9 66.6 99.1 92.6 41 13.0 89 96 75 22 32 746 702 $60,785 90 89 15.4 

25 University of Virginia 4.2 4.5 14.8 55.9 98.0 91.4 34 14.9 94 97 89 30 31 679 667 $48,611 94 94 20.6 

27 Wake Forest University 3.6 4.2 1.0 58.6 86.5 93.5 58 10.0 88 94 78 30    $142,605 88 92 24.1 

28 University of Michigan – Ann Arbor 4.4 4.5 16.9 59.9 92.9 91.4 39 15.0 91 97 74 29 31 714 679 $57,173 91 94 17.7 

29 Tufts University 3.7 4.5 6.6 67.8 84.2 92.7 48 8.0 92 96  14 32 729 713 $63,592 92 94 20.2 

30 New York University 3.9 4.5 8.7 59.9 71.1 90.9 15 10.0 84 93 61 32 31 686 665 $62,628 85 85 9.9 



26 
 

Ra
nk

 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 

Pe
er

 A
ss

es
sm

en
t S

co
re

 

Hi
gh

 S
ch

oo
l C

ou
ns

el
or

 S
co

re
 

%
 o

f c
la

ss
es

 >
= 

50
 S

tu
de

nt
s 

%
 c

la
ss

es
 <

20
 st

ud
en

ts
 

%
 fu

ll-
tim

e 
fa

cu
lty

 

%
 fu

ll-
tim

e 
fa

cu
lty

 w
/P

hD
 o

r t
er

m
in

al
 

 
Fa

cu
lty

 c
om

pe
ns

at
io

n 
ra

nk
 

St
ud

en
t t

o 
fa

cu
lty

 ra
tio

 

6-
ye

ar
 g

ra
du

at
io

n 
ra

te
 (a

vg
.) 

Av
er

ag
e 

fr
es

hm
an

 re
te

nt
io

n 
ra

te
 

%
 fr

es
hm

en
 in

 to
p 

10
%

 o
f H

ig
h 

Sc
ho

ol
 C

la
ss

 

Ac
ce

pt
an

ce
 R

at
e 

AC
T 

Co
m

po
sit

e 
av

er
ag

e 
sc

or
e 

SA
T 

M
at

h 
av

er
ag

e 
sc

or
e 

SA
T 

Ve
rb

al
 A

ve
ra

ge
 sc

or
e 

Ed
uc

at
io

na
l E

xp
en

di
tu

re
s /

 S
tu

de
nt

 

6-
ye

ar
 g

ra
du

at
e 

ra
te

 (s
in

gl
e 

co
ho

rt
) 

Pr
ed

ic
te

d 
gr

ad
ua

tio
n 

ra
te

 

Al
um

ni
 g

iv
in

g 
ra

te
 

30 University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill 4.0 4.5 14.3 38.8 91.6 86.0 50 13.0 90 97 73 27 29 656 644 $66,663 91 89 16.5 

32 Boston College 3.6 4.4 7.0 49.3 75.0 93.8 32 12.2 92 95 80 31 32 690 670 $43,340 93 92 24.6 

32 College of William and Mary 3.8 4.3 7.2 49.2 88.5 95.0 70 12.0 90 96 78 37 30 674 678 $32,681 91 91 27.9 

34 Brandeis University 3.6 4.2 10.2 62.1 86.9 95.0 53 10.0 89 93 72 33 31 709 657 $51,378 90 91 20.5 

34 Georgia Institute of Technology 4.2 4.5 26.0 38.3 96.6 81.4 35 20.0 84 97 87 26 32 719 682 $47,917 86 90 23.8 

34 University of Rochester 3.4 3.9 11.7 71.4 87.8 93.8 42 9.7 86 96 68 38 31 702 652 $78,666 85 90 21.2 

37 Boston University 3.6 4.3 13.2 61.0 86.7 90.5 26 10.0 85 93 63 29 30 680 636 $49,575 87 83 10.1 

37 Case Western Reserve University 3.7 4.2 12.6 59.1 92.3 90.9 61 10.9 81 93 71 35 32 722 664 $58,918 82 85 19.0 

37 University of California – Santa Barbara 3.5 3.9 19.5 48.8 94.5 100 11 17.0 83 93 100 36 28 646 619 $42,208 88 87 16.0 

40 Northeastern University 3.3 4.2 6.4 67.1 90.3 94.6 31 13.8 84 97 76 29 32 713 691 $38,235 86 80 11.3 

40 Tulane University 3.5 4.2 5.9 61.5 82.3 95.9 69 8.0 81 92 61 26 31 669 661 $52,646 83 85 16.7 

42 Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 3.5 4.4 13.0 52.8 96.8 93.5 37 13.0 83 93 66 44 30 714 656 $45,041 83 84 11.4 

42 University of California – Irvine 3.6 4.1 20.9 57.0 92.1 98.0 18 18.0 87 92 98 41  633 571 $48,371 87 85 5.4 

42 University of California – San Diego 3.8 4.2 35.8 36.3 93.7 98.4 21 19.0 87 95 100 36 31 661 610 $74,855 87 87 5.1 

42 University of Florida 3.7 3.9 15.4 47.8 93.1 89.2 72 20.4 87 96 73 46 29 644 631 $51,996 87 83 11.6 

46 Lehigh University 3.2 4.0 11.4 50.4 90.5 95.7 45 9.0 88 95 64 26 30 684 631 $48,242 89 93 20.4 

46 Pepperdine University 3.3 4.3 2.4 69.4 78.8 88.3 54 13.6 84 92 49 37 28 616 601 $43,299 87 76 7.7 

46 University of California – Davis 3.9 4.2 26.5 38.0 89.2 92.0 27 20.0 84 93 100 42 26 608 566 $63,519 85 86 7.2 

46 University of Miami 3.4 3.9 6.7 54.3 88.0 87.9 40 12.0 82 92 60 38 30 660 640 $61,362 82 86 13.8 

46 University of Wisconsin – Madison 4.0 4.0 21.0 44.3 93.9 91.1 62 17.6 84 95 54 53 29 699 616 $46,560 85 83 13.3 

46 Villanova University 3.2 4.1 2.8 41.6 82.5 89.3 73 12.0 90 95 62 44 31 665 644 $33,539 90 84 26.2 

52 Pennsylvania State University  3.7 3.9 19.0 28.3 95.5 81.4 49 15.9 86 93 36 56 27 612 578 $49,250 86 65 13.8 

52 University of Illinois – Urbana Champaign 3.9 3.9 20.5 40.0 99.9 93.5 52 20.0 85 94 49 60 28 732 636

 

$46,803 85 82 8.4 

54 Ohio State University – Columbus 3.8 4.1 21.6 30.3 97.6 98.3 59 19.0 83 94 63 54 29 675 699 $39,756 84 78 14.3 

54 University of Georgia 3.5 4.1 11.0 45.5 95.9 94.7 74 18.0 84 95 55 54 29 632 626 $30,033 85 79 12.6 

56 George Washington University 3.6 4.4 10.2 51.4 70.0 93.7 44 13.0 82 92 55 40 30 650 640 $47,731 84 90 8.8 

56 Purdue University – West Lafayette 3.8 4.2 18.3 38.0 95.1 98.0 66 12.1 74 92 43 56 28 625 583 $35,636 77 70 18.7 

56 University of Connecticut 3.3 3.9 15.2 51.3 92.8 93.2 55 16.0 82 93 51 49 28 633 600 $62,401 83 74 11.2 

56 University of Texas – Austin 4.0 4.2 26.2 34.6 93.8 89.4 46 18.0 80 95 70 40 29 648 621 $38,995 81 84 11.6 

56 University of Washington 3.9 3.9 23.5 32.3 85.6 91.4 65 17.0 84 94 62 45 28 641 600 $64,703 84 84 12.4 

61 Brigham Young University – Provo 3.1 3.8 14.2 54.6 87.6 92.4 30 21.0 80 88 55 51 29 635 632 $24,715 83 76 13.3 

61 Fordham University 3.2 4.1 1.1 50.0 72.0 93.1 29 14.0 81 91 46 45 29 640 626 $34,828 80 76 15.4 
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61 Southern Methodist University 3.1 3.8 8.6 59.1 85.1 92.4 38 11.0 79 90 49 49 29 667 647 $42,086 79 79 24.0 

61 Syracuse University 3.3 3.9 9.6 59.0 84.8 89.8 63 15.0 81 92 36 52 27 613 582 $34,357 82 68 15.5 

61 University of Maryland – College Park 3.6 4.0 16.8 45.1 87.5 91.2 43 17.0 86 95 71 48    $36,011 87 84 7.7 

61 Worcester Polytechnic Institute 3.0 3.8 10.3 65.1 86.9 92.1 51 133 84 96 65 48 30 678 623 $36,562 86 81 11.0 

67 Clemson University 3.3 4.0 14.9 50.9 97.5 86.2 68 17.9 82 93 57 51 28 632 611 $29,601 81 77 22.7 

68 University of Pittsburgh 3.5 3.7 20.0 41.1 90.5 93.9 71 15.0 81 92 52 55 29 652 634 $57,599 81 76 9.8 

69 American University 3.2 4.0 1.3 52.0 78.5 94.3 56 12.0 81 89 35 26 28 610 638 $36,093 81 81 6.0 

69 Rutgers University 3.4 4.0 21.7 38.4 73.1 99.0 47 13.0 80 92 41 57  641 588 $39,599 80 71 8.0 

69 Stevens Institute of Technology 2.8 3.8 9.3 36.3 86.5 95.0 60 10.0 82 94 65 39 31 702 641 $31,472 83 77 17.1 

69 Texas A&M University – College Station 3.6.

 

4.1 25.8 22.0 91.6 89.2 64 20.8 79 91 66 66 27 609 582 $35,733 80 76 17.4 

69 University of Minnesota – Twin Cities 3.7 3.8 20.9 36.3 87.8 77.7 57 17.0 77 92 48 44 28 678 629 $54,375 78 77 8.8 

69 Virginia Tech University 3.5 4.1 21.2 29.0 96.0 90.2 67 14.0 83 93 40 71    $31,143 84 74 11.2 

 

Table 4 reveals that SMU compares favorably on many indicators: Faculty resources, 

percent of classes with 20 or fewer students, faculty compensation, and alumni giving.  Relative 

to aspirational universities and Colonial Group members, however, SMU compares less 

favorably on: Peer assessment of academic excellence score, high school counselor assessment 

of academic excellence score, student graduation and retention rates, student selectivity, and 

educational expenditures per student.   

One metric that deserves further comment is SMU’s academic reputation, captured in Table 

4 as the peer assessment score.  Peer assessment is common to many of the national and global 

ranking methodologies (see Table 3) and reflects the views of other university leaders 



28 
 

concerning, for instance, a university’s scholarly footprint, faculty excellence, selectivity of 

admissions, innovativeness of curriculum, service to society, etc.  Academic reputation, 

expressed in terms of “peer assessment of academic excellence” in USN&WR, accounts for 

22.5% of a university’s total USN&WR rank.12   In the USN&WR methodology, presidents, 

provosts, and deans of campus admissions offices complete a survey on their perception of 

“undergraduate academic excellence.”  USN&WR’s methodology states: “The academic peer 

assessment survey allows top academic leaders to account for intangibles at peer institutions, 

such as faculty dedication to teaching.”  Because little other guidance is provided in rating each 

institution, raters must rely on their impressions of an institution and what they have heard 

about the institution (e.g., inevitably, about the excellence of both undergraduate and graduate 

programs).  

The peer assessment scores from USN&WR provide insight into SMU’s academic reputation 

as perceived by leaders of other national universities.  Ratings are made on the basis of a 1-5 

scale ranging from 1 = marginal to 5 = exceptional.  SMU’s average score in 2018 was 3.1.  

SMU’s score has consistently hovered around 3.0 for the last 10 years.  Table 4 shows how 

SMU’s peer assessment score compares to other universities in the 2018 USN&WR rankings.   

It is also interesting to note the relationship between peer assessment rankings and a 

university’s research expenditures per faculty member.  As shown in Figure 5, there is an 

association between higher research expenditures and higher peer assessment scores.  For 

comparison purposes to SMU, Figure 5 shows only research universities without medical 

schools. 
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Figure 5: Research Expenditures per Faculty Member and 2017 USN&WR Overall Rank 

 
 

 
Let us consider a case of a highly-regarded urban private university, George Washington 

University, which in 2017 was tied with SMU at #56 on USN&WR and is also a Colonial Group 

member. In the 2017 USN&WR rankings, George Washington University had a peer assessment 

score of 3.5 (SMU’s score was 3.1) and its high school counselor score was 4.4 (SMU’s was 3.9). 

If SMU had peer assessment scores identical to those of George Washington University in the 

2016 year (for which we have the most recent modeling data) and all of our other scores 

remained the same, SMU would have been ranked #49 instead of #61 that year. 

In terms of other comparisons, in 2015, Boston College, Penn State, University of Florida, 

Purdue University, and Texas A&M University were all rated a 3.6 by peers. Modeling of the 

2015 USN&WR data showed that, if all other ranking items were equal, a change in SMU’s peer 
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assessment score from 3.0 (the 2015 score) to 3.6 would position SMU at #50 in the ranking 

that year. These results demonstrate the power of the peer assessment score alone to make a 

positive and significant difference in SMU’s overall USN&WR rank.  

It is plausible that increasing familiarity with SMU generally, and items affecting its 

academic performance specifically, will have beneficial effect on our peer assessment 

scores.  Increasing outside familiarity with SMU’s academic performance and standards will 

help distinguish it from the other institutions with which we are currently grouped.  Therefore, 

it is recommended that SMU continue its comprehensive efforts to promote the awareness of 

the University’s academic achievement, faculty quality and student achievements through: 

Promotion of faculty as media experts and opinion shapers; promotion of faculty and students 

through research blogs, web sites and other electronic communication; by featuring students 

and faculty in publications, advertising, and other outreach efforts; by continuing initiatives that 

inform the opinion of admissions counselors, among other ways.  These efforts should continue 

both through central efforts as well as efforts of schools and units (e.g., inviting prestigious 

faculty members at other universities to visit the SMU campus).  As an example of the 

comprehensive nature of raising academic reputation, Northeastern University (see box below) 

saw a rise in its rankings by influencing the target market of presidents, provosts and 
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admissions counselors through a combination of 

additional investments in faculty and students 

alongside intentional marketing efforts. 

 

Opportunities for Strengthening 
SMU’s Academic Quality and 
Stature  
 
 

As discussed earlier, SMU aims to be a 

premier university. This section identifies 

several possible strategic opportunities to 

further strengthen SMU’s academic quality and 

stature. 

SMU’s libraries will play a vital role in further 

strengthening SMU’s academic quality and 

status.  Detailed planning on that topic will 

await the appointment of the new Dean and 

Director of Central University Libraries during 

summer of 2018.   

 

 

 

 
In 2003, Northeastern University was ranked 128th 
on the US News and World Report’s list of national 
universities.  For most members of the campus 
community, the goal of achieving recognition – 
even within the top 100 – seemed as realistic as 
‘landing a man on the moon.’ However, by 2007 
Northeastern University had cracked USNWR’s ‘top 
100’ with a ranking of 98th. By 2015, the university 
continued its meteoric rise by jumping into the ‘top 
50’ list, with its highest-ever ranking of 42. 
 
In just over a decade, the university had 
intentionally executed one of the most dramatic 
advances ever observed within the history of 
USN&WR rankings.  To do so required Northeastern 
to make a systematic effort (incorporating language 
into their strategic plan about achieving USNWR 
‘top 100’ status) as well as making significant 
financial investments centered heavily on strategic 
educational and research improvements that would 
demonstrably influence the school’s position in the 
rankings.  Most notably among these financial 
investments, Northeastern: 

• Hired additional faculty to reduce class size 
• Reviewed the undergraduate application 

process and removed systematic barriers 
that had previously limited the number of 
applicants 

• Constructed new dormitories on campus to 
promote retention and to improve 
graduation rates 

• Increased expenditures and scholarships 
used to recruit students with high academic 
achievement 

• Conducted a marketing campaign to boost 
the school’s image – particularly within the 
schools ranked within USN&WR’s ‘top 100’ 
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Opportunity 1: Strengthening SMU’s Scholarly Research and Creative Impact 
 

A key opportunity to strengthen SMU’s academic excellence is to expand dramatically our 

scholarly research and creative impact.  The SMU task force on Scholarly Research and Creative 

Impact was composed of 17 faculty members representing each of our academic units.  The 

task force completed a report in March of 2017 that recommends actions that would be 

required to strengthen SMU’s scholarly research and creative impact.  The full report may be 

accessed by clicking here.   

What do we mean when we refer to scholarly research and creative “impact?” Impact is 

defined in terms of awareness among, and influence on, the University’s stakeholders such as 

members of the academic community (e.g., administrators, professors), funding agencies 

(federal and state), governmental leaders (legislators and regulators), sources of philanthropic 

support (foundations and individuals), non-profit organizations, members of the business 

community, current and prospective students, and alumni. 

Operational measures that help inform awareness of SMU’s research and creative activity 

are, for example: (1) articles in academic journals and proceedings, (2) books, (3) presentations 

or speeches at conferences and/or workshops, (4) intellectual property creation (e.g., patents), 

(5) creative works in the visual or performing arts, (6) visibility in the artistic critical press, and 

(7) career success of our alumni, visiting faculty, and post-docs.  Awareness is further evinced 

by, for example, faculty and alumni major awards (e.g., Nobel Prizes, National Academies, 

fellowships in learned societies, and awards signifying artistic success), and research output 

metrics such as citation counts of SMU publications, and media coverage.   

http://www.smu.edu/-/media/Site/Provost/Provost/PDF/Documents_Current/TaskForce2017/ScholarlyResearchCreativeImpactTaskForce.ashx?la=en
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Attaining increased influence of SMU’s research and creative activity involves changing the 

perceptions, decisions, and actions of members of stakeholder groups, which can be 

operationally measured in terms of, for example: (1) creating new theoretical paradigms or 

refining existing ones, (2) creating new research methodologies, (3) improving public policy 

and/or regulatory decisions, (4) developing new artistic trends or genres, (5) improving federal 

or foundation research funding decisions, (6) improving technical and/or building standards, (7) 

improving healthcare practice, and (8) creating for-profit and non-profit leadership strategies 

and/or techniques. SMU’s research can also have influence by becoming a strong catalyst for 

regional economic prosperity.  For instance, SMU’s influence on small, medium, or large 

companies can be exerted via intellectual property created as a result of research by SMU 

faculty members and start-up companies founded faculty members.  SMU should also foster a 

culture whereby faculty more deeply grasp the obligation to grow the impact of their 

scholarship and creative activities.   

Bold Interdisciplinary Ideas: To fuel SMU’s research and creative impact, the University will 

need “bold ideas” that are interdisciplinary, have the promise to be world-changing, and that 

will garner sustainable future funding.  SMU has already invested in interdisciplinary education 

and scholarly activity.  The Dedman College Interdisciplinary Institute is one example of an 

initiative to foster collaboration across disciplines, and the Ford Research and Innovation 

Building, which SMU will build during the next few years, will be a hub of interdisciplinary 

activity.   

As additional examples of bold interdisciplinary thinking at SMU, two task forces were 

formed by the Provost in 2016: (1) Data Science and Analytics and (2) Creative and Interactive 
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Technology.  They have recently conducted deliberations that illustrate the value of 

interdisciplinarity. 

The Data Science and Analytics task force was composed of faculty members from the 

Departments of Computer Science and Engineering, Economics, Mathematics, Statistics, Cox 

School of Business, and the Associate Vice President for Research and Dean of Graduate 

Studies.  Among the key recommendations by the Data Science and Analytics task force were to 

publicize SMU’s existing programs and strengths in Data Science in degree programs, research, 

and investments across the University and to create a new Data Science Institute (DSI).  The DSI 

is charged with: (1) Coordinating and facilitating interdisciplinary programs in Data Science, (2) 

collaborating with other institutes and centers on campus, and (3) developing research and 

educational linkages (e.g., with traditionally non-quantitative fields such as visual arts).  The full 

Data Science and Analytics task force report may be accessed by clicking here.   

The Creative and Interactive Technology task force explored the integration of creative 

computation, visual arts, digital humanities, digital social sciences, computer gaming, and other 

related fields.  Chaired by the Dean of Dedman College, the task force included faculty from the 

Departments of Creative Computation (Meadows School of the Arts), Electrical Engineering, 

SMU Guildhall (computer gaming), History, Instructional Design (Simmons School of Education 

and Human Development) and the deans of the Lyle School of Engineering and the Meadows 

School of the Arts.  The key recommendations of the Creative and Interactive Technology task 

force were organized around the concept of “INQuiry.” This concept signifies a search for truth, 

information, or knowledge to advance interdisciplinary innovation at SMU by building on 

existing strengths in tool-building, interactive experience, and the configuration and 

http://www.smu.edu/-/media/Site/Provost/Provost/PDF/Documents_Current/TaskForce2017/DataScienceTaskForce.ashx?la=en
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deployment of data about people and society. The full Creative and Interactive Technology task 

force report may be accessed by clicking here.   

The present document does not aim to prescribe additional specific interdisciplinary bold 

ideas for SMU to pursue.  Rather, those themes will best be identified in the future by our 

faculty members through a process that draws upon their expertise, foresight, and inspiration, 

together with appropriate administrative support.  

The following is an exploration of a particularly meritorious recommendation by the 

Scholarly Research and Creative Impact task force, namely, that SMU should devote substantial 

funds for an internal seed research funding program to foster additional major research 

projects that significantly increase SMU’s academic footprint and that can attract funding from 

government grants or foundations. Such a one-time seed funding program could have key 

success factors such as the following: 13 

• The competition for funding would be transparent to the SMU faculty; proposals 

would be generated by SMU faculty members. 

• Interdisciplinary proposals would be encouraged, such as proposals submitted by 

faculty members from two or more separate academic units (e.g., departments or 

College/Schools). 

• Successful proposals would demonstrate globally competitiveness and have strong 

prospects for sustained future funding from federal, state, regional funding sources, 

individuals, and/or foundations. 

• Successful proposals would have the promise of profound societal impact and 

problem solving. 

http://www.smu.edu/-/media/Site/Provost/Provost/PDF/Documents_Current/TaskForce2017/CreativeComputingInteractiveTechnologiesTaskForce.ashx?la=en
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• Successful proposals would describe linkages to the non-profit and/or for-private 

sector. 

• Successful proposals would have verifiable milestones, metrics of success, and 

continuous monitoring. 

• Successful proposals would include plans for early support for development of 

knowledge transfer and intellectual property. 

• Evaluation of proposals would use external peer reviewers, including a visiting panel.  

• The scale of seed funding would be sufficient to foster interdisciplinary interactions 

and collect sufficient preliminary data for major funding opportunities; the seed 

funds would be distributed over a three-year period. 

From SMU’s seed funding process, five or six themes may emerge as sources of world-class 

excellence at the University.  Such ambitious intellectual ideas can attract large philanthropic 

gifts during the next comprehensive fundraising campaign.  Given SMU’s past success in 

fundraising, new courageous fundraising targets are achievable.  For example, as discussed 

earlier, in 2016 SMU completed an impressive $1.15 billion comprehensive fundraising 

campaign.  That successful campaign places SMU in elite company: SMU was the 34th private 

university in the United States to have ever completed a campaign of $1 billion or more.  

Increasing Research Support: Universities that have increased their scholarly research and 

creative footprint have invested in additional research support staff in order to reduce 

administrative burden on faculty and to increase funding outcomes.  Top-tier research-led 

universities commonly range between 40-50 full time equivalent staff members (FTEs) within 

their administrative offices; SMU’s Office of Research and Graduate Studies (ORGS) currently 
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has eight FTEs.   Additional staff members would process a greater volume of proposals and do 

so more efficiently.  Higher proposal volume increases our opportunities for increased research 

funding. 

As research funding increases, the ratio of research staff to grant dollars required to provide 

support tends to decrease.   For example, when considering Carnegie Research-1 universities, 

the number of research administration support staff per $10,000,000 in research funding falls 

within a range of 0.70 – 1.77 FTEs.  Carnegie Research-2 universities have research support staff 

that fall within the range of 1.71 – 3.79 FTEs per $10,000,000 in research funding.  Based on this 

benchmark, SMU’s ~2.7 research support FTEs per $10,000,000 in research funding is 

consistent with its current Carnegie Research-2 classification but would need to be 

strengthened to support increased funding.   

To increase SMU’s ability to generate grant revenue, SMU should consider adding staff 

positions to bring funding opportunities to faculty members’ attention, assist in operational 

coordination to enable faculty teams to respond, speed negotiation of contracts, and manage 

the commercialization of the patent portfolio.  As SMU’s research funding from the Department 

of Defense increases, other staff may also be needed to ensure that SMU research remains 

compliant with International Traffic in Arms Regulation (ITAR) and Export Control regulations.  

Further growth in research activity could also require administrative support for the 

Institutional Review Board and the Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee.  Some of 

these positions could be fundable from increased indirect cost recovery as research at SMU 

strives toward the $50 million/year threshold. 



38 
 

Analysis from SMU’s Office of Research 

shows that another important investment with a 

significant payoff with respect to strengthening 

SMU’s scholarly research and creative impact 

would be to increase the number of post-

doctoral researchers.  A possible target is to hire 

six total post-docs (recurring positions) per year 

for the next five years across the campus.  The 

strategic priorities identified in the months 

ahead will inform areas for investment.  

Additionally, especially promising SMU Ph.D. 

students meeting specific criteria (e.g., grade 

points, timely progress toward degree) might be 

guaranteed a two-year post doc. 

See the Notre Dame box on the left for an 

example of a university that dramatically 

increased its research footprint. 

Opportunity 2: Strengthening Faculty 
Excellence at SMU 

Another way for SMU to further strengthen 

its academic quality and stature is to improve 

policies and procedures for recruiting, 

 
In fiscal year 2017, the University of Notre Dame 
received $138.1 million in research funding.  Within 
the past decade, research awards at Notre Dame 
have nearly doubled. 
 
To reach and sustain this heightened level of 
research funding required strategy, planning and 
financial investment. In 2007, Notre Dame created a 
stand-alone position of Vice President for Research 
and instituted a five-year, $40 million investment 
plan with the objective of doubling research 
expenditures.  For the first three years, the 
university committed $25 million to one-time capital 
investments that supported faculty research and $5 
million/year to the university’s internal grant 
program. 
 
Notre Dame’s initial investment provided the spark 
to generate an exponential increase in research 
funding over the past decade.  Notre Dame has 
sustained growth by: 

• Ensuring quality staff support in their Office 
of Research Administration in an effort to 
reduce faculty administrative burden 

• Increasing the number of research proposals 
submitted (154% increase in dollars 
requested and 35% in submissions) annually 
over the last decade 

• Increasing research expenditures from all 
sources 153% between 2006-2015 (for a 
total of $190M in 2015) 

• Supporting research through endowment 
rather than exclusively through research 
funding 

• Identifying and fostering opportunities for 
interdisciplinary research projects 

• Establishing a Research Data Warehouse to 
provide improved management reporting 
capabilities for sponsored program activity. 

• Partnering with the South Bend community 
to develop two technology parks (one in 
Downtown; one on campus) to promote 
research, entrepreneurship, innovation, and 
commercialization  
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developing, retaining, and rewarding excellent faculty members.  For example, SMU should 

consider the following initiatives: (1) enhance the quality of the pool of faculty candidates, (2) 

in addition to regular faculty recruiting, launch a “target of excellence” program for identifying 

and recruiting truly outstanding faculty members, (3) hire clusters of faculty members to 

advance key interdisciplinary themes, (4) identify and fund SMU faculty members as 

“Knowledge Integration Fellows” (KIFs), (5) bolster the rigor of the promotion and tenure 

process, (6) maintain salary competitiveness for SMU faculty, (7) continually refine empirical 

and quantitative analyses of faculty salary equity, (8) refine methods of evaluating teaching 

effectiveness by SMU faculty, and (9) support career-life balance for SMU faculty members. 

As SMU continues to recruit outstanding junior and senior faculty with tenure (e.g., 

endowed chairs and professorships), there should be a greater emphasis placed on developing 

strong national and international pools of potential candidates. To attract the strongest 

candidates, SMU could develop recommendations for how the candidate pools are created 

(e.g., through identification of the strongest academic departments at other universities from 

which to hire faculty members and identifying prospective faculty members with Dallas and/or 

Texas affiliations) and provide additional support mechanisms to ensure that SMU’s academic 

hiring units (e.g., departments) have the information needed to follow the recommendations.   

Additionally, as a new “Target of Excellence” faculty recruiting initiative, SMU should have a 

goal in the next philanthropic campaign to attract new faculty endowments, each at the $5 

million level, to enable SMU to be competitive in hiring outstanding faculty members (e.g., 

members of the National Academy, members of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 
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and those who have the potential for similar recognition).  The $5 million endowments would 

be in addition to other endowments and financial resources for salaries, benefits, and start-up 

packages.   

An effective mechanism to build faculty strength is to focus on faculty cluster initiatives that 

are organized around interdisciplinary themes of research or creative activity.  In line with this 

pursuit, an example of a faculty cluster hiring initiative is currently under way in the Lyle School 

of Engineering around the theme of cybersecurity.  Another example is the Department of Art 

History’s cluster hiring in Latin American art.  This strategy for faculty hiring could be expanded 

to other units on campus.  Faculty members working across disciplines can significantly 

strengthen SMU’s collaborative efforts and create greater synergy among academic fields.   

SMU faculty members who are interdisciplinary leaders could be designated by the 

Provost’s Office as Knowledge Integration Fellows (KIFs), who would have academic 

appointments in two or more departments and be actively working to bridge disciplines.  The 

KIFs would receive additional financial resources for a designated time to support their bridge-

building activities (e.g., development of research groups, new degree programs, new courses). 

Although SMU has already taken action to support existing faculty by fortifying the faculty 

promotion and tenure process, more can be done.  For instance, during the past few years, 

Dedman College and many schools and departments have developed criteria for what it means 

for a faculty member to be categorized as “outstanding” (substantial achievement) or “high 

quality” in research and teaching within their academic unit.  These criteria are now being 

included in the promotion and tenure dossiers.  Also, the Provost’s Office is seeking to promote 

greater uniformity across the campus regarding the process used by departments to select and 
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approve the list of external reviewers for promotion and tenure cases. Currently, letters 

solicited from former students that evaluate the candidate’s teaching and peer evaluations of 

teaching occupy a significant role in promotion and tenure evaluations in some of SMU’s 

schools, but not in others.  Greater uniformity of teaching evaluations will be beneficial to the 

promotion and tenure process.  

SMU must maintain its commitment to competitive faculty salaries.  Recently, the Provost’s 

Office has refocused SMU’s supermerit raise pool funds from an historical tradition of giving 

modest salary raises broadly to more than 150 faculty members across the University in 2015-

2016 to currently using supermerit funds to focus on more substantive salary raises (i.e., $4,000 

or more, in some cases added to base salary) for: (1) current Assistant and Associate Professors 

who are considered rising stars on the basis of their research and creative activities, (2) current 

faculty members at all professorial ranks who are at risk of being recruited by other 

universities, and (3) current faculty members who are women and/or members of under-

represented racial groups and whose salaries lag other faculty members who are performing at 

a comparable level.   Supermerit funds also can be used to ensure competitive salaries offered 

to outstanding faculty members at other universities who have strong national and 

international reputations and who may be candidates for faculty positions at 

SMU.  Furthermore, in terms of rewarding faculty excellence, SMU must redouble efforts to 

ensure that, when appropriate, faculty members’ accomplishments are recognized in terms of 

national fellowships and awards.  

Historically, SMU has emphasized teaching excellence.  As a premier university, teaching will 

continue to be a top priority as will the University’s commitment to residential undergraduate 
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instruction with a liberal arts tradition.  Many different student evaluation instruments are 

currently used across campus.  This creates challenges in analyzing the teaching effectiveness 

data and identifying programs and/or individuals that could benefit from additional support, 

such as mentoring or attending programs in the Center for Teaching Excellence.  The Provost’s 

Office is seeking to form a committee that will evaluate the many different instruments being 

used across campus, study best practices at SMU and other universities that minimize bias due 

to gender and race/ethnicity, and develop a common set of evaluation questions for the entire 

University.  Each academic unit can supplement those questions with additional questions. The 

committee may also develop an instrument for peer review of teaching.  By reducing bias and 

making better comparisons, these instruments will prove more useful in helping faculty to 

improve teaching and in evaluating faculty in the promotion and tenure process. 

SMU remains committed to helping all faculty realize their full potential by supporting a 

career-life balance and strengthening child care.  The University recently began a new 

partnership with the National Center for Faculty Development and Diversity (NCFDD).  The 

NCFDD is an independent professional development organization that offers courses, weekly 

motivational e-mails, discussion forums for peer-mentoring, and workshops addressing topics 

such as tenure strategy, time management, strategies for increasing productivity, and frequent 

challenges faced by under-represented faculty and/or mid-career faculty.  Also, with the 

support of the Faculty Senate, President’s Commission on the Status of Women, and many 

university administrators, SMU is currently developing a new on-site child care and preschool 

center.  
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Opportunity 3: Enhancing the Quality of SMU’s Students and Their Educational 
Experience 

 
 

Undergraduate Student Academic Quality: A common measure of a university’s academic 

quality and stature is the academic profile of the university’s student body.14  Regarding 

traditional measures of student academic quality, such as standardized test scores, significant 

investments in recruitment and merit-based aid since 2005 have helped SMU reach an average 

SAT score above 1300 and an average ACT score that has now reached 30.  Those milestones 

have been reached while also strengthening our dedication to diversity of the student body, 

which is, and will continue to be, one of SMU’s fundamental commitments.  As strategies are 

considered for further increasing standardized test scores at SMU, Table 6 describes the 

average ACT scores of several Colonial Group institutions (and some non-Colonial Group 

universities) that have achieved average ACT scores of 31 or higher. 

 
Table 6: Average ACT Scores (31, 32, and 33) of Sample Colonial Group and Non-Colonial 
Group Universities 

 
Average ACT: 31 
 (96th percentile) 

Average ACT: 32  
(98th percentile) 

Average ACT: 33 
 (99th percentile) 

Colonial Group:  
• Boston College 
• Northeastern University 
• Tulane University 

Colonial Group:  
• Boston University 

Colonial Group:  
• University of Notre Dame 

Non-Colonial Group: 
• Case Western Reserve 

University 
• Emory University 

Non-Colonial Group: 
• Carnegie Mellon University 
• Johns Hopkins University 
• University of Southern 

California 

Non-Colonial Group: 
• Vanderbilt University 
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For SMU, reaching an average ACT score of 31 or 32 will require an aggressive institution-

level strategy. Moreover, past investments that have enabled SMU to reach an average ACT 

score of 30 will not enable SMU to reach an average of 31.  Similarly, investments that will 

enable SMU to reach an average of 31, will not enable us to reach 32.  Therefore, SMU’s 

institution-level strategy must involve: (1) Growing our applicant pool, (2) using a range of 

strategies to make a SMU education more accessible, (3) bolstering academic programs and 

reputation, and (4) strengthening the student experience on campus.  

SMU is in the process of re-envisioning its strategy for growing the applicant pool.  

Specifically, the number of high achieving students at the top of SMU’s current applicant pool 

must increase by at least 25% at a time when the number of students with ACT scores of 30 or 

greater is not increasing nationally.  The Second Century strategic plan states that SMU will 

increase the number of undergraduate applications to 20,000 by 2025, maintain an admit rate 

below 50%, and improve the yield rate.  In 2017, SMU launched an aggressive campaign to 

increase both the size and quality of the applicant pool by implementing a fully-national 

strategy to introduce SMU to every qualified student in the United States early during their high 

school career.  Marketing analytics and modeling are also helping to identify high schools and 

territories where high-achieving students attend and live.  SMU must recruit in new 

geographical territories, welcome thousands more campus visitors, and host special events for 

honors and scholar candidates (e.g., the International Baccalaureate World Student 

Conference).    

 SMU will also remain faithful to its commitment to enhancing diversity.  In an attempt to 

improve efforts to recruit high-achieving, under-represented students, SMU should continue to 
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establish strategic partnerships and pipeline programs with area “feeder” schools and 

corporations that enroll and engage high-achieving students.  Additionally, strategic 

partnerships with organizations such as 100 Black Men of America, Jack & Jill, Posse 

Foundation, and A Better Chance would prove helpful in advancing SMU's diversity agenda. 

In comparing SMU’s current admission staff to the universities referred to above with 

average ACT scores of 31, 32, and 33, SMU’s 19 recruitment staff is below average in size.  For 

instance, universities of a similar size with an average ACT of 31 have 22 central recruitment 

staff (three more than SMU).  Those with an average ACT of 32 have 24 (five more than SMU).  

As a specific example, Vanderbilt has 6,871 undergraduates (compared to SMU’s 6,521) and an 

average ACT of 33; Vanderbilt has a staff of 31 (12 more than SMU).  Therefore, efforts to 

increase SMU’s applicant pool are projected to increase operational costs and staffing needs by 

three additional staff to reach an average ACT of 31 and seven additional staff to reach an 

average ACT of 32.   

Depending exclusively on financial aid to reach higher student test scores is neither practical 

nor sustainable for SMU.  High-achieving prospective students may not be convinced to 

matriculate at SMU even if our merit aid increases.  High-achieving students often choose Ivy 

League or comparable universities even without financial incentives (i.e., choices to attend a 

university reflect its reputation more than cost).   

The relationship between student merit aid and the quality of a university’s student body is 

complex.  Although additional financial aid and scholarship funds would certainly be influential 

in achieving an average ACT of 31 at SMU, reaching an average ACT of 32 will likely require a 

significant change in aid strategy to include meeting “full financial need” (i.e., a university's 
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financial aid package covers the entire difference between its cost of attendance and what a 

family can afford).  Transitioning to a student recruitment strategy that meets full financial 

need will need careful consideration and significant financial resources.  Implementation of 

such an ambitious objective should proceed carefully and methodically.   SMU might consider a 

phased approach, such as meeting this goal for the top 5% of students who meet our target 

profile and increasing coverage by 5% each year until the University reaches the goal of 

meeting full financial need for impacted students. 

SMU has had success in raising its standardized test scores to current levels using a merit-

focused aid strategy.  Currently, SMU meets 85% of a student’s financial need with 45.6% of 

SMU institutional funds for undergraduates assigned as merit-only.  Although SMU meets about 

the same percentage of need as those universities with an ACT of 31, the University has only a 

slightly higher merit share than those universities.  The institutions with an ACT of 32 are more 

likely to meet 100% of need and do so with an average of only 10.8% awarded as merit.  

Currently, SMU funds institutional aid to undergraduates at $15,841 per undergraduate, $2,117 

less than the average for those universities with an average ACT score of 31 and $2,664 more 

than those with a 32.  This suggests that at some point the complex association between aid-

per-student and average test score reverses – as a university’s academic profile increases, the 

need for institutional aid decreases.  The decrease is likely tied to the strength of a university’s 

academic reputation, which then decreases the need for institutional aid.  Therefore, an 

increase in academic prestige enables SMU to enroll high-achieving students without 

depending as heavily on merit scholarships. 
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Improvements in SMU’s academic reputation will facilitate recruitment of an even more 

academically capable student body.  Of SMU’s peer assessment scores in USN&WR (ranked by 

presidents, provosts, deans of admission), and high school counselor scores, SMU’s Office of 

Enrollment Management can have the most significant impact on the high school counselor 

score by educating and building stronger relationships with counselors.  This includes increasing 

visits by counselors to SMU’s campus, additional off-campus updates with faculty and staff, 

building strong communication channels, and minimizing staff turnover in the SMU student 

recruitment team.  SMU must also increase its investment in marketing campaigns at the 

regional and national levels. Such efforts will raise awareness among prospective high-achieving 

students in new and existing markets as we invest more heavily in reaching them.  

Perhaps at the heart of a new “institutional orientation” by SMU is developing a SMU 

student experience that attracts, engages, and supports our highest achievers (e.g., through 

undergraduate research opportunities). A university’s academic prestige and quality of 
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programs is one leading reason why students choose to attend.  Likewise, based on preliminary 

exit interview data, deficiencies in academic 

prestige and quality of programs are key 

reasons why students transfer from SMU to 

other universities.  Thus, SMU must redouble 

its efforts to fulfill the academic expectations 

of our most talented students.  We address 

that topic in more detail later. 

SMU’s investments in the Residential 

Commons demonstrates our commitment to 

transforming the student experience.  

Greater investments by SMU are likely to 

yield significant dividends for the University 

in a fashion similar to Vanderbilt’s successes 

in strengthening the academic profile of its 

student body since 2007, which are 

summarized in the box on the right.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
Vanderbilt University has seen 
tremendous growth in academic profile, 
admission selectivity, and reputation 
since 2007.  During that time, it has been 
recognized for extraordinary efforts in 
four areas: 

1. First year residential commons 
experience: The Ingram Commons 
for all first-year students mixes 
intellectual and social life and is an 
integral part of the Vanderbilt 
experience of all students.  It is 
sometimes referred to as “a campus 
within a campus.” 

2. Meeting full need without loans:  
Launched in 2009, Opportunity 
Vanderbilt replaced all need-based 
undergraduate student loans with 
scholarship and grant assistance. 

3. Engaging with the community:  
Vanderbilt has made extensive 
investment in its relationships with 
and contributions to the city of 
Nashville through both 
organizational and student 
engagement. 

4. Strengthening relationships with 
high school counselors:  Vanderbilt’s 
admission office has focused on 
building and maintaining strong 
relationships with high school 
counselors through campus visits, 
communications and support from 
experienced staff members. 

 
[These observations are drawn from the “The Big 
Search” published in Vanderbilt Magazine 
(Summer 2015) and through conversations with 
those familiar with Vanderbilt’s enrollment 
success.] 
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Graduate Student Academic Quality: The quality of SMU’s graduate students in research 

degree programs and professional degree programs (i.e., their selectivity and standardized test 

scores, grades, publications, and other creative outputs) is also vital for enhancing the overall 

academic excellence of SMU.  Graduate students’ quality has both internal benefits – as 

strengthening the quality of graduate students provides greater experiences for our 

undergraduates (e.g., in laboratories, classrooms, etc.) – and external benefits – higher quality 

graduate students increases our ability to send SMU Ph.D.’s into faculty positions around the 

nation and the world.   

Expansion of research at SMU will be driven, in part, by the quality and success of the 

University’s Ph.D. programs.  One way that doctoral programs at SMU can be more successful is 

by allocating financial aid resources more efficiently, such as ensuring that doctoral students 

are proceeding expeditiously toward completion of their degree programs.  For example, the 

longer doctoral students take to complete their degrees, the more financial aid they tend to 

consume.  When doctoral students proceed through their degree programs efficiently, students 

finish earlier and financial aid can then be distributed to a greater number of students over 

time.   

Successful doctoral programs require support and coordination.  Graduate schools at 

Vanderbilt and Notre Dame have 15 and 18 FTEs, respectively, within their central 

administrative offices to support their larger research expenditures.  By comparison, SMU’s 

Office of Graduate Studies (OGS) currently has 2.5 staff FTE (50% FTE dean, one associate dean, 

and one administrative assistant). While further growth in OGS would also be considered in 

light of existing staff positions in the academic units, a top priority in OGS could be to add a 
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Director of Graduate Recruitment to build a larger pool of applicants, which will enable 

departments to be more selective in their admissions.  The second priority is hiring a Director of 

Career and Professional Development to increase student success by developing and harnessing 

campus resources to assist graduate students in making progress in their degree programs and 

with career opportunities.  A third priority is a Graduate Student Life Coordinator to focus on 

improving the quality of the graduate student experience on campus.   

In the future, SMU’s increasing academic visibility is expected to generate larger pools of 

graduate student applications, thereby enabling departments to be more selective in their 

admissions.  Table 7 shows the overall admission numbers for the graduate programs in 

Dedman College and the Lyle, Simmons, and Meadows Schools for 2016 and 2017.  These 

figures include only master’s- or doctoral-level degree programs in all four College/Schools. 

Non-degree programs, such as certificates, were not included.  Comparisons between 2016 and 

2017 are shown in the Table (Simmons and Meadows did not use the common admissions 

software in 2016 so their data were not available). 
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Table 7: 2016 and 2017 Graduate Admissions Data for Dedman College, Lyle, Simmons, & 
Meadows 
 

*Admit/Matric indicates that a student was admitted to the program and accepted the offer, so is now matriculated as a 
student at SMU.  
Admit/Withdraw indicates that a student was admitted to the program, but rejected the offer of admission.  
Deny indicates that the department rejected the application.  
**Withdrawn indicates that the student withdrew their application prior to a decision being made by the department.   

 

SMU received a total of 3,194 master’s and doctoral-level program applications for autumn 

of 2017 in those four schools.  Using available data from Dedman and Lyle, overall applications 

in 2017 declined by 7.77% (from 2,740 to 2,527). Our overall number of matriculating students, 

however, rose in these two schools (655 from 648) and our yield in offers of admission also rose 

(48.45% from 46.09% last year). The overall percentage of students denied admission 

decreased less than 2% (47.34% in 2016 versus 45.98% in 2017).  

In terms of departmental figures regarding the selectivity of graduate student applications, 

2017 data show that one-third of academic departments in Dedman College received fewer 

than 40 applications.  Two departments had overall acceptance rates above 50%.  Several other 

School Admit/Matric* Admit/Withdraw Deny Withdrawn** Total 
Number 

2016 Academic Year 
 Number % Number % Number % Number %  

Dedman 113 10.76% 169 16.10% 747 71.14% 21 2.00% 1050 
Lyle 535 31.66% 589 34.85% 550 33.14% 6 0.36% 1690 

Total 648 23.65% 758 27.66% 1297 47.34% 27 0.99% 2740 
2017 Academic Year  

Number % Number % Number % Number % 
 

Dedman 129 15.58% 122 14.73% 574 69.32% 3 0.36% 828 
Lyle 526 30.96% 575 33.84% 588 34.61% 10 0.59% 1699 

Meadows 79 27.15% 41 14.09% 165 56.70% 6 2.06% 291 
Simmons 204 54.26% 50 13.30% 111 29.52% 11 2.93% 376 

Total 938 29.37% 788 24.67% 1438 45.02% 30 0.94% 3194 
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departments had acceptance rates in the 30%-50% range and the rest fell below 30%.  In the 

Lyle School, departmental acceptance rates ranged from 59% to 69%.   

Increases in selectivity will also result in higher standardized test scores.  In examining 

departmental scores on the Graduate Record Exam (GRE), the entrance exam used for graduate 

school, for the 2017 admissions cycle, four departments in Dedman College had average GRE 

percentiles in their pertinent test areas (e.g., Verbal GRE for Humanities, Quantitative GRE for 

STEM fields) below the 70th percentile with the remaining eight surpassing this level.  Lyle had 

five departments with an average Quantitative GRE above the 70th percentile while one 

department fell below the 70th percentile. 

Student Experience: Earlier, we suggested that the quality of the overall student experience 

is crucial in advancing academic excellence at SMU and successfully recruiting outstanding 

students.  A key factor in the student experience is the quality, relevance, and flexibility of the 

curriculum.  Indeed, one source of differentiation at SMU is that our undergraduate curriculum 

invites students to have multiple majors and minors.  To keep the University’s curriculum 

current, in January of 2016 SMU’s Faculty Senate asked the Provost to form the General 

Education Review task force to refresh the required undergraduate curriculum.  The work of 

the task force will be completed in 2018. 

The student experience also drives student retention rates and graduation rates. 

Undergraduate retention, the University’s ability to retain a student from admission to 

graduation, is vitally important to SMU’s aspirations for greater academic excellence.   Two key 

retention metrics are the rate of third-semester student retention and its six-year graduation 

rate. When compared to SMU’s 12 Aspirational Peers and 13 Colonial Group Peers, SMU 
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exhibits lower six-year graduation rates and third-semester retention rates. For SMU’s 

aspirational universities, the average six-year graduation rate is 90.0% and the third semester 

retention rate is 95% (see Figure 6). Within the Colonial Group, the average six-year graduation 

rate was 85.5% and the third semester retention rate was 94% (see Figure 7).  SMU’s average 

four-year graduation rate is 66% and its six-year graduation rate is 78%. For the 2009 

graduating cohort, SMU’s four-year graduation rate was 66.7% and its six-year graduation rate 

was 78.9%. SMU’s third-semester retention rate average is 89% (average of cohorts 2010-

2014).  As stated in the Second Century strategic plan, SMU’s aims to increase the retention rate 

from first to second year for undergraduate students to 92 percent by 2020 and to 94 percent 

by 2025.  The plan also calls for an increase in the four-year and six-year graduation rates to 74 

percent and 82 percent, respectively, by 2025. 

 
Figure 6: Third-Semester Student Retention and Six-Year Graduation Rates: SMU and 
Aspirational Peers 
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Figure 7: Third-Semester Student Retention and Six-Year Graduation Rates: SMU and the 
Colonial Group 

 

 

Best practice reports on student retention suggest that SMU should pursue four major 

objectives to increase student retention: (1) Develop a unified support system and 

responsibility, (2) promote academic preparation and utilize recruitment efforts, (3) create a 

culture of coordination within Financial Aid and Student Financial services, and (4) enhance 

social engagement measures and establish accountability. Addressing each of these objectives 

will assist SMU in increasing its graduation rates to levels commensurate with aspirational 

universities and Colonial Group members.  

Developing a unified support system and responsibility for retention would involve a formal 

Office of Student Retention and Student Success. The Office would be dedicated to monitoring 

retention activities on campus, shaping policy creation, and engaging with the campus at-large 

regarding student retention and individual staff responsibilities.  The following areas could be 
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included within the Office of Student Retention and Student Success: The University Advising 

Center, Disability Accommodations and Support Services, Academic Tutoring and other 

activities involved with the Altshuler Learning Enhancement Center, the Academic 

Development of Student Athletes, the conditional admission programs, Prelude, and the First-

Year Switzerland Program (SMU-in-Franklin).  

Additionally, the Office would facilitate the use of analytics to strengthen supplemental 

instruction/tutoring offerings. This involves identifying barriers to student progress through the 

General Education curriculum as well as through pre-major courses. In conjunction with the 

Associate Provost of Curricular Innovation and Policy, this office would ensure curricular 

changes are better informed by institutional data related to systemic retention challenges.   

SMU should also undertake a comprehensive review of its Early Alert system to identify 

students who are experiencing personal or academic difficulty and to deploy institutional 

resources in a coordinated manner to address issues that arise. 

The process of academic advising would undergo improvements such as enacting proactive 

advising approaches as well as fostering consistency between pre-major advising and advising 

within schools. A general empowerment of faculty to participate in student success initiatives 

would allow them to better monitor and support students. In a promising collaboration with 

the Division of Student Affairs, Faculty Affiliates, and Faculty in Residence within the Residential 

Commons could serve as additional points of contact and partner with academic advisors. 

Faculty in the Residential Commons would redouble their efforts to develop personal 

relationships with students and assist with their transition to the academic life at SMU. They 

would be able to help students explore educational and career objectives, help them identify 
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the implications of their educational choices and serve as a resource, and provide intervention 

strategies for students experiencing academic difficulty.   

In conjunction with these efforts, the areas of Financial Aid and Student Financials should 

continue to provide as much financial aid as possible to address unmet financial need, ensure 

students are applying for and maintaining aid, and assist students in managing debt loads and 

becoming more financially literate.  

 

Opportunity 4:  Deepening Partnerships with Regional, National, or 
International Institutions 

 
The more vibrant the intellectual and academic ecosystem in North Texas, the more SMU’s 

academic programs are elevated through shared research and artistic collaborations, 

cooperative grant proposals to federal and state agencies, joint degree programs, and 

employment opportunities for SMU graduates.  Although person-to-person level interactions 

between SMU faculty members and individuals in regional institutions are valuable, the 

University must cultivate deeper institution-level partnerships.  These partnerships stand to 

further cement the University’s symbiotic relationship with regional organizations (Boone, 

2002), which include both non-profit institutions (e.g., social service organizations, foundations, 

and arts and cultural organizations), large for-profit companies (e.g., Texas Instruments, AT&T), 

and start-up companies. 

Below, we identify several key institutions that have existing partnerships with SMU.  The 

list of institutions is illustrative, not exhaustive; additional institutions will be explored in the 

future. 
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University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center (UTSW): For many years, SMU and UTSW 

faculty members have engaged in numerous joint research projects.  For example, SMU and 

UTSW deliver a joint Ph.D. program in BioStatistics.  Also, more than a dozen SMU faculty 

members have active scholarly projects with UTSW colleagues.  

We propose exploring a deeper institution-level partnership between SMU and UTSW.  To 

that end, on 19 January 2017, SMU’s Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs Steven C. 

Currall and UTSW’s Executive Vice President for Academic Affairs, Provost, and Dean of the 

Medical School J. Gregory Fitz convened an all-day retreat involving approximately ten faculty 

leaders from each institution to identify content areas and potential vehicles for increased and 

formalized collaboration between UT Southwestern and SMU in the areas of research 

development, dissemination, and learning.  The group identified possible themes for greater 

collaboration such as bioinformatics, computational medicine, clinical sciences, population 

health, data science, high-performance computing, cancer, neuroscience, sports medicine, and 

music therapy.   

We recommend the pursuit of additional plans to align SMU’s and UTSW’s complementary 

resources such as UTSW’s basic life science and biomedical science research, clinical facilities, 

incubation of science and medical start-up companies and SMU’s high performance computing, 

education, engineering, mathematics, medical ethics, statistics, law, entrepreneurship, and 

social science programs.   

Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas: Several faculty members in the SMU Economics 

department, such as those specializing in macroeconomics, econometrics, and international 

economics, have been engaged in collaborative research and have co-authored scientific papers 
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with economists at the Research Division of the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas (Dallas Fed).  

Some of SMU’s senior economists formally hold or have held the position of “research 

associate” at the Dallas Fed.  Economists at the Fed have taught courses as Adjunct Faculty 

members in SMU’s Department of Economics.  

We propose a deeper institution-level partnership between SMU and Dallas Fed.  First, we 

recommend that SMU and the Dallas Fed jointly hire economists (e.g., a macroeconomist of 

global stature) to improve the reputation of both institutions.  The combination of SMU and 

Dallas Fed will offer the advantages of being a member of a high-ranked academic department 

with active research faculty and also being a member of a top policy research institution with 

significant access to data and other resources, such as high performance computing.  

Second, another area of further investment is SMU’s participation in the consortium of 

institutions, which partnered with the U.S. Census Bureau, to establish the Dallas-Fort Worth 

Federal Statistical Research Data Center. The Center is the outcome of a successful 

collaborative grant proposal to the National Science Foundation and the U.S. Census Bureau to 

which SMU contributed. Housed at the Dallas Fed, the Center will provide approved 

researchers with secure access to restricted micro-level economic data. Apart from faculty in 

economics, the Dallas Fed and SMU can gain from collaboration with faculty in the Cox School 

of Business (such as Finance, Accounting, and Real Estate) and the Department of Statistics.  

Third, SMU should strive to create a steady supply of dedicated and specialized doctoral 

students that can meet the demand for skilled research assistants at the Dallas Fed. To move 

beyond the current ad hoc arrangement, the Dallas Fed could offer a number of fellowships for 

advanced Ph.D. candidates at SMU to do research at the Fed. Fellows would spend part of 
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every week during the regular academic year at the Research Division of the Fed working under 

a co-supervisor at the Dallas Fed, offering research assistance, and collaborating on scientific 

papers.  The fellowships will create incentives for students to specialize in the areas of interest 

to the Dallas Fed and for the SMU doctoral program to recruit such students.  

Dallas Arts Community: SMU’s Meadows School of the Arts is equipped to address regional 

opportunities through partnering relationships with a heterogeneous and maturing ecosystem 

of arts and cultural institutions.  For example, the Meadows School’s collaborative relationships 

exist with the Dallas Theater Center, the Dallas Opera, the Dallas Museum of Art, the Nasher 

Sculpture Center, the Crow Collection of Asian Art, Dallas Black Dance Theater, and virtually 

every other large, mid-size, and small cultural organization in North Texas (including suburban 

organizations).  As a specific example, perhaps SMU’s most enduring and promising partnership 

is with the Dallas Symphony Orchestra (DSO).  Many DSO members serve on the Meadows 

music faculty while the Meadows’ orchestral conductor is on the DSO artistic staff. Upon 

graduation, many SMU alums perform in the DSO while others work in the front office.  

As anchor cultural institutions in Dallas, the Meadows School and Meadows Museum 

stand at the nexus of arts and culture in North Texas—a resource, a facilitator, an ombudsman, 

and advocate. Meadows collaborates with leading “high art” presenters at the same time it 

works alongside small, often culturally-based, organizations such as Cara Mia Theater.  

Through institution-level partnerships, the Meadows School should strive to further 

contribute to arts and culture in North Texas in several ways.  First, Meadows must work to 

foster a climate in North Texas that is supportive of entry- and mid-level artists and creatives in 

a manner similar to New York and Southern California. Meadows is currently educating 
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professionals for leadership positions in the operation and advancement of arts and cultural 

institutions.  Many of these graduates choose to build careers in North Texas.  The Meadows 

School’s communications units are also intertwined with regional non-profit and for-profit 

communications entities.  Indeed, Meadows is increasingly partnering with the business and 

commercial aspects of arts, media, and communications entities in North Texas to integrate a 

production-oriented approach (in addition to historical performance and education-oriented 

approach) in collaboration with studios, production houses, and the business of for-profit arts 

and culture community.  Second, Meadows’ National Center for Arts Research (NCAR) must 

continue to become more visible for its evidence-based insight into the arts and culture 

ecosystem. Third, as recognized in Forbes, the arts entrepreneurship program at Meadows 

must be a key component of SMU’s ranking among the top 20 most entrepreneurial universities 

in the nation. Young artists and creatives must be prepared not only to make great art, but to 

make a living through their practice.   

George W. Bush Presidential Center: The George W. Bush Presidential Center affords 

unique learning experiences for SMU students, as well as global research opportunities for 

SMU’s faculty and scholars. As an independent public policy organization housed within the 

Bush Center, the Bush Institute focuses on solving our world’s most pressing challenges in areas 

such as education reform, global health, economic growth, and human freedom.  The Institute’s 

Women’s Initiative is a multi-faceted program to address the needs and opportunities of 

women as agents of change in society, most notably in Africa and the Middle East. The 

Institute’s military initiative honors U.S. servicemen and women and their families.  The Bush 

Center brings distinguished visitors from around the world to participate in the intellectual life 
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of the SMU community (e.g., through guest lectures in SMU’s classes).  As one example, SMU’s 

Simmons School of Education and Human Development serves in an advisory capacity to the 

Bush Institute’s Middle School Matters Initiative.  

Formal deliberations should begin regarding expanding collaboration between the Bush 

Presidential Center and SMU through its academic units such as the Cox School of Business, 

Dedman School of Law, the John Goodwin Tower Center for Political Studies, the Center for 

Presidential History, and the Department of Political Science.  The explorations should focus on 

bipartisan initiatives that leverage the complementarities among those organizations and how 

more extensive partnerships can bolster the intellectual community focused on politics, 

government, and global affairs while retaining freedom of inquiry by SMU faculty members.  

K-12 Education: Since its inception in 2007, the Simmons School of Education and Human 

Development has forged strong relationships with K-12 educational institutions and non-profit 

educational organizations throughout North Texas.  The collaborations range from informal 

activities reflective of individual faculty and school interests to partnerships involving formal 

agreements with organizations to accomplish specific objectives.  For instance, the Simmons 

School’s connections with the Dallas Independent School District include: (1) Federally funded 

college access programs (e.g., Education Talent Search, Upward Bound, McNair Scholars 

Program), (2) professional development programs for educators in the form of grants for 

specific purposes or masters degrees (e.g., Texas Instruments support of STEM education, 

Montessori collaborations), (3) teacher preparation programs (e.g., Teach for America), (4) 

community engagement and in-school and after-school support (e.g., SMU’s Budd Center – 

“The School Zone”), and (5) research and evaluation (e.g., Center on Research and Evaluation).  
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Deepening partnerships with several regional educational institutions are possible.  First, 

more formal relationships could be created with public and private schools in the Dallas area to 

focus on research on effective teaching and learning in urban settings, pre-service teacher 

education, and in-service professional development.  Second, given that STEM education is an 

area of high need and interest in the business and school communities statewide and 

nationally, an increased focus is possible on activities and research related to STEM education 

and the STEM pipeline in Dallas area schools. Third, school district Summer Leadership 

Institutes could be further expanded to focus on superintendents and senior staff in high-need 

urban and rural areas.  Lastly, stronger partnerships are possible to increase the evaluation 

capacity of school partners and to organize public data into useful formats for instructional and 

program decision-making by educators.  The use of the Budd Center’s Professional Learning 

Community model and the Center on Research and Evaluation’s technical support provide 

models for such collaboration with public and private schools. 

United Methodist Church: Embodying an ecumenical spirit, the SMU community is 

comprised of individuals from all faiths (and no formal faiths). The University’s relationship with 

Methodism was existent at the founding of SMU in 1911 and at its opening in 1915.  Facets of 

the SMU-United Methodist Church (UMC) relationship include, for example, the membership of 

the Perkins School of Theology at SMU as one of thirteen official theological schools for the 

denomination.  The Perkins School receives more than a million dollars each year from the 

Ministerial Education Fund of the church.  Perkins faculty contribute research to Methodist 

scholarly studies.  Furthermore, research resources include significant holdings at SMU’s 

Bridwell Library, some of rare and exceptional value, that have been obtained by SMU’s ties to 
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the Church and that are used by scholars internationally. A substantial recruitment incentive is 

SMU’s offer of partial tuition grants to dependents of Methodist clergy and student aid through 

the Texas United Methodist College Association.   

SMU and the UMC can work together to deepen the institution-level relationship with the 

UMC through, for instance, SMU’s significant donor relationships with Methodist individuals, 

local churches, and denominational agencies.  A further opportunity is to align with the 

church’s ethnic, global, regional, racial, and economic diversity to create increased 

opportunities for the UMC to become an excellent recruitment platform for faculty, staff, and 

students. In terms of internationalization, Perkins also has been approached by representatives 

of the global UMC to play an enhanced role in worldwide theological education.  Lastly, it has 

been the practice that the Dean of the Perkins School of Theology serves as a Director of 

Church Relations to advise the SMU President about emerging issues in the church, convey 

information to church leaders on behalf of the President, and represent SMU across the church. 

Among other benefits, that role helps to ensure the visibility of SMU significantly within, and 

outside, the UMC.   

 

Leveraging SMU’s Academic Vitality and Link With the North Texas 
Region to Serve the Community: The “SMU Compact”  
 

Since its founding, SMU has been deeply committed to serving Dallas and the North Texas 

region.  Of the numerous ways that SMU serves the area, perhaps the greatest service that 

SMU delivers is to shine as a beacon of academic excellence, attracting talented faculty, staff, 
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and students from around the world.  Many of these recruits remain in the region to provide 

scientific, artistic, and cultural service, as well as fueling the region’s workforce needs. 

Historically, SMU’s spirit of service to the North Texas region was a reciprocation in 

response to generous offers from members of the Dallas community to grant land to the 

University, which enabled the very existence of SMU’s physical campus.  For instance, much of 

SMU’s land was offered by John S. Armstrong (and his wife Alice T. Armstrong) and W.W. 

Caruth. In return, SMU committed to serving the Dallas region (Payne, 2016).  This symbiotic 

“land-and-community-service” covenant between SMU and Dallas has been key to the success 

of both the University and the region.    

With its location in the heart of Dallas, the history of SMU is as an “urban grant” university.  

The concept of an urban grant university has its roots in the intellectual reflections of Clark 

Kerr, former president of the University of California system and a chief architect of California’s 

“master plan” for higher education.  In 1968, Kerr argued that urban universities should adopt 

the same commitment to community service as traditional rural land grant universities, yet 

with an emphasis on engagement with urban populations and institutions (Kerr, 1968).  In other 

words, just as rural land grant universities have exhibited a commitment to service to their 

states by focusing on topics such as agriculture and natural resource management, SMU should 

redouble its commitment to serve the city of Dallas and its region by addressing urban 

challenges such as poverty, indigent healthcare, K-12 public education, criminal justice reform, 

transportation, and pathways for upward economic mobility for young people.  For instance, 

SMU could direct its faculty and student resources to address those issues using the University’s 

research and analytical tools, which are referred to as the “new urban science.”15  This is 
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consistent with SMU’s Second Century plan, which refers to sharing research and best practices 

relevant to metropolitan areas. 

In that spirit, we propose a new “SMU Compact” with North Texas to institutionalize faculty 

and student service to the region.16 This service can take many forms, such as undergraduate 

students performing service learning projects at regional non-profit organizations through the 

University’s Engaged Learning program.  In fact, many academic units at SMU are already 

serving the region, as described in The Study of Dallas as an Urban Center (Nippert, 2013).  

One effort currently under way at SMU is to serve the region by offering a broader range of 

continuing education courses.  Continuing and Professional Education, and some academic 

units at SMU (e.g., Cox School of Business, Lyle School of Engineering, Meadows School of the 

Arts) are already offering continuing and/or executive education, which is often delivered in the 

form of non-degree or certificate courses.  Those offerings, many of which are using innovative 

information (e.g., online) technologies, advance the University’s academic mission by making a 

SMU education available to a broader segment of students and adults and providing a vehicle 

for publicizing SMU degree programs.  All these programs are being coordinated under the new 

leadership of SMU’s Continuing and Professional Education.  Continuing education also has the 

potential to generate financial surplus that can be reinvested in the academic programs 

proposed in this document.   

We believe that, as part of its new Compact with the region, SMU should also take actions 

to promote greater upward economic mobility opportunities.  There is a long history of 

universities serving as engines for regional economic development, with such efforts having a 

reciprocal influence on strengthening a university’s academic excellence.  Perhaps the most 
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visible example of the region-university symbiosis is the role Stanford University played in 

creating Silicon Valley in California.  A key event in the origin of Silicon Valley dates to the then 

Stanford Dean of Engineering Frederick Terman’s decision to loan $538 to two graduate 

students, Bill Hewlett and Dave Packard, to purchase components of electronic test equipment, 

which they then took to their one-car residential garage to build a new audio-oscillator.  This 

was a seminal development in the formation of a complex network of industrial firms 

surrounding Stanford (including firms such as Fairchild Semiconductor, Shockley 

Semiconductor, and, recently, Google).  The commercial success of those firms has led to 

additional philanthropic support for Stanford, which has advanced its academic excellence.  For 

example, founder of Nike, and Stanford Graduate School of Business graduate, Phil Knight 

gifted $400 million to Stanford to create a Rhodes Scholar-like global and interdisciplinary 

program at Stanford that fosters service, collaboration, and entrepreneurship. 

One tangible way that SMU can foster career opportunities in North Texas is by creating, as 

a part of SMU’s 15-acre East Campus, an “innovation and entrepreneurship district”17 which 

could serve as a hub for academic discoveries, industry collaboration, and community 

engagement (the East Campus was mentioned in The Second Century plan).  In fact, the history 

of SMU’s visioning for the East Campus has been oriented toward increasing facilities for unique 

academic opportunities, science and engineering research, and increasing innovation.  As SMU 

develops more areas of academic innovation, the University could populate an innovation and 

entrepreneurship district on the East Campus.  

Innovation and entrepreneurship districts are typically comprised of academic, commercial, 

governmental, and residential facilities that promote synergies among, for instance, scientists, 
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engineers, policy makers, students, artists, humanists, social scientists, and service providers 

(e.g., lawyers and accountants).  Within such districts, individuals and institutions seek 

proximity to each other so that information can quickly and efficiently flow among them to 

establish and enhance collaboration. Katz and Wagner (2014) define innovation districts as: 

 
“These districts, by our definition, are geographic areas where leading-edge anchor 
institutions and companies cluster and connect with start-ups, business incubators and 
accelerators. They are also physically compact, transit-accessible, and technically-wired 
and offer mixed-use housing, office, and retail. 
 
Innovation districts constitute the ultimate mash up of entrepreneurs and educational 
institutions, start-ups and schools, mixed-use development and medical innovations, 
bike-sharing and bankable investments—all connected by transit, powered by clean 
energy, wired for digital technology, and fueled by caffeine.” 
 

A vibrant innovation district as a part of SMU’s East Campus would be comprised of densely 

co-located SMU academic programs, research facilities, start-up companies, incubators, large 

companies, governmental institutions, and student residential facilities (graduate and 

undergraduate), which would enable SMU to act as a centrifuge for spreading innovation and 

economic growth throughout the region.18  Specifically, a SMU innovation and 

entrepreneurship district could house additional STEM-related research space for the Dedman 

College of Humanities and Sciences and the Lyle School of Engineering.  The district could also 

hold facilities for SMU’s university-wide integration of innovation and entrepreneurship 

programs involving the Caruth Center for Entrepreneurship in the Cox School of Business, the 

Arts Entrepreneurship program in the Meadows School of the Arts, the Engineering 

Entrepreneurship program in the Lyle School of Engineering, and the Dedman School of Law’s 

Tsai Center for Law, Science, and Innovation. 
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A SMU innovation and entrepreneurship district, together with close proximity to the Bush 

Presidential Center’s public policy activities regarding North American economic 

competitiveness, would create university-business-government collaborations, which are the 

three core pillars of the most successful innovation and entrepreneurship clusters in the United 

States (Currall, Frauenheim, Perry, & Hunter, 2014; Etzkowitz, 2008; Perry, Hunter, & Currall, 

2016).  A sustained effort to promote the SMU innovation and entrepreneurship district could 

elevate SMU’s role as an engine of regional economic opportunity and generate dramatic 

economic benefits in service to North Texas.   

What are the prospects for success of a SMU-led innovation and entrepreneurship district 

on the East campus?  As SMU’s science and engineering programs continue to develop 

distinguished programs, we draw optimism from other successful ecosystems of start-ups, 

firms, and governmental institutions19 as described by Sharp (2015):  

“Universities and research institutions are engines of innovation because they are the major 
source of discovery, new technology, and scientifically trained people. Technology 
companies arise on the boundaries of universities for many reasons: Translation of the 
science is accelerated by the recruitment of recently trained personnel and by consultation 
with academic scientists involved in discovery and invention; the literal proximity of basic 
and applied scientists with entrepreneurs fosters conversations and collaborations, 
accelerating the translation process…  This immediate proximity of research institutions, 
high-tech companies, and venture capital highlights the fact that even in this age of the 
Internet and rapid transport, local interactions are still vital. Leaders across the world 
recognize this and are establishing research institutes to stimulate local innovation” (p. 
1469).  

Figure 8 shows the land footprint of the East Campus, which could provide a location for 

future development of a SMU innovation and entrepreneurship district.20   
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Figure 8: SMU’s East Campus Footprint. 
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Conclusion 
 

This is a propitious time in SMU’s history.  The University is uniquely positioned to capitalize 

on its momentum to become even more impactful nationally and globally, as well as to further 

serve North Texas.  SMU’s current momentum affords an extraordinary opportunity, indeed an 

obligation, to further leverage our energy to ensure that the University’s progression continues 

upward.  In some ways, SMU has yet to fulfill its promise to the fullest.  But, greater heights are 

within the University’s grasp.  Now is the time for the SMU community to summon the will and 

make the required investments for a fresh vision of academic excellence that will propel us 

toward the greatest heights of higher education institutions as a premier research and teaching 

university with global impact.  Realizing this new vision will require strong alignment between 

the University’s strategic plan and the strategic plans of Dedman College and each School. 

Future Aspirations for the Next 10 Years: In terms of future aspirations, at the end of a 

10-year investment period, we expect SMU to exhibit the following characteristics (also being 

mindful of existing performance targets in Launching SMU’s Second Century): 

• Be on a trajectory toward possible future AAU membership by tracking progress against 

phase 1 and phase 2 metrics for AAU membership (see Table 3). 

• Be ranked consistently in the top-50 on USN&WR’s ranking of national universities. 

• Have an incoming class average ACT score equal to or higher than the average of the 

Colonial Group universities. 

• Increase the number of doctoral programs ranked among the top-50 in the nation. 

• Have third-semester retention and six-year graduation rates equal to or higher than the 

average of the Colonial Group universities. 

• Have annual research expenditures of at least $50 million and on a trajectory toward 

$100 million. 
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• Double the number of faculty members holding national and international awards (e.g., 

members of the National Academies). 
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1 See this webpage for further information on AAU and its membership policies and 
qualifications: https://www.aau.edu/who-we-are/membership-policy  
2 The analogy to SMU currently at “basecamp” was mentioned by Robert Dedman Jr. at a 2016 
meeting of the SMU Board of Trustees. 
3 Academic programs, of course, need a minimum of critical mass to reach their quality 
aspirations. 
4 This section was informed by Princeton University Strategic Framework, 30 January 2016. 
5 This section was informed by Grant, M. (2006).  Excellence and the UCL Community: A Shared 
Endeavour.  University College London. 
6 The Colonial Group is comprised of 14 universities, many of which are located in eastern 
states that were in the original list of American colonies (e.g., Pennsylvania, New York, 
Massachusetts, and North Carolina), hence the name the “Colonial” Group.  Leaders of 
universities that are members of the Colonial Group hold conferences and engage in mutually 
beneficial dialogues about the future of higher education and their universities.  The Colonial 
Group is not an athletic conference nor do the universities engage in financial transactions. 
7 It may also be fruitful for specific SMU academic departments, the College, and Schools to 
identify relevant programs or universities around the world to which they wish to aspire. 
8 The Launching SMU’s Second Century plan also refers to metrics currently being used by SMU. 
9 It is worth emphasizing that SMU must not be slavish in focusing only on one or another 
university ranking framework.  Moreover, the vagaries of university performance metrics and 
rankings are widely recognized, including problems with rankings based on perceptual 
measures of university quality (e.g., Leiter, 2017). 
10 The seven Carnegie measures are: (1) Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) Ph.D. graduates, (2) STEM research staff with Ph.D.’s, (3) STEM research expenditures, 
(4) social science Ph.D. graduates, (5) humanities Ph.D. graduates, (6) non-STEM research 
expenditures, and (7) other doctoral degrees granted.  These rankings are used in a principal 
component analysis that calculates weights for each measure that will result in the maximum 
spread between schools when plotted in terms of two indices: an aggregate index designed to 
compare total research activity independent of institutional size, and a per capita index 
designed to compare research expenditures and research staff normalized to total faculty. In 
utilizing the Carnegie Classification, it is important to understand the biases introduced by the 
selection of measures for the principal component analysis.  The aggregate index favors larger 
over smaller institutions, and those with medical schools over those without medical schools, 
advantaging large public universities.   The per capita index removes the effects of university 
size and separate institutions on the basis of their investment in STEM research relative to their 
total portfolio of activities, favoring institutions with large footprints in the sciences and 
engineering relative to the humanities and arts.   
11 The Carnegie Classification team was transferred from the Carnegie Foundation to Indiana 
University in 2015.  For information on methodology, 
http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/methodology/basic.php  

                                                 

https://www.aau.edu/who-we-are/membership-policy
http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/methodology/basic.php
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12 For details of the USN&WR ranking methodology see: 
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/articles/how-us-news-calculated-the-
rankings).  
13 Adapted from: Research Investments in Science and Engineering.  University of California, 
Davis (http://research.ucdavis.edu/wp-content/uploads/RISE-Report-FINAL.pdf).  
14 In addition to standardized test scores, student quality may be measured in many ways, 
including student leadership potential, service orientation, resiliency (i.e., the ability to 
overcome adversity), cultural intelligence, “GRIT” (i.e., perseverance and passion for long-term 
goals) (Duckworth, 2016), and performance talent and promise (i.e., for visual and performing 
arts students).  Some of those measures of student quality are the focus of SMU’s Hunt Scholars 
program, for example. 
15 For an article on the new urban science at universities, see: 
http://www.chronicle.com/article/The-New-Urban-
Science/240740?cid=at&utm_source=at&utm_medium=en&elqTrackId=68d352de2682482e9ac
004f44646dd22&elq=c46f66788e874b25a6969336152a5fd0&elqaid=14972&elqat=1&elqCamp
aignId=6345. 
16 See also the “Penn Compact 2020” of the University of Pennsylvania:  
https://president.upenn.edu/penn-compact 
17 See the Brookings Institution research on innovation districts: 
https://www.brookings.edu/essay/rise-of-innovation-districts/  
18 Indeed, it is vital that SMU have a strategic vision of how it develops the East Campus land; 
SMU must avoid building on that land in a manner that is decoupled from a bold vision for 
enhancing the academic quality and stature of the University. 
19 Cornell Tech is an urban innovation district (https://tech.cornell.edu/), which is located on 
Roosevelt Island in the East River in New York City.  Cornell Tech “focuses on creating 
pioneering leaders and technologies for the digital age, through research, technology 
commercialization, and graduate-level education at the professional masters, doctoral and 
postdoctoral levels.” By 2017, buildings will comprise approximately 710,000 square feet and 
an academic community of nearly 600 people.  At full build-out in 2043, Cornell Tech will be 
comprised of 2 million square feet serving an academic community of nearly 2,500.  Since its 
founding in 2011, the Cornell Tech campus has already attracted over $600 million in 
philanthropic gifts. 
20 The plan for the East Campus assumes that the land on which all non-SMU buildings reside 
can be purchased by SMU in the future. 

https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/articles/how-us-news-calculated-the-rankings)
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/articles/how-us-news-calculated-the-rankings)
http://research.ucdavis.edu/wp-content/uploads/RISE-Report-FINAL.pdf)
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