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Grad School Rankings Rankle 
The usual suspects top the National Research Council's exhaustive survey of Ph.D. programs- 

while those near the bottom fear funding cuts and worse 

Joseph Cerny is a happy man 
these days. Thirty-five out of 
36 doctoral programs surveyed 
at the University of Califor- 
nia, Berkeley-where Cerny 
is vice chancellor for research 
and dean of the graduate divi- 
sion-rank among the top 10 
programs in their fields in 
scholarly quality, according to 
a National Research Council 
(NRC) report released last week. 
Chemistry, mathematics, and 
statistics, among others, hit 
the number-one spots. No won- 
der Cerny, who helped plan 
the NRC report, describes 
himself as "very pleased." 

Many other academics are 
not so delighted. Hydrogeolol 
Cherkauer of the University oi 
Milwaukee, for one, says he is "s 
concerned." Cherkauer is chai~ 
sciences department, and k 
ranked 97th out of 100 geoscie 
ments listed. He believes the re1 
of faculty quality are biased agai~ 
tional departments such as l 
which has an applied science oric 
a broad range of faculty. This bia 
drastic consequences: Cherka 
that financially pressed univers 
trators or state legislators a 
rankings to cut budgets or eve 
partments. 'There definitely w 
cussions," says Cherkauer. 

Cuts were not what the NRC 
provoke with this report, the fi 
Ph.D. programs in science, 
engineering, and the humani- 
ties compiled by the council 
since 1982. Co-sponsored by 
the National Academy of Sci- 
ences, the report was prima- 
rily designed to help prospec- 
tive graduate students evalu- 
ate programs. The panel com- 
piled a mass of data, supplied 
by the institutions them- 
selves, on numbers of faculty, 
students, publications, and 
types of financial support. But 
the aspect of the report get- 
ting the most attention is the 
"reputational" ratings, de- 
rived from surveys sent to over 

q9 their graduates find jobs, and 
where-is missing. Looming Il! over all this is the concern 

$ that low rankings could cost 
programs money and students. 

While some of these com- 
plaints are "legitimate," admits 
Marvin Goldberger, dean of 

4.73 5,164 (31) natural sciences at UC San 
5. H e r v d  UflWdly 4.70 8,712 (17) Diego and co-chair of the com- 
6. Stenford U&&y 4.55 - 8326 (19) mittee that designed the sur- 

4 s  34,224 (1) 
vey, the d i g s  are just one 
part of the project. The large 

8. Univ. of W a s h i i  4.48 32,327 (2) amounts of factual data will 
offset the "ephemeral" nature 
of prestige ratings, he says. 

The NRC report, entitled 
"Research-Doctorate Programs 
in the United States: Conti- 

zist Douglas 8000 university researchers in 41 disciplines. nuity and Change," ranks 3634 programs at 
F Wisconsin, Topping these ratings in 15 physical and bio- 274 institutions.* The rankings are, for the 
urprised and logical science fields are familiar names such most part, urpris ing.  Science departments 
- of the geo- as the Massachusetts Institute of Technol- at well-known and well-funded institutions 
 is program ogy, Stanford, Harvard, and the University continue to boast the best respected faculty 
nces depart- of California (UC), Berkeley. Despite strong (see tables). Indeed, little has changed 
9ort1s ratings showings by UC schools, private universities among these elites since the 1982 survey. In 
wt nontradi- took a substantial 91 to 63 lead over public chemistry, for example, Cornell University 
vlilwaukee's, ones in the ranks of the top 10. jumped from 11 th in 1982 to sixth in the new 
entation and Criticism of the report is surfacing, not survey, while Princeton dropped from 13th 
IS could have surprisingly, from the bottom of the rolls. to 20th, but the remaining top 20 programs 
luer worries Detractors claim the reputational rankings hewed close to their former positions. 
,ity adminis- penalize small and up-and-coming disciplines But, as Shakespeare wrote, reputation is 
ill use the and departments for their lack of professional "oft got without merit and lost without de- 
n whole de- connections. The survey's reliability has been serving," and to faculty in programs strug- 
ill be reper- attacked: Some programs received r a n k i i  gling to improve, the NRC r a n k i i  bear the 

even though they don't award Ph.D.s. And what Bard out. Several department heads contacted 
intended to many departments consider the most impor- by Science asserted that the NRC study's repu- 

rst survey of tant measure of their success-how many of tational ranking system falls prey to a "halo 
2 effect" favoring large, traditional 

scienceprograms at well-recog- 
nized schools regardless of their 

8 true quality. The six-member 
geology depamnent at George 
Washington University in 
Washington, D.C., which 
ranked dead last out of the 100 
geoscience departments sur- 
veyed, granted only six Ph.D.s 
in the 4 years preceding the sur- 
vey, points out chair George 
Stephens. Although "our im- 

The  report is available over the 
World Wide Web at http:// 
www.nas.edu/nap/online/ 
researchdoc/ 
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Survey Unnerves Neuroscientists 
I 

Neuroscientists want to be left out. For 2 years, they've been 
trying to persuade the National Academy of Sciences not to 
include their field in its survey of graduate education. Ripping up 
evaluation forms, they've argued that their discipline is too new 
and too loosely organized for program-by-program rankings to be 

i meaningful. But when the survey appeared last week, neuro- 
science was included-and neuroscientists were incensed. 

"This survey would be laughable, except that people will take 
it seriously," says Glen Hatton, chair of the neuroscience depart- ' ment at the University of California, Riverside, and president of 
the Association of Neuroscience Departments and Programs 
(ANDP). Given a low survey response rat-partly due to an 
informal boycott-researchers say the ratings are highly suspect. 
"These aren't real data," says Karen Gale, a neuroscientist at 
Georgetown University. "Those who were concerned about [the 

) survey] didn't respond, and those who responded may not have 
had the knowledge to respond." 

Criticism of the survey was widespread at ANDP's fall meeting 
last year, Hatton says, with many researchers revealing that they 
had refused to participate, fearing that low rankings could cost 
new programs dearly in terms of funding and the ability to attract 
students. In January, Hatton and the head of the Society for 
Neuroscience, Carla Schatz, wrote to academy President Bruce 
Alberts, calling such ratings "prematuren and asking that they be 
modified or dropped (Science, 23 June, p. 1693). 

Alberts responded that programs leery of being ranked were 
free to abstain from the survey, Hatton says. Now, statistical 
appendices to the NRC report appear to bear the neuroscientists' 
worries out. They show that the pool of raters who participated in 
the neuroscience portion of the s w e y  numbered only 21 1, the 
lowest of any category in the biological sciences except genetics. 
For some lesser known neuroscience departments, the number of 
usable ratings was even smaller, dipping as low as 46 in two cases, 
far below the goal of 100 ratings per program set by the study's 
designers. Only 68 of those surveyed, for instance, said they knew 
enough about Northern Arizona University's neuroscience doc- 
toral program to rate the quality of its faculty. Even those 68 seem 
to have overestimated their familiarity with the Arizona program, 
however-the university doesn't even offer a degree in the field 
(see main text). 

Still, not all neuroscientists agree that the field would be 
better off unrated. Pamela Mellon, a neuroscientist at the num- 
ber-1-ranked University of California, San Diego, and a member 
of the committee that planned the survey, says that neurosci- 
ence's addition to the list "is a major recognition of the field" and 
'%ad it not been there, it would have meant that the field isn't to 
be taken seriously. That would have been very destructive." But 
disgruntled neuroscientists say this was a type of recognition 
they-and their disciplinmould do well without. 

-W.R 

pact is not very great because we are just too 
small," Stephens says, lesser known depart- 
ments like his shouldn't automaticallv be as- 
sumed to be of lower quality. Responses to 
the NRC swey, Stephens believes, "are based 
largely on perception rather than hard fact." 

This bias against the new was felt keenly 
at Northern Arizona University (NAU), where 
the fledgling neuroscience program-which 
employs only two neuroscience researchers 
ranked 101s out of 102 programs surveyed. 
According to the survey guidelines, NAU 
should not even have been rated because it 
has not yet enrolled graduate students, but it 
was there nonetheless. "This is really damag- 
ing," says NAU neuroscientist Kiisa Nishi- 
kawa. "We're doing the best we can to build 
a program, and we certainly 
don't need the bad public- 
ity." Neuroscience in general 
is in rebellion against the sur- 
vey, with researchers assert- 
ing that many neuroscience 
graduate programs are too 
small, too young, or too de- 
centralized to have acquired 
fair reputations (see box). 

Other faculty members 
say the survey's breakdown of 
scientific disciplines-espe- 
cially the separation of the 
biological sciences into seven 
different areasdiscriminates 
against broad departments 
such as those at Utah State 

University and the Georgia Institute of 
Technology. Georgia Tech ranked 178th out 
of 179 in cell and developmental biology, but 
biology chair Roger Wartell explains that 
"we have a single biology unit with a very 
minimal endeavor in that area. Trying to 
compare us with a specialized department of 
cell biology . . . is like apples and oranges." In 
other categories, the school fared slightly 
better, finishing 90th out of 103 in molecular 
and general genetics and 1 12th out of 194 in 
biochemistry and molecular biology. 

Finally, critics such as Ken Sprenke, a 
geophysicist at the University of Idaho, la- 
ment that the most obvious measure of edu- 
cational effectiveness-the career success of 
graduates-is completely missing. Although 

Idaho's department of geology and geophys- 
ics ranked 96th out of 100 in the geosciences, 
"virtually all of our Ph.D. graduates are 
teaching at colleges or doing research in 
mineral-related industries," says Sprenke. 
"They are productive members of society. 
Those outcomes have been overlooked." 

These grievances all add up to worries 
about money-and the life of a program. Says 
Milwaukee's Cherkauer: "State legislators 
will get hold of these rankings, and they'll say 
'Why should we be supporting two geosciences 
programs when one [at the University of 
Wisconsin, Madison] is number 22 and the 
other is number 97!' " Cherkauer's concern is 
not unwarranted. The Ohio State Board of 
Regents, for instance, is in the midst of a 

project to cut costs among 
doctoral programs at the 
state's 13 public universi- 

8 ties. The NRC report "could 
be useful" in identifying 
"unnecessary duplication," 
says Garrison Walters, the 
board's vice chancellor for 
academic programs. 

The NRC committee 
was "not unaware" that the 
rankings would be used by 
people with their hands on 
the purse strings, says Gold- 
berger-in fact, the report 
is partly intended to be a 
resource for science policy- 
makers-but could think of 

I I GEOSCIENCES TOP 10 I I 
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1. Harvard University 

2. Princeton University 

3, (tie) MIT 

3. (tie) UC Berkeley 
I. California Institute of Techno101 

k t e d  today, with rhe 
holpe of including career . 
.data in the next, as-yet- 
'bzheduled NRC repott. 

How much heip tht: 
current report will be to 

'% ooflsmers of graduate 
education-students 

., t $ d a - r e m a i n s  to 
he seen. men deciding 
whi& programs are best 
for them, mast students 

closer attention to in- 
dividual faculty interests 
and publications rhan to 
m e y  dml  says Paul 
&um, a doctoral candi- 
date in genetics at Berke- 

be solace to the fac- 
University of South- 
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