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SCIENCE

Forty First-Rate Universities

In 1960 President Eisenhower’s Science Advisory Committee ex-
pressed the “hope that where there were only a handful of generally
first-rate academic centers of science a generation ago and may be as
many as fifteen or twenty today, there will be thirty or forty in
another fifteen years.” To aid in the realization of this hope is the
precise target of the new Science Development Program of the
National Science Foundation.

Grants for individual research projects and fellowships for specified
individuals will no doubt continue to constitute the core of federal
support for scientific research and education. But it is increasingly
clear that a larger fraction of federal support should and will go to
the universities as grants for the upbuilding of an area of teaching
and research, a department, or the institution as a whole, rather than
for specific research projects. The new grants are an example. More-
over, they differ from most previous grants in that the appropriate
criterion of award is not How good is the applicant now? but rather
How much will this grant help the applicant institution to become
truly first-rate?

These new grants are intended to give to a relatively small number
of already good universities an extra push that will help them to be-
come very good. This is a high and difficult purpose. There will be
efforts to subvert it. One temptation will be to make grants to uni-
versities that are already of top quality; their excellent staffs could
make good plans for and good use of more money. But they are not
the chosen target of this particular program.

A greater danger is from pressures to try to solve the problems of
geographic distribution of federal funds. A disturbing example was
given by the House of Representatives Appropriations Committee,
which saluted this program as “one of the best methods to truly
broaden the development of scientific and engineering knowledge in
every part of the Nation, particularly in those areas where assistance
is needed most.” If needed most is interpreted to mean that the
available funds should be spread thinly over many institutions, the
program will fail,

Other programs have other purposes. This one is for universities
that have the drive, the potential, and a good share of the resources
they will need to try for equality with others that already rank among
the top 10 or 20. For a university to qualify, the requirements are that
it have well-laid plans for its own further development, that a sub-
stantial grant for 3 to 5 years will provide for the early realization
of an important segment of these plans, and that the university have
in sight funds for continuing the work when the grant comes to an
end. Generally, universities that can reasonably enter this competition
already rank between 20th and 50th or 100th, or in some such range,
on the scale of academic excellence. Fortunately, the universities that
can qualify are fairly well dispersed geographically. Geographic loca-
tion cannot be the primary consideration, but one reason for wanting
more first-rate universities is to have them in areas where none now
exist. An increase from 15 to 20 or 30 or 40 will have a greater total
effect on the nation’s intellectual life if, without looking too far, each
area or region can see, can proudly claim as its own, and can follow
the leadership of a university of the first magnitude.—DAEL WOLFLE



