ACE Report: Quality Ratings
in the Academic Marketplace

In Wolfle’s editorial (27 May, p.
1189) about the report, “An Assess-
ment of Quality in Graduate Educa-
tion,” published by the American Coun-
cil on Education, the conclusion is
reached that “the ratings are highly de-
pendable statements of the quality
of graduate departments, as judged
by informed peers.” It is further con-
cluded that “the tabulated ratings can
be used as the quality equivalent of a
social register.” In his article (News
and Comment, p. 1226), John Walsh
refers to this report “as a new Con-
sumer’s Guide to the academic market-
place.” As a member of an institution
which has come out relatively un-
scathed by the report, I feel that I can
comment without personal bitterness on
the inequities of the original study,
some of its failures and pernicious ef-
fects, and on the further failure of
your editorial and article to evaluate
the meaning of such a report.

The first of these is the failure to
recognize that scholarship and educa-
tion in a field may be carried on
with great competence by a few people,
often at institutions not included in
any social register. To properly judge
academic quality, the work of in-
dividual staff members, even in ob-
scure schools and working on obscure
disciplines, would have to be taken
into account.

A second point is that the cate-
gorization of each field used in the re-
port is far too broad. The more specific
breakdowns made for the field of bi-
ology show that constructing mean-
ingful subdivisions is difficult. None-
theless, some attempt must be made.
The scholarship at one university in a
particular field that is currently popular
should not be compared with scholar-
ship at another university which may
not enjoy the popularity of these fields
presently in vogue. A popularity con-
test may identify popularity, but it is
doubtful that it can indicate academic
excellence. Solid-state physics at uni-
versity A cannot be compared with par-
ticle physics at B or astrophysics at C.
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A third point is the numerical as-
signment of excellence. While there may
well be a case for subdividing various
universities into degrees of excel-
lence, it is exceedingly doubtful that
the difference between first and fifth or
such values as 4.60 and 4.33 are any
indication whatsoever of relative merit.
More important, however, is the fact
that these refined university grade point
averages force a relative ranking and
provide more significant figures than
there is significance to the results. It is
an abuse to attempt to name a univer-
sity as first or second or fifth in a
broad general field. It is both possible
and important to enumerate depart-
ments in schools which offer distin-
guished training in particular profes-
sional subjects without the construc-
tion of an absurdly refined scale.

In several cases it would appear that
some departments with an outstanding
faculty and an excellent graduate pro-
gram have been relegated to the waste-
land of a low numerical rating, due
perhaps to the unpopularity of that
particular school or department within
the viewpoint of people surveyed.
Other departments are similarly rated
very high because of the great aca-
demic appeal of certain few staff mem-
bers which they currently have. The
tenor of the report thus is not to
enumerate the schools which offer ex-
cellent graduate training 'in a variety
of aspects of certain professional dis-
ciplines, but instead to play the “aca-
demic handicap game” and indicate, in
a popularity poll point of view, which
school is nosing out another school
for reasons which are at best obscure.

In addition, this report suffers very
seriously from the point of view of
omissions. There are some departments
and universities which are new in
existence, but which have outstanding
departments, producing and training
some of the best graduate students in
the field today. Some of these depart-
ments do not receive mention in this
report. Insofar as this report actually
serves as a “consumer’s guide to the
marketplace,” it may have the effect of
discouraging graduate students from
going to schools where they would

receive better training than is available
in many of the departments which are
listed in the report.

The author of this report comments
in the preface that the study required
“many man months of painstaking con-
scientious work.” Considering the im-
portance of such a study and the con-
sequences which such a study would
have, it would seem even more useful
if a few more months had been put
into the preparation of a more intelli-
gently-prepared questionnaire and to a
more intelligent evaluation of the re-
sults. I am in complete agreement
with the recommendation of the ad-
visory committee that a report of this
type should be repeated within five
years to avoid “fixing of reputations
when the academic scene is changing
constantly.” The scene is changing so
rapidly, as a matter of fact, that the
author, on 11 April 1966, found it
desirable to endow the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology with no Nobel
laureate on its faculty. A simple re-
view of the list of Nobel awards made
the previous year would certainly have
removed such a statement.

I have interviewed entering graduate
students at a number of institutions
and have found that the majority of
them have chosen their school for ob-
scure and often erroneous reasons. They
are terribly impressed by the prestige
factor and often by the judgment of
senescent academics who remember
a myth of their alma mater. This re-
port will do little more than build up
the prestige of the well established
schools and help perpetuate the myth
that an excellent education can be ob-
tained at only certain schools.

I can only hope that any student
considering a choice of schools will
consider this report “a kind of aca-
demic handicappers manual” and seek
more specifically to discover if he may
find the instruction and companionship
of intelligent and imaginative scholars
in the educational institution he is con-
sidering.

G. J. WASSERBURG
Geological Sciences, California
Institute of Technology, Pasadena

Father of the World Weather Watch

My colleague, M. Neiburger, has
called my attention to an oversight in
my recent editorial (8 April, p. 159).
He felt I had failed to give due credit
to the late Harry Wexler for the origin
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