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Graduate Student Support
Anyone examining a curve showing the number of Ph.D. degrees
conferred each year would have to conclude that the rate of increase
must surely soon diminish; what now looks like an exponential curve
will simply have to show a slower rate of increase in the future. Moreover, the widely publicized evidence that production has caught up with
demand indicates that the inflection point must soon be reached. That
production would catch up with requirements was projected 5 years ago
by Allan Cartter and has since been pointed out by others. Yet, instead
of an orderly adjustment to a foreseeable trend, universities and students
are being confronted with drastic cuts in government programs of graduate student support.
That the universities can adapt to changes in the number of students
has been amply demonstrated in the past. That universities and other
employers can also adapt to changing numbers of available Ph.D.'s has
also been demonstrated. Moreover, there is no reason to insist that
student support programs should continue indefinitely on an ever-upward
course. What should be insisted upon is that changes be substantially
more gradual than the drastic reductions that are being made (Scienice,
26 June). Some government programs of support for graduate students
are being reduced by half or more in a 3-year span, and it is proposed
to eliminate entirely, at least for a year, the NSF program of graduate
traineeships. As a specific example of what is happening, the total number
of NDEA and NSF fellowships and traineeships for entering candidates
for the Ph.D. in the mathematical sciences is expected to be only half as
great in 1971-72 as it was in 1968-69. This overall reduction will result
from an increase in the number of NSF graduate fellowships, a sharp
redtuction in the number of NDEA fellowships, and total elimination of
new NSF traineeships. Whether or not an overall cut of 50 percent is
justified, it is necessary to recognize that the reductions will be quite
different in different universities. NSF graduate fellows can attend any
university that will accept them. NDEA fellowships and NSF traineeships
are awarded by the universities. As a consequence, the most prestigious
universities will have minor reductions while universities of lesser quality
will absorb most of the curtailment. A good argument can be made that
most of the reductions should take place in institutions of lesser quality:
if the total number of students is reduced, they should attend the universities that can give them the best education. Nevertheless, it will be hard
to convince a university of average quality which this year has had funds
to support, say, 50 new candidates for the doctorate that national planning which will cut that number to half or less for next year was wise.
And it will not be easy to justify corresponding swings in the numbers
of sttudents receiving doctor's degrees several years from now.
Thus we have a situation in which a decline in the rate of growth is
inevitable, in which a reduction in the rate of increase of graduate student
support can be defended, and in which these reductions will concentrate
a larger percentage of the graduate fellows in the best institutions. What
cannot be justified is the speed with which some of the cuts are being
made and what appears to be the basing of decisions on perturbations in
the long-term trend instead of on the trend itself.
For the immediate future, there seems little hope of avoiding the
impending difficulties. For the future, their recurrence could be avoided
by planning on a longer time cycle. It would then be possible to plan
graduate student support programs according to the trends of Ph.D.
supply and requirements, to establish target numbers of fellowships and
traineeships for several years ahead, and to adjust the numbers annually
as we get closer to the years to which they apply. Such a sensible policy
would benefit students, universities, and employers.-DAEL WOLFLE

