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This study examined the role and function of public relations in public higher 

education institutions by focusing on the messages being communicated by four public 

research-oriented universities.  This study was designed to determine if and how these 

universities communicate their public good responsibility and how that communication is 

perceived by two constituent groups—higher education reporters and state legislators. 

The researcher used two qualitative methods: thematic analysis and in-depth/elite 

interviews.  Thematic analysis was used to analyze the universities’ mission and vision 

statements, strategic plans, legislative appropriations requests, presidential speeches, and 

800 press releases (200 from each of four universities), to determine whether references 

to the public good were either present or absent in messages the universities disseminated 

during 2006 and 2007. In-depth/elite interviews were used to obtain the perspectives of 

the chief public relations officers at each of the four public research-oriented universities 

about their public relations strategies and communication goals.  Higher education 

reporters covering these respective institutions and members of the legislature in 

positions of leadership on committees involved with higher education policy and funding 

issues were also interviewed to understand their perceptions about the universities.  
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 This study found the following 24 references to public good: the core concepts of 

research, teaching and public service; the benefits the universities create as engines of 

economic development; diversity; the recruitment and retention of faculty; the university 

as a center for arts, entertainment and cultural events; faculty and student achievement; 

student career enhancement; and institutional prestige, among others.  

The study demonstrated that public research-oriented universities are using public 

relations strategies and techniques to construct and distribute messages to their key 

constituents about the benefits they provide to the State and its citizens.  Major findings 

also include the observation that higher education reporters cover higher education as a 

statewide beat which focuses on the state’s two flagship or Tier 1 universities—the 

University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M University and the institutions in the 

reporters respective cities.  In addition, the higher education reporters write about 

“issues” related to higher education rather than institutions per se.  The study also found 

that State Legislators only recognize the two Tier 1 institutions as research institutions 

and their perspectives about these institutions are driven by how these universities are 

funded.   
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 

During America’s colonial period, education was solely the province of an elite 

class of clergymen and merchants who were leaders of the religious, economic, political 

and cultural affairs of small rural townships that comprised most of colonial America 

(Rudolph, 1962).  The view of education as being for the “privileged  classes” developed 

during the Colonial period and carried over into the early years of what became the 

United States. As a result, the federal government, state legislatures and average citizens 

did not recognize the full potential of public higher education to enhance the growth and 

expansion of the young republic.  

In the mid-1800s, America changed noticeably.  The country was losing its 

agrarian way of living, which was giving way to a more urban lifestyle, based around 

jobs connected to and centered on the manufacture of steel and coal, new transportation 

systems like steam powered shipping and railroads as well as the development of 

electrical power (Goldin & Katz, 1999).  During this period, higher education in the 

United States changed markedly as well.  The federal government enacted laws that 

helped states establish colleges and universities by granting them land for the purpose of 

expanding economic development and allowing more Americans access to higher 

education (Goldin & Katz, 1999; Key, 1996; Rudolph, 1962; Scott, 2006).  In exchange, 

these state-supported institutions were expected to provide teaching, research and public 

service on behalf of the citizens of the various states.  Thus, a covenant was established 

between the federal government, state legislatures and American citizens that rested on 

the principle that public universities were founded to serve the collective public good.   
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The covenant—expressed in terms of state funding and support—linking state 

governments and public institutions of higher education was strengthened beginning with 

the enactment of the Morrill Act of 1862 and continuing through the late 1970s when 

state legislatures began to focus their spending priorities on other pressing social 

demands and needs.  Indeed as state funding for public institutions continued to decline 

over the next two decades, the notion that public institutions of higher education are 

vehicles for serving the public good began to be called into question by educational 

leaders, public policy experts, state legislators and the general public (Rizzo, 2004). 

 The erosion of public support for higher education has been attributed to many 

factors.  One assumption is the notion that public support for higher education is waning 

because public colleges and universities are not adequately communicating to critics and 

supporters alike, their historical and contemporary role of providing public benefits to 

their respective states and citizens.   

 This assumption was expanded on by Dr. Larry Faulkner, then president of the 

University of Texas at Austin, during a discussion with doctoral students in the spring of 

2005 about a speech he had given as the Robert H. Atwell Distinguished Lecture to the 

American Council on Education.  In his speech, titled the “Changing Relationship 

between Higher Education and the States,” Faulkner asserted that “public universities 

need to work on rebuilding a broad understanding in the larger society and among its 

leadership of what our institutions do and how they establish—through their several 

missions—public benefits for  a healthier present and future” (Faulkner, 2005, p. 8). 

Faulkner’s views were supported in separate speeches given by the Chancellor and 

President of two other leading pubic universities; Robert J. Birgeneau (2007) of the 
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University of California at Berkeley and Mary Sue Coleman (2007) at the University of 

Michigan.  Chancellor Birgeneau said, “American universities have as their primary 

mission to provide excellent educational opportunities to the entire population and to 

serve the public good.  Public universities are pivotal in realizing society’s potential for 

opportunity, social justice and prosperity—extending public good for the benefit of all 

people.” 

 These ideas about the concept of public good and the need to connect them to the 

messages communicated by public research-oriented universities to the public inspired 

this dissertation. 

Concept of the Public Good 

 The concept of public good has no precise meaning or definition; however the 

origin of the idea can be traced as far back as the ancient philosophers, first in Plato’s 

dialogue of the Republic in his discussion of Utopia, and Aristotle’s ideas as expressed in 

his treatise entitled Politics (Russell, 1945).  Modern philosophers, including Thomas 

Hobbes’ theories about the Commonwealth discussed in the Leviathan, and John Locke’s 

theory of the social contract continued to build on the notion that the purpose of 

government was to be engaged in activities that benefit the public or common good 

(Russell, 1945).   

 The notion of the government serving the public or common good or serving the 

general welfare of the people is mentioned in Article 1. Section 8 of The Constitution of 

the United States.  The Article states: “The Congress shall have power to lay and collect 

taxes, duties, imposts, and excises, to pay the debts and provide for the general welfare of 

the United States…”  
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 While public good is discussed in reference to politics and government, it is also 

referred to in sociological and most often in economic terms.  The noted economist Paul 

A. Samuelson defined public good in economic terms in his book Economics (1976) . 

Samuelson said: 

 The benefits from a public or social good, unlike those from a purely private 
 good, are seen to involve external consumption effects on more than one 
 individual.  By contrast, if a good can be subdivided so that each part can be 
 competitively sold separately to a different individual, with no external effects 
 on others in the group, it isn’t a likely candidate for governmental activity (p. 
 160).   
 
Gordon Marshall (1998) observed the following about Paul Samuelson’s economic view 

of the public good: 

In societies with exceptional natural resources that are exploited by the state, 
 such as oil-rich countries, public goods are funded by the revenues from state 
 enterprises and equivalent income.  In most societies, public goods are funded 
 from direct and indirect taxation, with more or less debate over how the 
 funding burden should be distributed in relation to levels of use or benefit, and 
 over which services should be funded as public good and which purchased 
 privately on the market.  Services often treated as public goods, not always 
 exclusively, include: national defense; public security, education, health 
 services, fire and other emergency services, telecommunications networks, 
 road, rail, and air networks and transport services, the preservation of national 
 monuments, water supply, national radio and television services (p. 1). 

 
The concept of universities operating to serve the public good has been imbedded 

in the charters of public colleges and universities since land grant institutions were 

created in large numbers with the passage of the Morrill Act of 1862. The public good is 

an idea based on the teaching, research and public service activities of public institutions 

of higher education.  Historically, advocates of public higher education argued that state 

colleges and universities, particularly state research-oriented universities, should receive 

generous and on-going public funding and support because these institutions benefit 

society.  Public research-oriented universities benefit society by educating students for 
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the needs and demands of the workforce in the public and private sectors; by creating 

new knowledge through basic and applied research based on the efforts of professors, 

graduate students, and other staff; and by providing public service to the state and its 

citizens.   

Supporters of the public good concept maintain that college-educated individuals 

pay more state and federal taxes than individuals who do not attend college, are highly 

skilled and productive workers with critical thinking and good communication skills, and 

are unlikely to rely on or need government services including welfare, food stamps or 

Medicaid.  Moreover, college-educated individuals are more likely to vote in local, state 

and national elections as well as volunteer for community causes and participate in 

charitable giving.  The basic research created at universities advances scientific and 

creative knowledge and serves as the foundation for applied research that solves practical 

problems. In addition, applied research creates new jobs as well as strengthens the state 

and national economies.  Finally, public research universities are engaged in public 

service activities that provide communities with help in solving social and economic 

problems and serve as centers for entertainment and culture.  The challenge for the public 

research university is to communicate its public good activities to its diverse constituents 

and it is the responsibility of the institutional public relations or public affairs executive 

to help meet that challenge. 

The Public Relations Function in Universities 

 The administrative unit within the university responsible for informing, educating 

and persuading constituents through the media and other communication techniques and 

strategies is the public relations or public affairs office.   Public relations is a 
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management function that focuses on telling the story of the university—its mission, 

purpose, history, traditions and requirements—to a diverse group of publics and 

stakeholders important to the success of the university. 

Public relations began playing an important and significant role in communicating 

the aims, objectives and needs of higher education in the late 19th century (Bonfiglio, 

1990; Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 1985).  As the public university became a more complex 

institution with a growing contingent of constituents, the need for and role of public 

relations became increasingly important.  Public relations plays a vital role in helping 

university administrators articulate their aspirations, goals, objectives, and needs to a 

diverse group of constituents.  

Today’s public research-oriented universities are competing for the best 

undergraduate and graduate students as well as superior faculty, acquiring resources for 

building new facilities, maintaining their physical plants, and providing a range of 

educational, cultural and entertainment services for students and the general public in 

some cases. All of these needs are supported by the work and efforts of a public relations 

office whose function is to communicate the worth and merit of the university to a variety 

of constituents including state legislators, wealthy donors, corporate and philanthropic 

foundations, and alumni.  Although a variety of strategies are used to communicate the 

university’s worth and merit, attracting news media coverage is an essential component 

of this effort. 
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Problem Statement 

 It can be argued that state appropriations for public universities, particularly 

public research universities, have declined significantly for nearly three decades. 

Evidence supporting this assertion includes the fact that since the late 1970s, the 

percentage of state-appropriated funding allocated by state legislatures to public higher 

education has declined by one-third (Ehrenberg & Rizzo, 2004; Ikenberry, 2005; Rizzo, 

2004).  In his dissertation, Michael Rizzo (2004) noted that during this period of 

declining support for public higher education,  the average amount of state funding 

allocated to higher education across all states in the United States fell over six percentage 

points from 22.6% to 16.4% after peaking at 23.5% in 1982.  Further evidence of this 

trend was noted by Weerts and Ronca’s study (as cited in (Mortenson, 2004), which 

indicated that adjusting for inflation, state appropriations for higher education declined 

40% since 1978. 

A number of proposals have been put forward by a range of experts from 

economists to leaders within the higher education community concerning how to solve 

what many predict will be an ongoing problem—how to operate public research-oriented 

universities to benefit the public good in an environment of diminished funding from 

state governments.  Some suggest that the solution lies in increasing state taxes which 

will release some of the pressure state legislators face in dividing a fixed amount of 

revenue among a variety of funding priorities including healthcare, public safety, and K-

12 educational needs. 

  Whether building a case for increased funding for higher education within the 

confines of current state budget constraints, or developing a rationale for new state taxes 
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that will allow for increased state appropriations, public relations strategies and 

techniques are part of the effort by universities to educate, inform and persuade key 

constituents about the merits and public benefits associated with providing adequate 

financial resources for public universities. 

Purpose of the Study 

Grunig and Repper (1992) asserted that public relations practitioners seek to 

communicate with publics that enhance or threaten their organization’s mission.  This 

study is designed to examine the role and function of public relations in public higher 

education institutions by focusing on the messages being communicated by public 

research-oriented universities regarding their historic and contemporary role of serving 

the public good. Through the analysis of institutional messages as well as interviews with 

vice presidents of public relations at public research-oriented universities, the study 

identifies the strategies and messages universities are using to connect their institutional 

goals with benefits to society. Additionally, through interviews conducted with two key 

constituents, print media reporters who cover higher education and state legislators who 

hold leadership positions on higher education committees, this study examines how those 

messages are being received. As described in the methodology chapter, the research 

focuses on four research universities in Texas. 

Significance of the Study 

 This study is noteworthy because it contributes to the scarce literature on the role 

of public relations in higher education.  Moreover, it is also significant because it 

provides insight into public research-oriented universities’ use of public relations 
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strategies and techniques to create and disseminate messages to their key constituents 

about the benefits they provide to the State and its citizens.   

 While analyzing public relations strategies and messages to determine if they 

serve the public good is an important aspect of this study, this research demonstrates to 

university officials if their communication strategies are in concert with their institutional 

goals and objectives or whether they are sending mixed messages to constituents 

attempting to understand what the State’s return on investment will be as a result of 

providing increased funding for public universities.   

 This research also has practical implications for public relations professionals and 

higher education administrators. The study shows public relations officers and 

administrators the relationship between what they are communicating on behalf of the 

university and how what is being communicated is being received by two key 

stakeholders—the media and state legislators—that influence the amount of public 

support and funding these universities receive.   

This study may also show administrators at public research-oriented universities 

how much they have in common in the messages they disseminate as well as how their 

messages differ.  Such awareness can serve as a starting point for discussions about how 

institutions with common institutional goals and missions can cooperate when 

articulating their public purpose to the media and state legislators.    

Research Questions 

To determine the connection between the public research-oriented universities’ 

public relations strategies and the messages they disseminate and how those messages are 
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perceived by higher education reporters and state legislators, the following research 

questions guided this study: 

RQ1.  What messages are universities communicating through their public 

relations functions regarding institutional activities, benefits, and needs? 

RQ2.  Is the public good being addressed, in any way, in the messages public 

universities are disseminating, and if so, how is the public good described? 

RQ3.  What formal communication strategies and activities, if any, are public 

research-oriented universities using to demonstrate that they are benefiting society 

through their teaching, research and public service activities? 

RQ4.  How do two key constituents—the press and state legislators— perceive 

the university messages describing their activities, benefits and institutional 

needs? 

Definition of Terms 

 In an effort to help the reader follow the concepts and ideas discussed throughout 

this study, the following key concepts and terms are defined:  public good, public 

relations/public affairs, publics/target audiences, messages and public research 

university/Tier 1 university/flagship university, the Top Ten Percent Rule and Closing the 

Gaps. 

Public Good 

  Public good is a concept related to the mission of a public university which traces 

its roots to the establishment of state-supported and land-grant universities.  The 

foundation of the concept is that public universities’ primary function is to serve the 

public good.  For the purposes of this study, public good is defined as societal benefits 
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that are the outcomes of providing opportunities for improving the general welfare, 

including medical, scientific, and technological advances; expanding educational 

enrichment, economic prosperity as well as endeavors that uplift the human spirit and 

create an environment for a better future. 

Public Relations/Public Affairs 

For purposes of this study public relations and public affairs are used 

interchangeably.  Public relations for an organization is defined as a management 

function whose primary role is to identify, establish and maintain mutually beneficial 

relationships with key stakeholders critical to the success or failure of an organization 

(Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 1985). 

Publics/Target Audiences 

Publics and target audiences are used synonymously in this study and refer to 

individuals, groups, associations as well as public and private organizations that have a 

direct interest in the administration, and/or the economic or political affairs of the 

university (Broom & Dozier, 1990). 

Messages 

 Messages, as referred to in the context of this study, are defined as public 

relations ideas related to information that a university conveys to any number of publics 

or target audiences through a variety of public relations techniques.  It should be noted 

that messages exist within the context of the communication process, and the process 

itself can change the meaning and effect of the message (Simon, 1980).  
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Public Research University  

 Throughout this study, public research universities are categorized according to 

the institution’s Carnegie Classification (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching, 2006a) as either institutions with “very high” or “high” research activity. 

Tier 1 University/Flagship University 

 The terms Tier 1 and flagship university refer to large research institutions and are 

generally regarded as the leading public institution(s) in a state.  These universities may 

also be categorized in their respective Carnegie classification as defined above.  Often the 

terms Tier 1 and flagship are used interchangeably with the description given above for 

“very high” and “high” research institutions. 

The Top Ten Percent Rule 

 Formally know as HB 588, the Top Ten Percent Rule was enacted during the 75th 

Regular Legislative Session.  The Top Ten Percent Bill stipulated that any Texas student 

who graduated from a public or private high school in the top ten percent of his or her 

class would receive automatic admission to the public university of his or her choice. 

Closing the Gaps 

 Closing the Gaps, is a State of Texas initiative coordinated by the Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board to reduce achievement level differences between 

disadvantaged and minority students in comparison to majority students, graduate more 

students from community colleges, four-year institutions, graduate and professional 

schools, and increase the number of students who obtain certificates and certification in 

specialty fields.   The initiative also calls for fostering academic excellence by increasing 
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the number of nationally ranked programs at universities as well as generating more 

funds from Federal research grants. 

 Just as the terms described above define key concepts and terms, the organization 

of the study outlines what is covered and the order in which these topics are addressed. 

Organization of the Study 

This dissertation consists of six chapters.  Chapter 1 contains the introduction of 

the study, background information about the topic, the statement of the problem, the 

significance of the study, the research questions, and definition of terms.  Chapter 2 

contains a review of the literature, which describes the historical evolution of public 

colleges and universities and explores whether these colleges are fulfilling their original 

purpose of serving the public good through teaching, research and public service.  The 

literature review also examines the development and role of public relations in 

communicating the goals and aims of public higher education.  Chapter 3 describes the 

methodology of this study, including the thematic analysis of the communication 

materials distributed by the universities and the in-depth/elite interviews used to gather 

information from vice presidents of public relations, higher education reporters and state 

legislators.  The results of the study are discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 followed by a 

discussion of the findings and conclusions in Chapter 6.  
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Chapter 2 

A Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

Since the 1980s, the percentage of state-appropriated funding to public 

universities across the United States has dropped precipitously.  Stanley Ikenberry 

(2005), former president of the University of Illinois and the American Council of 

Education, said that state funding for the University of Michigan declined from one-third 

of the total budget 20 years ago to less than 18% by 2005.  Similar trends during this 

same time period were noted for the University of Illinois (from 47% to 10%) and at the 

University of Colorado where state support dropped to 10% of the university’s operating 

budget.  Texas has not escaped this national trend; the University of Texas at Austin has 

seen the state appropriated fraction of its total budget fall below 20% since 1980.  During 

the 1970s, state general revenue appropriations covered approximately 85% of faculty 

salaries, operating costs of the academic units, expenditures related to academic facilities, 

and vital administrative functions (Faulkner, 2005).   

This dramatic drop in state funding has ignited a debate about the mission of the 

public university.  Do state public universities exist to serve the public good or is their 

mission to confer private benefits on their graduates, administrators, faculty and the 

institutions themselves?  Since the passage of the Morrill Act of 1862 (Stat. 503, 7 U.S.C. 

301 et seq.) that created land-grant colleges and universities in the United States, public 

universities have been viewed as institutions that exist to create research with practical 

applications for the betterment of society, that teach and prepare young men and women 

to contribute to the economic strength and civic affairs of their communities, and that 



 15  

through public service advance the economic well being of the state and champion the 

arts and culture. 

In order to understand the public good – private gain debate surrounding the 

public university in the context of declining state support, this literature review provides a 

historical overview of higher education in the United States; discusses the 

democratization of education in the nation with the Morrill Land Grant Act, the 

Wisconsin Idea and the G.I. Bill; examines the literature on public good compared to 

“private benefit”; and discusses issues associated with what some are calling the 

commodification and privatization of public higher education in the United States.  

Additionally, the role of public relations as a management tool to communicate messages 

to various publics is addressed.  

Historical Overview of Higher Education in the United States 

 Universities founded during the colonial era, including Harvard, William and 

Mary, Yale, Princeton, Dartmouth, and Rutgers were established to educate clergymen 

who served as leaders in the affairs of state for the developing colonies (Rudolph, 1962).  

Restricted to elite men in American society, few colleges existed during this period.  “As 

of 1775 perhaps one out of every thousand had been to college at some time or another, 

and many of those who had gone to college did not complete all of the necessary 

requirements”(p. 22).  While these early universities were few in number and educated a 

small fraction of the population, nevertheless, they were founded, funded and 

administered by religious denominations, and their essential purpose was to educate men 

to serve in some public capacity for the benefit of their respective colonies. 
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Unlike most European countries with their national universities, American 

universities during the colonial era were local or private enterprises connected by a 

charter from their respective colony.  President George Washington and other founders of 

the Republic wanted to create a National University that would have been situated in 

Washington, D.C., but the idea never materialized (Scott, 2006).   

Although the idea of Washington’s National University never came to fruition, at 

least 10 of the nation’s founders started academic institutions. Four of the founders who 

started universities were from Virginia: George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James 

Madison and George Wythe. Two were from Pennsylvania: Benjamin Franklin and 

Benjamin Rush.  The others included William S. Johnson of South Carolina, William R. 

Davie of North Carolina, Abraham Baldwin of Georgia, and Manasseh Cutler of 

Massachusetts (Scott, 2006).   Thomas Jefferson’s University of Virginia, founded in 

1819 and opened in 1825, was considered the most influential of the early state 

universities. 

The enthusiasm for establishing universities in America was not restricted to its 

founders. At the beginning of the American Revolution, the United States had nine 

colleges and by the time the country entered the Civil War it had 250, and 182 of those 

institutions were operating in 1962 (Rudolph, 1962). While these early universities were 

private in nature, as mentioned before, they received their charters from the state and 

operated to serve an elite group of individuals.   The United States had a few public 

universities operating during this period; however, the growth of American public 

universities was primarily a result of the Morrill Land Grant Acts of 1862 and 1890.    
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The Morrill Land Grant Act 

With the passage of the Morrill Act of 1862 (Stat. 503, 7 U.S.C. 301 et. seq.), 

Justin Morrill, a Congressman from Vermont, realized his dream of extending the 

benefits of education to citizens of the new western states of the Union with the 

establishment of the land-grant college (Goldin & Katz, 1999; Rudolph, 1962; Scott, 

2006).  The Morrill Act stipulated that each state that remained in the Union was to be 

granted 30,000 acres of public land for every member of its congressional delegation.  

Since each state had at least two senators and one representative in Congress as set forth 

in the Constitution, each state was awarded no fewer than 90,000 acres of public land for 

the purpose of establishing an agricultural and mechanical college or university.  

Congress subsequently extended the provisions of the 1862 Act to the southern states 

with the enactment of the second Morrill Act of 1890 (Stat. 417, 7 U.S.C. 322 et. seq.) 

which also provided operating funds for those institutions established by the original 

Morrill Act (Goldin & Katz, 1999).  The 1890 Morrill Act mandated the establishment of 

colleges and universities for both “colored” and “white” students.  These institutions 

were to be funded equally under the provisions of separate but equal laws enforced 

throughout the South after the Civil War. However, “colored” schools as they were 

known at the time and are now known as Historical Black Colleges and Universities 

(HBCU), were not equally funded. The consequences of this unequal funding and the 

vestiges of segregation have been addressed by other scholars, including Richard Kluger 

(1977) and Gerald Irons (2002). 

The Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 created colleges and universities whose 

mission was to focus on the agricultural and mechanical arts rather than the liberal arts 
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curriculum.  More importantly, these Acts have been viewed by historians as the primary 

impetus for the democratization of education in the United States, allowing everyone 

from the farmer to women and minorities the opportunity to attend a college or university 

(Rudolph, 1962; Scott, 2006).  Nearly 100 years after the 1862 Morrill Act was 

authorized, 69 colleges were being supported by this legislation and the subsequent 1890 

Act. 

Because the act provided nothing in the way of supervision and because the 
concept of agricultural and mechanical education had not received any precise 
definition, the founding of the new colleges revealed an amazing variety of 
arrangements.  Four states—Michigan, Pennsylvania, Maryland and Iowa—
created A&M colleges.  A large number of states—including Wisconsin, 
Minnesota, North Carolina and Missouri—turned over to existing state 
universities both the land-grant endowment and the responsibility of discovering 
how to serve the agricultural and mechanic interests.  Many states—including 
Oklahoma, Texas, South Dakota, and Washington—set up entirely new colleges 
which would henceforth compete with the existing state universities for the favor 
of the public purse (Rudolph, 1962, p. 253). 
 

While many view the Morrill Act of 1862 as a grand piece of reform legislation 

that democratized education throughout the United States, others note that the main 

reason for the legislation was economic.  Scott Key (1996) in an article titled, 

“Economics or education: The establishment of American land-grant universities” 

advanced the theory that the Morrill Act was an important federal economic policy.  Key 

argued that the Morrill Act’s passage was a result of the debate taking place during the 

late 1850s concerning how the federal government would dispose of public land with the 

objective of raising funds for the national Treasury.  The debate over how to dispose of 

the large tracts of public land owned by the federal government began with Founding 

Father Alexander Hamilton and Silas Deane, a member of the Continental Congress from 

Connecticut who favored selling the land to buyers who would purchase large tracts and 
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bring revenue “directly” into the Treasury.  They were opposed by Thomas Jefferson who 

supported an “indirect” policy of raising revenue by giving the land away to private 

citizens who would develop it (Key, 1996, p. 199).  Key noted that the Morrill Act fused 

the educational purposes of the bill—creating agricultural and mechanical (engineering) 

colleges—with the economic need the federal government had to raise revenue for the 

Treasury. 

Key also highlighted the debate that played out between educational reformers 

who, on one hand, sought to expand colleges to the prairie lands of the upper midwest 

and western part of the United States as well as to the south, and politicians who, on the 

other hand, saw the Act as a device for disposing of federal land and raising revenue for 

the Treasury.  Key’s findings are backed by considerable evidence related to federal 

policies concerning the disposal of public land for economic reasons; however, that does 

not diminish the fact that the Morrill Act is widely viewed as a landmark piece of 

legislation that democratized higher education in the United States and helped fully 

develop the system of state-supported colleges and universities across the country.  More 

importantly, the original mission of these land-grant state-supported colleges and 

universities was to serve the public good through teaching agricultural-related subjects 

and engineering that could be applied in the many factories that sprang up across the 

country as a result of the Industrial Revolution.  

Many scholars recognize the importance the Morrill Act played in spreading 

public higher education across the United States; however, others argue that while the 

Morrill Act was an important piece of legislation, it should not be credited with spurring 

institutional growth.   Goldin and Katz (1999) advanced the theory that the formative 
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years of higher education’s growth in the United States occurred from 1890 to 1940.  The 

authors noted that prior to the passage of the Morrill Act, 26 of the existing 33 states 

outside the Northeast had at least one state-controlled college or university except for 

Arkansas, Illinois, Kentucky and Texas. 

The changes that occurred during the formative years described above by Goldin 

and Katz profoundly altered the higher education landscape.  The decade around the turn 

of the 20th century witnessed the flourishing of the American research university and the 

emergence of public sector institutions as leaders in educational quality.  In the 

subsequent two to three decades public sector institutions greatly expanded their 

enrollments relative to their private counterparts.  Universities broadened their scope of 

operations by adding numerous highly specialized departments.  Professional schools, 

which had been mainly independent entities, became embedded in universities.  

Denominational institutions, particularly schools of theology, went into absolute decline 

and small liberal arts colleges into relative decline.  Something profoundly altered higher 

education around 1890 so that almost all of today’s noteworthy U.S. universities and 

colleges had been founded prior to 1900 (Goldin & Katz, 1999). 

Goldin and Katz concluded that the subjects that were taught in colleges and 

universities changed dramatically in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  These new 

curriculum changes, namely the elevation of science and experimental methods and 

increased attention to social problems resulting from an increasingly industrial and urban 

America as opposed to an agrarian society resulted in universities with a broader scope 

and scale.  These structural changes particularly favored public institutions as they had 

research capacity, were large and diverse, and had access to capital.  As a result of the 
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Industrial Revolution, there was a growing demand for scientists knowledgeable about 

chemistry and physics who could apply their knowledge in companies manufacturing 

steel, rubber, chemicals, sugar, drugs, nonferrous metals, petroleum and goods involved 

in the use and production of electricity (Goldin & Katz, 1999). 

The curriculum, scope and scale of universities changed during the period from 

1890 to 1940 according to Goldin and Katz, but more significantly they asserted that the 

modern research university was born.  These modern universities were public, stressed 

both teaching and research, and were committed to solving societal problems from both 

economic and social vantage points.  As noted historian Frederick Rudolph wrote, “in the 

land-grant institutions the American people achieved popular higher education for the 

first time” (Rudolph, 1962, p. 265).  

Public Service:  The Wisconsin Idea 

 The Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 firmly established that the mission of land-

grant institutions was teaching, research and public service, and no institution embodied 

the concept of providing public service to the citizens of its state better than the 

University of Wisconsin.  Frederick Rudolph in his comprehensive history of the 

American college and university wrote that Charles Eliot, President of Harvard, described 

the University of Wisconsin as the leading state university in America because the 

university was made available to the people of the state through non-technical lectures 

and extension courses (Rudolph, 1962).  The Wisconsin Idea had its roots in the 1890 

Progressive Era.  The state’s governor, Robert La Follette advocated using the expertise 

of university faculty in solving the state’s problems and called for the establishment of a 

system of university extension services throughout the state.  La Follette found an ally for 
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implementing his goals in University of Wisconsin President Charles Van Hise who had 

seen how a university could serve the people while lecturing at the University of Chicago 

where President William Rainey Harper championed a form of adult education featuring 

outdoor lectures and cultural activities which became known as the Chautauqua 

Movement (Rudolph, 1962; Scott, 2006).  The University of Wisconsin was not the first 

nor the only university using extension courses—Columbia, Chicago, Brown, Indiana 

and Illinois all had extension courses; however, Wisconsin was the first university to use 

extension courses as the centerpiece of its public service mission (Rudolph, 1962).  

The Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 and the Wisconsin Idea were high water 

marks in the evolution of American universities from small, private institutions serving 

the elite with a curriculum focused on training a literate clergy to a democratized system 

with developing land-grant public institutions with diverse student bodies and a more 

varied curriculum based on science, engineering and the emerging social sciences.  More 

than a half-century after the second Morrill Act, a new law would be enacted that further 

democratized higher education, opening doors to thousands who had previously been 

denied access to a college education. 

The G.I. Bill of 1944 

 The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, popularly known as the G.I Bill ("G.I. Bill 

of Rights", 1944) allowed more Americans to attend college than ever before in the 

nation’s history.  The original bill provided each veteran up to $500 per year for tuition, 

plus $50 each month for subsistence for single veterans and $75 for those who were 

married (American Forces Information Services, 1996).   
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 Tuition, room and board at public colleges during this period averaged 

approximately $453 per year and totaled approximately $979 per year at private 

institutions (Goodwin, 1994).  Just as some claimed that the Morrill Act had an objective 

other than expanding educational opportunities for American citizens in the Midwest and 

West, there were also those who argued that the primary reason for the G.I. Bill of 1944 

was not to educate returning veterans but to keep them off the streets.  These people 

feared the veterans would not have jobs, which would cause an economic depression.  

Even proponents of the bill thought its most salient feature was the 52-20 plan—stipends 

of $20 per week for 52 weeks— which amounted to $1,040 in unemployment benefits for 

a year (American Forces Information Services, 1996; Blair, 1999; Goodwin, 1994).  

 Skeptics who thought returning veterans would not pursue higher education were 

wrong.  By the late 1940s approximately 2 million veterans were enrolled in institutions 

of higher education comprising almost 50% of all male students in colleges and 

universities.  Enrollment at most colleges and universities doubled or tripled during the 

period.  For example, in 1945 the University of Wisconsin’s enrollment was 9,000; the 

next year the student body had doubled to 18,000.  Rutgers saw its enrollment increase 

from 7,000 students before the war to 16,000 by 1948.  Of the generation that served in 

World War II—most of whom were men—7.8 million of those veterans used their G.I. 

Bill benefits.  A review of the historiography of the G.I. Bill of 1944 concludes that 

perhaps its most enduring legacy is the fact that it not only  provided access to 

unemployment benefits, farm and small business loans, home loans and educational 

benefits, but it provided those benefits to every veteran who served during the war 

irrespective of the veteran’s race or background (Blair, 1999). 
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 While most scholars view the G.I. Bill of 1944 as providing educational 

opportunities to a segment of the American population that prior to World War II had 

been excluded because higher education was accessible only to the privileged class that 

could afford it, others see it differently.  David Onkst (1998) conducted a study in 

Mississippi, Georgia and Alabama of  African American veterans who served in World 

War II and found that these veterans, as a result of racial discrimination, were not able to 

take full advantage of the benefits offered in the G.I. Bill.  While their white counterparts 

were flocking to colleges and universities after the war, African Americans could not 

enter institutions in the South because of segregation, and as Onkst concluded, many of 

them were not able to attend Historically Black Colleges because those institutions were 

overwhelmed by the number of returning veterans and were unable to accommodate 

them.  As mentioned earlier, in 1945, veterans represented just 5% of the nation’s college 

enrollment; however, by 1948 they represented nearly 50% of the total college 

enrollment.  The situation for African American veterans was markedly different.  

“Nationally, they represented just 30% of the total enrollment at black colleges during the 

1946-47 academic year and only comprised about 4% of all of the former servicemen 

attending school under the G.I. Bill.  By 1947, black colleges had turned away between 

15,000 to 20,000 black veterans because of limited resources and facilities” (Onkst, 1998, 

p. 530). 

 The G.I. Bill did further democratize higher education in the United States by 

allowing 2 million returning veterans to attend colleges and universities; however it 

should be noted that the largess of the G.I. Bill of 1944 was limited primarily to white 
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males as few African Americans were able to avail themselves of its benefits and even 

fewer women were eligible (Blair, 1999; Onkst, 1998). 

 Whether the 2008 G.I. Bill signed into to law by President George W. Bush, 

which provides educational benefits to veterans who have served since September 11, 

2001, will have the same effect as the 1944 Bill will be determined by future scholars.  

Nevertheless, the largess of the 2008 Bill is expected to reach far beyond the white males 

who were the primary beneficiaries of the 1944 G.I. Bill (Ifill, 2008). 

 The democratization of American universities occurred as a result of the Morrill 

Acts of 1862 and 1890, the Wisconsin Idea and the G.I. Bill of 1944.  In conjunction with 

the creation and expansion of the public university was the deeply embedded notion that 

public colleges and universities existed to serve the public good through teaching, 

research and public service.   

Public Universities as Engines for Public Good 

 The number of public institutions of higher education in the United States totaled 

1,688 in 2007 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2008) and ranged from 

community colleges to small liberal arts colleges to comprehensive regional universities 

offering primarily undergraduate and Master’s level education to the large state research 

universities that offer undergraduate, graduate and professional school degrees.  The 

Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching developed a classification system 

that categorizes these institutions by type and purpose. A recent study (Morphew & 

Hartley, 2006) reviewed the mission statements of more than 300 randomly selected four-

year public and private institutions based on their Carnegie Classification and found that 

serving the local area was a common element listed by public baccalaureate colleges as 
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well as Master’s and doctoral universities.   Public service, which was common to five of 

the six classifications, is the top consideration for public universities.  The study further 

found that public universities heavily emphasized public service on a regional basis as 

well as instilling in students a sense of civic duty. 

  The common thread running through all of these institutions is that their mission 

statements are based on principles established with the land-grant institutions created by 

the Morrill Act of 1862—teaching, research and public service.  Until the late 1970s or 

early 1980s universities received most of their funding through state appropriations; 

however, that dynamic changed drastically with the onslaught of tax cuts and spending on 

other government priorities and these changes, according to some, have resulted in an 

erosion of the public purpose mission of universities (Berdahl, 1998; Faulkner, 2005). 

 Numerous scholars have written about the concept of universities as engines for 

public good.  The seminal study of higher education in terms of its goals and outcomes in 

the United States, Investment in learning: The individual and social value of American 

higher education, (Bowen, 1977) inspired a multitude of books, studies and articles about 

the university’s contribution to the public good (Benson, Harkavy, & Hartley, 2005; 

Chambers, 2005; Checkoway, 2001; Duderstadt & Womack, 2003; Harvey & 

Immerwahr, 1995; Holland, 2005; Institute for Higher Education Policy, 1998; Kellogg 

Commission on the Future of State and Land-Grant Universities, 2000; Kezar, 2005; 

Kezar, Chambers, & Burkhardt, 2005; Longanecker, 2005; Scott, 2006; Stacey, 1998).  

Howard Bowen, a noted economist who served as the President of the University of Iowa 

and Grinnell College defined what teaching, research and public service mean:  

American higher education engages in three principal functions: education, 
research and public service.  Education as here defined includes both the 
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curricular and extracurricular influences on students.  Its purpose is to change 
students in both the cognitive and affective aspects of their personalities and to 
prepare them for practical affairs.  Research broadly defined, includes the 
scholarly, scientific, philosophical, and critical activities of colleges and 
universities, as well as their creative contributions to the arts.  The purpose of 
research is to preserve, acquire, disseminate, interpret, and apply knowledge, and 
to cultivate creative frontiers in the arts and sciences.  The clientele includes 
students, professional peers, various groups (such as government, business, 
farmers, labor unions, professional practitioners, and the general public).  The 
public service activities include health care, consulting, off-campus lectures and 
courses, work performed by interns, artistic performances and exhibits, spectator 
sports and so on (Bowen, 1977, pp. 7-8).  
 

While the public good has been alluded to in its broadest terms, what does the 

concept mean specifically?  Bowen and other scholars framed the discussion about the 

public good in terms of individual and social benefits of higher education as being public, 

private and economic; however, these concepts were addressed as generalizations and 

were not written about with any degree of specificity.  Bowen’s six examples of social 

benefits associated with higher education include (1) having a greater openness to change 

itself, (2) college-educated individuals participate in civic affairs and are therefore likely 

to have a positive and extended impact on government and other social institutions, (3) 

college-educated individuals as a group are influential and their values and beliefs may 

be transmitted to the general public, (4) college-educated individuals create economic 

benefits that help the society in general, (5) through the international exchange of 

students and faculty, knowledge and technologies are disseminated throughout the world 

and may have positive consequences for developing countries, and (6) the lifestyles, 

trends and tastes of college-educated individuals may be spread throughout society as a 

result of emulation or imitation (Bowen, 1977).    
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Two decades after Bowen’s seminal work, the Institute for Higher Education 

Policy (1998) conducted a study that classified the public and private benefits associated 

with attending college into four categories: public economic benefits; private economic 

benefits; public social benefits and private social benefits. 

 The public economic benefits include increased tax revenues that accrue to the 

states and the federal government based on the assumption that individuals with higher 

education will obtain higher earning jobs and thus pay more in taxes than those who do 

not attend college.  The other public economic benefits include greater productivity as a 

result of a better trained and more highly skilled workforce; increased consumer 

consumption; increased workforce flexibility—individuals with college degrees are better 

able to adapt to change by using critical thinking, writing and interpersonal 

communication skills; and a decreased reliance on governmental financial support.  

Individuals who have attended college are less likely to use government assistance 

programs like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), food stamps, housing 

assistance, Medicaid and other programs (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 1998).   

Private economic benefits are the most controversial category of higher education 

benefits and have served as the catalyst for conferences, studies and scholarly books and 

articles regarding whether universities are abandoning their mission of serving the public 

good.  Individuals who graduate from college earn higher salaries and better job benefits 

than those who have obtained a high school diploma.  A 2002 U.S. Census Bureau study 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2002) concluded that over an adult’s working life (estimated at 40 

years; ages 24-64), high school graduates will earn on average $1.2 million; individuals 

holding bachelor degrees, $2.1 million; and those with master’s degrees will earn 
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approximately $2.5 million.  Doctoral degree holders will earn on average $3.4 million 

and the highest earners are individuals with professional degrees (doctors, lawyers, 

dentists, veterinarians) who will earn approximately $4.4 million during their lifetimes.   

Other private economic benefits include better fringe benefits for those who have 

attended college including vacation time and company paid or subsidized health care as 

well as employment at higher rates and with greater consistency.  Moreover, individuals 

with bachelors degrees are more likely to have higher value interest earning assets such 

as home equity and are more likely to contribute to retirement savings plans or mutual 

funds; they have better working conditions—are employed in white collar jobs to a 

greater degree than non-college educated individuals—and as a result of their degrees, 

have more personal and professional mobility (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 

1998).   

Unlike public and private economic benefits, public social benefits accrue to 

society as a whole. Because college-educated individuals are less likely than non-college 

graduates to be incarcerated, public social benefits include reduced crime rates.  Other 

social benefits include increased charitable giving and participation in community service 

both of which are positively correlated with higher levels of education; an improved 

ability to adapt and use technology;  increased quality of life i.e., voting in local, state and 

national elections; social cohesion and an appreciation for diversity (Institute for Higher 

Education Policy, 1998).   In fact, noted sociologist Martin Trow (1988), a former 

Director of the Center for Studies in Higher Education at the University of California 

Berkeley, credited improved race relations in the United States after World War II to the 

expansion and growth of higher education.  While race relations did improve after World 
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War II, attributing the improvement to the fact that more white Americans were attending 

college and as a result were less likely to hold prejudicial views as Trow suggests is too 

simplistic a view. Attending college may have been a contributing factor; however, one 

cannot ignore the fact that equal rights in terms of access to public schooling at the 

primary, secondary and higher educational levels as well as open access to public 

accommodations and transportation did not occur without decades of lawsuits and civil 

disobedience by African Americans and others during the Civil Rights Movement 

beginning in the 1940s and cresting in the 1960s.   

 In addition to social benefits that accrue to society as a whole, individuals also 

receive social benefits that include improved health and life expectancy, an enhanced 

qualify of life for the offspring of college-educated individuals, better consumer decision 

making, increased personal status and more hobbies and leisure activities. By specifying 

the public and private benefits of a college education, The Institute for Higher Education 

Policy (1998) built on Bowen’s work 20 years before and provided a framework for the 

debate about the teaching, research and public service mission of the public university 

and the level of state support such institutions receive.  The public university as an engine 

for public good was a universally agreed upon concept until the 1970s when higher 

education institutions across the nation began to garner fewer and fewer funds from state 

legislatures that re-prioritized state funding and allocated more to K-12 education, 

Medicaid and prisons. These fiscal conditions created an environment for considerable 

debate that continues today concerning how faithful public universities have been to their 

historic covenant of serving the public good.  Indeed, many scholars, politicians, 
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legislators and the public in general are questioning whether the state public university is 

now the purveyor of private benefits to the detriment of the public good. 

 Some educational policy experts believe public colleges and universities have 

been abandoning their historic mission of serving the public good out of economic 

necessity.  David Longanecker (2005), Executive Director of the Western Interstate 

Commission for Higher Education, described how public policy has evolved from serving 

the public good to what he called balancing the private purposes of universities in today’s 

economic and political environment.  Longanecker noted that state colleges and 

universities began privatizing their enterprises in response to reduced appropriations from 

state legislatures by contracting out services such as food services, printing, security and 

maintenance not related to the core mission of teaching, research and public service. The 

author asserted that by privatizing services related to their core mission like the 

management of residence halls, universities relinquish their in loco parentis 

responsibilities to private vendors.  Furthermore, by permitting companies like e-

college.com, BlackBoard and WebCT to develop and manage the curriculum, 

Longanecker (2005) emphasized that public universities are losing control of their 

destinies. 

 The Dean of Liberal Arts at the University of Minnesota, Steven Rosenstone 

(2003) advanced the proposition that despite the fact “that public universities trumpet 

their devotion to teaching, research, and public service, these priorities are not reflected 

in the ways universities have portrayed themselves to legislators, business and civic 

leaders, their alumni or the general public” (p. 58).  Rosenstone also observed that public 

universities have shifted their priorities away from basic research to applied research and 
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from a curriculum focused on liberal arts to one focused on vocational training.  He 

asserts that they are increasingly portraying themselves as vehicles for workforce 

development and economic development.  Rosenstone tellingly illustrated that “a glance 

at the promotional materials from the nation’s top public universities (California, 

Michigan, Wisconsin, Texas, Washington, Illinois, Minnesota, North Carolina, Penn 

State and Purdue) shows remarkable uniformity of message.  Our strategy: portray 

ourselves as our state’s economic engine” (p. 62).  Similar views regarding the 

commercialization and commodification of higher education research and the impact it is 

having on public colleges and universities have been advanced by Gumport (2001) and 

Miller (2003). 

 The concept of public good has come full circle.  Bowen (1977) and other 

scholars in their studies focused on the public or private benefits of college graduates 

rather than the public good associated with the universities as institutions.  Subsequent 

studies focused on the fact that public universities began privatizing themselves, and as a 

result, have become less concerned with their public good responsibilities.  Public good 

for purposes of this study is defined as societal benefits that are the outcomes of 

providing opportunities for improving the general welfare, including medical, scientific, 

and technological advances; expanding educational enrichment, economic prosperity as 

well as endeavors that uplift the human spirit and create an environment for a better 

future.  This definition combines the original concept of universities existing to serve the 

public good and the reality that these institutions have adapted to the pressing demands 

and needs of today’s economic environment. 
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 Although a number of scholars and policy experts have asserted that public 

universities have abandoned their mission to serve the public good, the general public 

recognizes the benefits of public universities, but perceives them as primarily institutions 

that confer private benefits on students, faculty, administrators and the institutions 

themselves. 

Public Perceptions of Higher Education 

 In an analysis of 30 public opinion polls on higher education conducted between 

1989 and 1992, Harvey and Immerwahr (1995) found that two-thirds of Americans 

believe that the primary reason for attending college is to obtain job training while only 

17% said receiving a broad education is the principal reason for attending.  In fact, the 

analysis found that the public views the major purpose of a college education to be job 

preparation and career advancement and 80% of the public believes that obtaining the 

American dream depends on completing college.  In short, having a college degree is 

viewed as necessary to having the desired standard of living (Harvey & Immerwahr, 

1995).  The authors observed that higher education in the United States has an abundance 

of goodwill.   

“Some 1990 findings from the Gallup organization are representative of the 
whole:  93% of Americans believe university research makes important national 
contributions; 91% think that one of the important things colleges and universities 
do is help produce contributing members of society; 87% agree that colleges help 
make America more competitive (p. 3). 
 

 Harvey and Immerwahr (1995) concluded that the public had a fairly 

sophisticated knowledge about the contribution higher education makes to the national 

economy and the economic benefits that accrue to individuals.  Furthermore, the authors 
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said that the public understood the contributions universities make through scientific 

research and how such research creates new technology. 

However, the Kellogg Forum on Higher Education for the Public Good (2002) did 

not paint as rosy a picture of the public’s perception of public higher education’s 

contribution to the public good when it re-revisited Harvey and Immerwahr’s 1995 study. 

Rather than public benefits, the focus group participants and survey respondents 

consistently spoke about higher education in terms of its private, economic benefits to the 

individual.  “By and large, the purpose of a college education was seen as securing better 

jobs and career opportunities” (p. 14).  It is apparent that the general public recognizes 

the contributions that universities make to society (the public good); however, both the 

Harvey and Immerwahr study and the Kellogg study suggest that although the public 

values the individual and economic benefits that universities bestow upon their graduates, 

it knows less about the societal benefits universities produce.   

Scholars like Bok (1992), Checkoway (2001), Kezar (2005), Kezar, Chambers 

and Burkhardt (2005) suggest that universities have to build a new covenant with the 

American people that is based on the land-grant model but is applicable to modern 

challenges confronting a more urban and diverse society.  Indeed the report produced by 

the Kellogg Forum on Higher Education for the Public Good (2002) called for the higher 

education community to dialogue with the public to create a better understanding of the 

goals and aims of higher education.  Public relations is perhaps the best framework to 

better understand the general public and other constituent perceptions of higher 

education, since the core mission of public relations is to inform, educate and persuade 
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individuals through the use of communication techniques designed to reach the public 

through the media. 

Public Relations and Higher Education 

 Although public relations activities in the university date back to the early 1800s, 

it was not until 1897 when the University of Michigan formally established a publicity 

office that public relations became a recognized administrative department in an 

institution of higher education (Bonfiglio, 1990; Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 1985).  “A 

number of factors contributed to the expansion of public relations on college and 

university campuses including: competition among institutions, the growth of the mass 

media, the increase in administrative units and changes in the role and responsibilities of 

university presidents,” (Bonfiglio, 1990, p. i).   

 Indeed, as early as the late 1920s Edward L. Bernays noted in his seminal work 

Propaganda (Bernays, 1928), “that education was not securing its proper share of the 

public interest” (p. 121).  Bernays added: “The public is not cognizant of the real value of 

education, and does not realize that education as a social force is not receiving the kind of 

attention it has the right to expect in a democracy” (p. 121). 

While a few colleges and universities were using a combination of publicity, 

advertising and public relations, it was not until the 1930s that public relations became a 

managerial tool that was readily accepted and used by colleges and universities (Harlow, 

1939). During this period, public relations as a “profession” was in its infancy and many 

university administrators considered its use as a managerial and administrative tool 

beneath their dignity; however, the administrators who had criticized public relations 

soon embraced it to help solve image problems connected to their institutions.    
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“The change in their attitude may be explained by the fact that not until recently 
have they been faced with the pressing need of recapturing the interest and good 
will of a public whose former active support, affected by the disturbing events of 
the past ten years, has become changed into cold criticism of virtually everything 
bearing the label of higher education” (Harlow, 1939, p. 263).   
 

 Harlow went on to note the critical role that public relations played in building 

prestige and securing support for the purpose of advancing the aims and objectives of 

colleges and universities through its relationships with the public, press and the 

government.  Similar thoughts were echoed by Stewart Harral (1939) who cited Ray 

Lyman Wilbur, then President of Stanford University, who complained that so much 

press attention was being given to athletics that it was extremely difficult to get press 

coverage about the intellectual side of the university in the newspapers.  Most university 

presidents at large public universities with major sports programs probably hold similar 

views today.  Harral (1939) concluded that administrative officials at colleges and 

universities were in agreement that the press is a powerful medium in influencing public 

opinion and that there was a need for educators to take steps toward developing better 

relationships between their respective institutions and newspapers. 

By the late 1950s, it was believed “that public confidence in higher education 

across the board could be sufficiently maintained by individual institution specific 

programs of public relations,”  (Bonfiglio, 1990, p. 155). Two decades later, with a 

perceived decline in public confidence in higher education, the Council for the 

Advancement and Support of Education implemented a formal public relations campaign 

on behalf of the higher education community whose objective was to foster public 

understanding of higher education, increase alumni participation and support, improve 

governmental relations, strengthen communication with external and internal 
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constituents, and increase private financial support for education (Bonfiglio, 1990; 

Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 1985).  

While some educators and administrators felt that public relations was a useful 

managerial tool that could help build and maintain support among the various 

constituents critical to colleges and universities, Rodnitzky (1968) traced a long line of 

critics from noted sociologist and economist Thorstein Veblen to Robert M.  Hutchins, 

president of the University of Chicago in the 1930s and 1940s, who argued that while 

American universities should seek to mold public opinion, educators should simply hold 

out until public opinion mirrored their own views.  Moreover, institutions that were 

primarily concerned with money were by definition concerned with public relations.  

Thus, public relations was viewed as degrading the true aims of colleges and universities, 

turning them into “vocational schools and service stations for society,” (Rodnitzky, 1968, 

p. 337).   

Despite these two conflicting philosophical views, public relations has continued 

to play a critical and growing role in the administration of public colleges and 

universities.  Indeed, the need for public relations to help colleges and universities 

influence public opinion is critical to institutional survival particularly because the image 

of higher education in the press may be at variance with the university’s mission. 

Stone (2005) conducted a two-year case study examining the national media 

coverage received by the University of North Carolina, Louisiana State University and 

the University of Mississippi. The University of North Carolina, which is ranked among 

the top 50 universities in the U.S. by U.S. News & World Report, received significantly 

more media coverage than either Louisiana State University or the University of 
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Mississippi.  Among the study’s findings were: (1) the perceived reputation of a 

university may be a factor in how much coverage it receives; (2) faculty members were 

most often used by the media as sources for news stories and (3) the national media was 

more likely to choose research stories that were published in journals that were submitted 

as embargoed news releases compared to press releases submitted without embargo dates.  

Embargoed news releases are information that is distributed to news media outlets in 

advance with instructions that it not be released to the public before a certain time and 

date.  The media adheres to these embargoes because they do not want to be excluded 

from receiving advance news in the future which might be the consequence if they were 

to publish material in advance of the embargo date. 

  In an effort to determine how the news media portrayed the mission of higher 

education,  Marek (2005) content analyzed  higher education news stories identified 

through a Lexis Nexis search and found that higher education as an economic engine 

received the most media attention (being mentioned 36% of the time) followed by issues 

related to access and affordability (19%), budgetary problems (15%), and governance and 

the social missions of higher education (11% and 12%) respectively.  Diversity was 

mentioned in only 3% of the news coverage.  

The Role and Function of Public Relations in the University 

 The messages that university public relations offices communicate to their various 

constituents are crucial to understanding where universities stand regarding the public 

good.  Traditionally in corporate, government, and university administrative arenas, the 

purposeful activities designed to set the public’s agenda are known as public relations.  

Purposeful is one of several key distinctions between agenda setting, as theorized by 
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McCombs and Shaw (1972), and activities such as public relations or even political 

marketing.   

 The theory of agenda setting holds that the news media collectively determine 

what is important to the public; said another way, what the press covers in its newspapers 

and the news that is shown on network or cable television or broadcast on the radio or 

read in magazines or viewed on the internet determines the public’s agenda (McCombs, 

2004).  In a review of hundreds of studies, McCombs demonstrated that the news media 

set the public agenda in a number of settings and in an array of geographical locations 

around the world where a free press is operating.  Whether it was civil rights during the 

1960s, the availability of gas and environmental issues in the 1970s, drugs during the 

1980s or crime in the 1990s, there is a significant correlation between what the media 

covers and what is on the public’s agenda as a result of that news coverage (McCombs 

2004).  The distinction between public relations and agenda setting is that the objective of  

public relations is to shape, mold and influence public opinion, whereas it must be 

underscored that except for the editorial pages of newspapers, the news media are not 

intentionally trying to set the public’s agenda.  

Although the application of public relations strategies, practices and techniques is 

the method used to influence how the public views and perceives an institution, public 

relations scholars Grunig and Hunt (1984) observed there is little agreement on the 

definition, purpose or effects of public relations.  

Public relations is a broad term and many scholars and practitioners differ widely 
in how they define and describe public relations and organizational 
communication but also in the assumptions they hold about their purpose and 
effects.  Some see the purpose of public relations as manipulation.  Others see it 
as the dissemination of information, resolution of conflict, or promotion of 
understanding (Grunig, 1992, p. 6). 
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Even so, most academics agree that public relations is a management function 

within organizations whose primary role is to identify, establish and maintain mutually 

beneficial relationships with key stakeholders critical to the success or failure of the 

organization (Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 1985).   

Vithakamontri (1991) conducted a study to identify the roles, functions and 

characteristics of public relations officers at public and private universities and compared 

and contrasted the presidents’ perceptions of  the public relations role in the institution 

with that of the university’s chief public relations officer.  The study found that there is 

general agreement between presidents of colleges and universities and chief public 

relations officers about the perceptions of the roles, functions and important 

characteristics for successful public relations.  The study also found that a primary 

contribution of public relations was in the preparation of brochures and other material for 

publication.  

 Center and Jackson (1995) identified three dimensions of public relations: 
    
(1) public relations is common to all individuals and corporate entities 

 operating in a human environment; (2) it is a systematic function that 
 evaluates public attitudes and behaviors which seek to foster the improvement 
 of public relationships through specific activities and policies that will garner 
 public understanding and acceptance; and (3) public relations is the 
 cornerstone of democratic society (p. 12).  

 
There does appear to be a hierarchy of public relations functions at least 

according to Fortune 500 public relations professionals. When asked to rank order eight 

phrases that best described corporate communications, another name for public relations, 

reputation management was at the top of the hierarchy and support of markets and sales 

ranked at the bottom.  The complete list included: (1) reputation management, (2) image 
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management, (3) advocacy of the company and its policies, (4) providing information to 

the organization’s publics, (5) generating publicity, (6) managing relationships with non-

customer publics, (7) managing relationships with all publics, and finally (8) supporting 

the marketing and sales objectives of the organization  (Hutton, Goodman, Alexander, & 

Genest, 2001). 

  In addition to the lack of agreement on the definition, purpose and effects of 

public relations, there is no single model for its practice.  According to Grunig and 

Grunig (1992)  there are four models that represent the practice of public relations: the 

press agent model, the public information model, the two-way asymmetrical model, and 

the two-way symmetrical model.  In the press agent model, the public relations 

practitioner emphasizes generating favorable media coverage.  In the public information 

model, the goal of the public relations professional is to disseminate objective 

information to the mass media via press releases, background material, position papers, 

newsletters, brochures and direct mail pieces.  Both of these models, which are 

asymmetrical or one-way, are not predicated on research and strategic planning.   

The third model—the two-way asymmetrical model—is an improvement on the 

first two models according to the authors, given that it uses research to develop messages 

that likely will persuade intended audiences.  The fourth model, which Grunig and 

Grunig (1992) called the most effective public relations model—the two-way 

symmetrical model—uses research and a variety of communication techniques to manage 

conflict and improve understanding between the organization and its strategic publics.  

Strategic publics are the foundation upon which all effective communication 

programs are built.  Strategic publics, as noted by Grunig and Repper (1992), are the 
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stakeholders “that are critical, crucial, essential, important, or vital for an organization” 

(p. 123).  Strategically planned public relations programs are designed to build 

relationships with an organization’s most important stakeholders.  It is important to note 

the distinction between marketing and public relations as it relates to publics.  Grunig and 

Repper (1992) asserted that public relations practitioners seek to communicate with 

publics that either threaten or enhance the organization’s mission.  In comparison, 

marketing professionals create and seek out markets that can use their company’s 

products or services (Kotler & Fox, 1985). 

Institutions of higher education have both internal and external publics.  Kotler 

and Fox (1985), defined the public for higher education institutions as, “a distinct group 

of people and/or organizations that has an actual or potential interest in and/or effect on 

an institution” (p. 24).  Kotler and Fox identified sixteen internal and external publics 

associated with higher education institutions.  Internal publics are relatively few and 

include: (1) current students, (2) administration and staff, (3) parents of students, (4) 

governing board members, (5) faculty, and (6) alumni.  External publics include, (7) mass 

media, (8) government agencies, (9) the general public, (10) individual donors and 

foundations, (11) the business community, (12) prospective students, (13) suppliers, (14) 

competitors, (15) accreditation organizations, and (16) the local community.  

Summary 

 This literature review has explored how higher education in the United States 

evolved from a cadre of elite private institutions in colonial America to include the 

democratized land-grant, state-supported public universities created in part by the Morrill 

Acts of 1862 and 1890.  Unlike the elite private institutions with a curriculum focused on 
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religion, the curriculum of the land-grant colleges and universities, as decreed by the 

Morrill Acts, focused on the agricultural and mechanical (engineering) arts.  While the 

curriculum helped farmers realize better crop, livestock and poultry yields, these 

universities also graduated students versed in chemistry, physics and other sciences that 

would benefit both business and government.  The public university’s guiding principles 

of teaching, research and public service, which were perhaps best exemplified in the 

Wisconsin Idea, were embedded in the land-grant institutions.  By 1944, with the passage 

of the G.I. Bill, more individuals than ever before could attend a university—more than 2 

million servicemen went to college on the G.I. Bill, a generation that left an enduring 

legacy on the country.   

Between the last Morrill Act of 1890 and the late 1970s, public colleges and 

universities were generously subsidized by their state governments.  However, over the 

past 30 years, the proportion of state appropriations for public universities has decreased, 

forcing them to rely increasingly on revenue generated through tuition, research, 

fundraising and auxiliary operations.  A significant number of critics have argued that 

this fixation on revenue is causing public institutions to abandon their public good 

mission of producing positive outcomes and benefits for society.   

There are a number of reasons that state appropriations as a percentage of the 

general budget for public universities and public support of public research-oriented 

universities have declined over the past two decades. Among the reasons for the decline 

cited by public policy experts, scholars, and opinion leaders is the impression these 

institutions are not adequately communicating how they serve the public good.  This 

study examines whether such institutions are effectively communicating their historical 
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and contemporary role of serving the states and their citizens through teaching, research 

and public service. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

Introduction 

 To understand whether emphasizing public good is a goal of public relations and 

whether the public relations strategies and messages of public research-oriented 

universities contain the concept of public good, a multi-dimensional research approach 

was used.  This approach allowed the researcher to look at public good internally from 

the perspective of the university and externally from the viewpoint of two key 

constituents.  In order to examine the internal perspective, a sample of public universities 

was identified, university messages were analyzed and interviews were conducted with 

vice presidents of public relations.  To understand how the universities were perceived 

from an external perspective, members of two key constituencies—higher education 

reporters and state legislators—were interviewed.  Thematic analysis and in-depth/elite 

interviews were the two methodologies used to analyze the messages and conduct the 

interviews. 

Sample of public universities 

Overview of Carnegie Classifications 

 This study focuses on four public research universities in Texas, the University of 

Texas at Austin and Texas A&M University representing Doctoral-granting “very high” 

research institutions and the University of Houston and the University of North Texas 

representing universities with Doctoral-granting “high” research activity. These 

designations of Doctoral-granting “very high” and “high” research institutions are recent 

additions to the Carnegie Classification system that was originally created in 1970 and 
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first published in 1973.  This college and university classification system, which was 

developed to support the research and policy analysis activities of the Carnegie 

Commission, was derived from empirical data provided by the institutions.  For over 30 

years, this system, which has been updated five times, has served as the principal 

structure for describing institutional diversity in higher education in the United States 

(Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2006b; McCormick & Zhao, 

2005).  The Carnegie Classification is widely used in the study of higher education as a 

means of controlling for differences among colleges and universities and also in the 

design of research studies to ensure a balanced representation of institutions, students or 

faculty being sampled (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2006b). 

Doctoral-granting universities are institutions that award at least twenty doctoral 

degrees per year excluding doctoral-level degrees that qualify individuals for entry into 

professional practice such as lawyers, doctors, pharmacists and physical therapists.   

  The analysis used by the Carnegie Foundation to determine its “very high” and 

“high” research categories is based on a variety of factors, including: the amount of 

research and development expenditures generated by the institution in science and 

engineering (including the social sciences); the amount of research and development 

funding derived from non-science and engineering fields; the size of the institution’s 

science and engineering research staff; the number of post-doctoral appointees and other 

non-faculty research staff with Ph.D.’s; the number of doctoral degrees awarded in the 

humanities, social sciences, science, technology, engineering and math as well as 

business, education, public policy and social work.   
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After weighing all of the factors described above, the Carnegie Foundation used a 

statistical measure to create two indexes that take into account (1) an institution’s 

combined research activity and (2) per-capita research activity using the institution’s 

expenditure and staffing measures divided by the number of full-time faculty whose 

primary responsibilities are identified as research, teaching, or a combination of teaching, 

research or public service (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 

2007).   

 Although every state has public universities, this study focuses on universities in 

the State of Texas because (1) there has been a significant decline in state appropriations 

for universities in Texas as a proportion of the state budget since the late 1970s (Lyall & 

Sell, 2003, 2006); (2) the state has a rich mix of universities within the Carnegie 

Classification categories being examined, and (3) Texas is a large and diverse state that in 

many respects represents in microcosm what the U.S. looks like from a demographic 

perspective.   

The following is a brief overview of these institutions according to their Carnegie 

Classification.  The State of Texas has two public “very high” or Tier 1 research 

universities—the University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M University— and six 

institutions in the “high” research category.  The “high” research institutions include: the 

University of North Texas, the University of Texas at Arlington, Texas Tech University, 

the University of Texas at El Paso, the University of Texas at Dallas and the University 

of Houston.  For purposes of this study the two “very high” institutions were selected 

because they are the only public universities in that research category.  The University of 

Houston and the University of North Texas were selected to represent universities in the 
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“high” research category given their geographical locations in large metropolitan areas of 

the state, and for institutional diversity, as three of the six universities in the “high” 

research category are affiliated institutions in the University of Texas System.   

Doctoral-granting very high research institutions 
The University of Texas and Texas A&M 
 
 The University of Texas at Austin which has an enrollment of approximately 

50,000 students (20% of entering undergraduates are transfer students), is an institution 

with selective admission standards, meaning the college entrance examinations of first-

year undergraduate students places the institution in approximately the top fifth of 

baccalaureate institutions (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 

2006e, p. 2). UT Austin’s undergraduate instructional program includes arts and sciences 

and the campus is considered non-residential as fewer than 25% of the university’s 

degree-seeking undergraduates live on campus (Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, 2006c, 2006f).  UT Austin also has comprehensive graduate 

and professional programs, including a law school; however, the university does not have 

a medical or veterinary school.  The University of Texas at Austin has a yearly operating 

budget of $1.7 billion, an endowment valued at approximately $7.2 billion, and generates 

$411 million annually in research funding (University of Texas at Austin, 2008). 

Being in the same Carnegie Classification research category as the University of 

Texas at Austin, Texas A&M University shares similar institutional characteristics.   

Texas A&M, a public four-year selective admission institution which enrolls 

approximately 48,000 students, is primarily residential, meaning that between 25%-49% 

of degree-seeking undergraduate students live on campus (Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, 2006c, 2006d).  Like UT Austin, its admissions profile places 
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Texas A&M in the top fifth of baccalaureate institutions based on the college entrance 

examinations of first-time freshman (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching, 2006e).  Texas A&M’s undergraduate instructional program is a balance of 

arts and sciences and like UT Austin includes professional and graduate programs. 

Unlike UT Austin, Texas A&M is designated as a land-grant, sea-grant and space-grant 

institution, has a College of Veterinary Medicine but does not have a law school. Texas 

A&M’s annual operating budget is approximately $1.2 billion; the institution has an 

endowment valued at more than $5 billion and conducts $550 million in research 

annually (Texas A&M University, 2008). 

Doctoral-granting high research institutions 
University of Houston and University of North Texas 
 
 The University of Houston is located in a large metropolitan city and is defined as 

non-residential since most students live in off-campus housing. Approximately 31,180 

students are enrolled at the institution annually (transfer students represent at least 20% 

of entering undergraduates). The University of Houston has selective admission 

standards, though the criteria differ slightly from the two universities in the “very high” 

research category described above.  According to Carnegie Classification system data, 

UH admissions standards based on test scores of first-year students, place the institution 

in roughly the middle two-fifths of baccalaureate institutions (Carnegie Foundation for 

the Advancement of Teaching, 2006e).  

 The University of Houston’s undergraduate curriculum includes arts and sciences 

as well as comprehensive graduate and professional programs. Like the University of 

Texas, UH has a law school but does not have a medical or veterinary designation.  UH 

has an annual operating budget of approximately $814 million, generates roughly $100 
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million in research each year and has an endowment of $522 million that is shared with 

three other institutions within its system. 

 Like its counterpart in the “high research” category, the University of North 

Texas shares many of the same characteristics as the University of Houston in terms of 

student enrollment, number of students housed on campus, admissions standards, and 

undergraduate and graduate profile. The University of North Texas is a public four-year 

institution with approximately 34,000 students and is categorized as non-residential with 

nearly 80% of its students living in off-campus housing.  Similar to UH, UNT’s 

admissions standards place the institution in roughly the middle two-fifths of 

baccalaureate institutions based on the college entrance examination scores of first-year 

students (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2006e).   

 The University of North Texas’ curriculum is arts and sciences and features 

comprehensive graduate and professional programs.  UNT’s annual operating budget is 

approximately $581 million; the institution generates $23 million annually in research 

and has an endowment of approximately $92 million (University of North Texas, 2007a). 

Unlike the University of Houston, fewer than 20% of its entering undergraduates are 

transfer students and it does not have a law school. 

Thematic Analysis of University Messages 

 To determine whether the messages produced by these four universities 

emphasized public good, thematic analysis, a type of qualitative content analysis was 

used.  As a research technique content analysis has principally been used to analyze 

content quantitatively; however, this research method has also been used to provide 

qualitative insight into the meaning of messages. 
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 In fact,  Kracauer ( 1952) observed more meaningful analysis could be 

accomplished by using non-quantitative methods and Holsti (1969) asserted that 

qualitative content analysis may be superior to quantitative when applied to social science 

topics.    

 George (1959) also emphasized the superior performance of qualitative content 

analysis in his studies of Nazi propaganda.  He concluded: “Qualitative analysis of a 

limited number of crucial communications may often yield better clues to the particular 

intentions of a particular speaker at one moment in time than more standardized 

techniques” (p. 7).   

As a type of qualitative content analysis in which the researcher identifies themes 

or major ideas in a document or set of documents (Trochim, 2001), thematic analysis was 

used in this study to answer  RQ1 and RQ2.  Specifically, RQ1 asked: What messages are 

universities communicating through their public relations functions regarding 

institutional activities, benefits and needs? And RQ2 asked: Is the public good being 

addressed, in any way, in the messages public universities are disseminating, and if so, 

how is the public good described?    

 Mission and vision statements, strategic plans, legislative appropriations requests, 

presidential speeches and press releases were collected and examined with the objective 

of identifying reoccurring themes.  Mission and vision statements were short documents 

that expressed the basic goals and objectives of the four public research-oriented 

institutions from a broad point of view.  Each document was read and key statements and 

concepts were identified and highlighted.  Strategic plans, legislative appropriations 

requests and presidential speeches were longer documents and provided more specific 



 52  

detail regarding each institution’s goals and objectives as well as the programs and 

initiatives designed to achieve them. The researcher employed the same procedure of 

highlighting key statements and concepts in reviewing these documents.  Finally, 800 

press releases—200 randomly selected from each institution—were systematically read, 

one by one.  After reviewing the headline, lead paragraph and the remaining content of 

each news release, a determination was made assessing whether the subject of the press 

release demonstrated an example of public good or illustrated a societal benefit.  As with 

the other data analyzed, statements and topics were identified and highlighted.  Press 

releases with similar topics were categorized and sorted by theme. 

 Using descriptions of public good that were indentified in the literature such as 

teaching, research, and public service (Morphew & Hartley, 2006; Bowen, 1977; 

Duderstadt & Womack, 2003; Lewis & Hearn, 2003) as well as new themes discovered 

as a result of analyzing the data, a public good taxonomy—a classification system—was 

developed for each data source.  (Please see Appendix D for examples of public good). 

Similar to qualitative content analysis studies that have focused on the presence or 

absence of specific attributes (Holsti, 1969, pp. 6-7), the presence of public good was 

noted with a “Yes” in the taxonomy, and “No” indicated that references to public good 

were absent.  This taxonomy is used as the framework for presenting the results. 

In-depth/Elite Interviews 

 While thematic analysis was used to identify and analyze the content of messages 

distributed by the four public research-oriented universities, in-depth/elite interviewing 

was used to answer research questions about the institution’s public relations strategies 

and the external perceptions of two key constituents.   
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 In-depth interviewing is a data collection technique used often by qualitative 

researchers (C. Marshall & Rossman, 1989).  Marshall and Rossman noted that 

qualitative in-depth interviews “are much more like structured conversations than formal, 

structured interviews” (p. 82).  In conducting the qualitative in-depth interview, the 

researcher explores a number of general topics to help uncover the participant’s 

perspective on the issues, being careful to remain faithful to how the participant frames 

his or her responses as opposed to what the researcher’s point of view is (C. Marshall & 

Rossman, 1989).   

 An elite interview is an interview with individuals who are considered influential 

or prominent based on the position they hold or because they are well informed or held in 

high regard in an organization or community (Dexter, 1970; C. Marshall & Rossman, 

1989; Poindexter & McCombs, 2000).  Elites are selected for interviews based on the 

expertise and experience in the areas relevant to the research topics.   

“Another characteristic of elite interviewing is this: in the standardized interview, 
the typical survey, a deviation is ordinarily handled statistically; but in an elite 
interview, an exception, a deviation, an unusual interpretation may suggest a 
revision, a reinterpretation, an extension, a new approach.  In an elite interview it 
cannot at all be assumed—as it is in the typical survey—that persons or categories 
of persons are equally important” (Dexter, 1970, p. 6). 
 

 Public relations vice presidents at four public research-oriented universities were 

interviewed to obtain their perspectives on public relations and communication strategies 

at their respective institutions.  In addition, higher education reporters of three 

metropolitan daily newspapers and an editor of a state-wide magazine covering these 

institutions provided one external viewpoint about the four institutions being studied.   

Members of the legislature that served on committees involved with higher education 
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policy and funding issues were interviewed for another external perspective of the 

universities.   

 Prior to interviewing the vice presidents of public relations, the higher education 

reporters and the state legislators, the researcher conducted pilot interviews to ascertain if 

the series of questions asked of each set of interviewees would yield useful information.  

The researcher conducted pilot interviews with individuals who were experienced with 

higher education institutions in general and with the media and legislature in particular.  

 The following questions were answered using in-depth/elite interviews:   

 RQ3:  What formal communication strategies and activities, if any, are public 

 research-oriented universities using to demonstrate that they are benefiting 

 society through their teaching, research and public service activities?  

 RQ4:  How do two key constituents—the press and state legislators— 

 perceive the university messages describing their activities, benefits and 

 institutional needs?  

 To answer the research questions, the researcher asked a series of identical 

questions of each participant in the three groups interviewed.  In each group—vice 

presidents of public relations, higher education reporters and state legislators—four 

individuals were interviewed for a total of 12 interviews. 

 To answer RQ3, what formal communication strategies and activities, if any, are 

public research-oriented universities using to demonstrate that they are benefitting society 

through their teaching, research and public service, vice presidents of public relations 

were asked a range of questions including: how their offices were structured, their 

communication strategy, the tools they used to disseminate messages to the media, and 
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the audiences they communicated with as well as how they determined what is 

newsworthy as related to their university.  (For a detailed list of the questions, please see 

Appendix A.)  To answer RQ4, higher education reporters were asked a series of 

questions related to how they wrote about the four institutions which were the subject of 

this study.  The scope of questions asked of the journalists included: what institutions 

they covered, the topics or issues universities chose to communicate, whether the press 

releases universities distributed were helpful; the types of articles they wrote pertaining to 

higher education in general or institutions specifically as well as the characteristics of the 

audiences for whom they wrote. (The full list of questions asked of each higher education 

reporter is in Appendix B.) 

 Finally, several questions were posed to legislators related to the mission, role and 

function of public research-oriented universities.  Legislators were asked the difference 

between “very high” or Tier 1 institutions and “high research” institutions.  In addition, 

they were asked how public research universities served the State of Texas on the local, 

regional and national levels, what they considered the main public purpose of these 

institutions to be and what messages the institutions most often communicated to 

legislators during a legislative session as well as what rationale university presidents used 

to justify requests for increased funding. (Please see complete list of questions in 

Appendix C.) 

Limitations 

 This study was limited to four public research-oriented institutions in Texas and 

therefore the results cannot be generalized to all types of public 4-year research-oriented 

universities.  Another limitation is that the institutions which were the focal point of this 
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research are members of multi-campus systems.  Because this study focused on a single 

institution within the system being investigated, it was not designed to examine system 

communication strategies which could have resulted in different findings.    

University representatives have a variety of external constituents they 

communicate with to garner support in pursuit of their institutional goals and objectives.  

This study was restricted to two key external constituents—the media and legislators—

however, other constituencies influence the financial well-being of the institution as well, 

namely corporate and philanthropic donors as well as alumni.  Moreover, the views of 

reporters and legislators are influenced by a number of external messages being 

communicated by a range of public and private interests; however, this study limited its 

analysis to messages identified from the data sources described in this chapter. 

Summary 

 This study sought to explore whether the concept of public good is present in the 

public relations messages and strategies of public research-oriented universities. This 

chapter outlined how the universities, which were the focus of the study, were selected 

and described the two research methods—thematic analysis and in-depth/elite interviews.  

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the data sources which included mission and 

vision statements, strategic plans, legislative appropriations requests, presidential 

speeches and press releases.   

 Interviews with public relations vice presidents provided insight into strategies 

used to produce these messages.  Higher education reporters and state legislators were 

also interviewed to obtain an external perspective about the four public research-oriented 

universities.  Specifically, the study sought to answer four research questions: What 
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messages are universities communicating through their public relations functions 

regarding institutional activities, benefits and needs?; Is the public good being addressed, 

in any way, in the messages public universities are disseminating, and if so, how is the 

public good described?; What formal communication strategies and activities, if any, are 

public research-oriented universities using to demonstrate that they are benefiting society 

through their teaching, research and public service activities?; and How do two key 

constituents—the press and state legislators— perceive the university messages 

describing their activities, benefits and institutional needs?  The results of the study are 

presented in the following two chapters. 
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Chapter 4 

 
Results: University Messages and Public Relations Strategies 

 
Introduction 

 As stated in Chapter 1, this study was designed to determine if and how four 

public research-oriented universities communicate their public good responsibility and 

how that communication is perceived by two constituent groups—higher education 

reporters and state legislators. The four universities studied included the University of 

Texas at Austin (UT Austin), Texas A&M University, the University of Houston (UH) 

and the University of North Texas (UNT).   

 To determine if and how the four universities communicate their public good role, 

the following documents were analyzed: university mission and vision statements, 

strategic plans, legislative appropriations requests, presidential speeches and press 

releases.  To better understand the messages produced, the public relations strategies of 

the four public research institutions were assessed through in-depth interviews with the 

vice president of public relations or chief media relations officer at each institution.  

Finally, perceptions about these institutions and their messages were derived from in-

depth interviews with higher education reporters and legislators who serve on higher 

education committees in the Texas State House of Representatives and the Texas State 

Senate.   

 The first research question (RQ1), What messages are universities communicating 

through their public relations functions regarding institutional activities, benefits and 

needs?, was answered using thematic analysis, a type of qualitative content analysis.  A 

review of relevant documents identified 24 types of messages regarding institutional 
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activities, benefits, and needs.  These 24 messages were synthesized into five broad 

themes, including, (1) the mission of the university; (2) cultural and public outreach 

initiatives; (3) honors and awards; (4) philanthropy and financial resources and (5) 

institutional goals and objectives and are illustrated in a taxonomy that indicates 

references to or the absence of public good.  An additional category represented 

miscellaneous and other messages distributed in the data sources cited above, including 

press releases that mentioned administrative, faculty and staff hires, promotions as well 

as news related to construction projects and maintenance of the physical plants on the 

various institutions.    

The mission of the university theme was comprised of the following messages: 

basic research, applied research, teaching, curriculum enhancement and public service. 

The cultural and public outreach initiatives theme included the following messages: 

arts/entertainment and cultural events, preserving and promoting the arts, as well as 

public lectures and conferences.  The theme of honors and awards included faculty 

achievement, student achievement, student leadership as well as alumni recognition and 

achievement.  The theme of philanthropy and financial resources included university 

fundraising and development efforts, appeals for funding from the state legislature, 

alumni giving and student fundraising for charitable causes.  The final theme, 

institutional goals and objectives, was comprised of workforce training and development, 

economic development, student career enhancement, access and diversity, attaining top-

tier research status, recruiting and retaining faculty, meeting the State’s “Closing the 

Gaps” goals and enhancing institutional prestige. 
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Public Good in University Messages 

Mission and Vision Statements 

 To answer RQ2, Is the public good being addressed, in any way, in the messages 

public universities are disseminating, and if so, how is the public good described?, 

messages in each relevant document were scrutinized for references to the public good, 

whether implied or explicit.  By creating a taxonomy using the institutional activities, 

benefits, and needs for each type of document, the public good’s presence in university 

messages was visually illustrated.  Figure 4.1 displays the representation of public good 

in mission and vision statements.  The presence of public good is indicated by “Yes” and 

its absence is signified by “No” in the taxonomy.   
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Figure 4.1 
 

The Presence of Public Good Themes in University Mission/Vision Statements: 
 

A Taxonomy 
 
 
Message/Theme 

 

University of 
Texas at 
Austin 

Texas A&M 
University 

University of 
Houston 

University of 
North Texas 

University Mission     
     
Basic Research Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Applied Research Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Teaching Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Public Service Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Curriculum Enhancement No No No No 
     
Cultural and Public 
Outreach Initiatives 

    

     
Arts/Entertainment & 
Cultural Events 

No No No No 

Preserve and Promote the 
Arts 

Yes No Yes Yes 

Public 
Lectures/Conferences 

No No No No 

     
Honors & Awards     
     
Faculty Achievement No No No No 
Student Achievement No No No No 
Student Leadership No Yes No No 

Alumni Recognition and 
Achievement 

No No No No 

     
Philanthropy/Financial 
Resources 

    

     
University 
Development/Fundraising 
Efforts (individual, 
corporate and foundations) 

 

No 

 

 

No 

 

 

No 

 

 

No 

 
Appealing for Legislative 
Support/Funding 

 

No No No No 

Alumni Giving No No No No 

Student Fundraising 
Supporting Charitable 
Causes 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 
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Message/Theme 

 

University of 
Texas at 
Austin 

Texas A&M 
University 

University of 
Houston 

University of 
North Texas 

     
Institutional Goals and 
Objectives 

    

     
Workforce Training & 
Development 

No No No No 

 

Economic Development 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

Yes 

 

No 
 

Student Career 
Enhancement 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

Access and Diversity 

 

No 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 
 

Attaining Top Tier Status 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 
 

Recruiting and Retaining 
Faculty 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

Meeting the State’s 
Closing the Gaps Goals 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

Enhancing Institutional 
Prestige 

 

No 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

No 

Miscellaneous/Other Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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 With respect to public good, all four universities emphasized teaching, research 

and public service, and presented these concepts as the foundation of their respective 

mission and/or vision statements.  However, in nearly every other category, public good 

themes and messages were not present in the mission/vision statements.  The exceptions 

as shown in the Figure 4.1 taxonomy are economic development which UT Austin and 

UH mentioned in their mission statements while Texas A&M and UNT did not.  

Messages categorized as student leadership and institutional prestige were mentioned 

solely by Texas A&M, while all of the institutions, except Texas A&M specifically 

mentioned preserving and promoting the arts. All of the institutions with the exception of 

UT Austin mentioned access and diversity as a key component of their missions.  

Concerning access and diversity, the University of Houston emphasized serving 

traditional and non-traditional students as it seeks to become the nation’s premier public 

university situated in an urban environment. 

 In summary, public good was represented at the four public research-oriented 

universities in their core purposes of teaching, research, and service.  It was also present 

in some mission statements in the areas of art, economic development, access and 

diversity, and institutional prestige enhancement. 

Strategic Plans 

 The strategic plans for the respective universities investigated in this study were 

of varying lengths and provided different levels of specificity with respect to each 

institution’s goals and objectives.  The University of Texas at Austin expressed its 

institutional goals and aspirations in a report titled The Report of the Commission of 125 

(University of Texas at Austin, 2005), which was the collective vision of a group of 
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citizens, many of whom were alumni, to provide a strategic plan and vision for the next 

25 years.  Texas A&M produced a similar document regarding its future direction which 

was codified in a document titled Vision 2020: Creating A Culture of Excellence (Texas 

A&M University, 1999).  This document prioritizes the goals and objectives the 

university seeks to attain by the year 2020.  The University of Houston’s strategic 

initiatives established eight strategic principles to align its activities with its mission 

(University of Houston, n.d.) and the University of North Texas articulated its goals and 

objectives in its Five-Year Strategic Plan 2006-2011 (University of North Texas, 2006b).   

 While goals, objectives and strategies unique to each institution were discussed in 

their respective strategic plans, nonetheless, each university’s strategic plan had 

imbedded within it, similar themes and messages related to public good.  Figure 4.2 

illustrates the various categories of the taxonomy where themes and messages related to 

public good were present in the strategic plans of the four universities studied. 
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Figure 4.2 
 

The Presence of Public Good Themes in University Strategic Plans 
 

A Taxonomy 
 

 
 
Message/Theme 

 

University of 
Texas at 
Austin 

Texas A&M 
University 

University of 
Houston 

University of 
North Texas 

University Mission     
     
Basic Research Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Applied Research Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Teaching Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Public Service Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Curriculum Enhancement Yes Yes No No 
     
Cultural and Public 
Outreach Initiatives 

    

     
Arts/Entertainment & 
Cultural Event 

No No No No 

Preserve and Promote the 
Arts 

No Yes No Yes 

Public 
Lectures/Conferences No No No No 

     
Honors & Awards     
     
Faculty Achievement Yes Yes No Yes 
Student Achievement No No No No 
Student Leadership Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Alumni Recognition and 
Achievement 

No No No No 

     
Philanthropy/Financial 
Resources 

    

     
University 
Development/Fundraising 
Efforts (individual, 
corporate and foundations) 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Appealing for Legislative 
Support/Funding 

Yes Yes No No 

Alumni Giving Yes Yes No  Yes 

Student Fundraising 
Supporting Charitable 
Causes 

No No No No 
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Message/Theme 

 

University of 
Texas at 
Austin 

Texas A&M 
University 

University of 
Houston 

University of 
North Texas 

     
Institutional Goals and 
Objectives 

    

     
Workforce Training & 
Development  

No No No Yes 

 

Economic Development 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

No 

Student Career 
Enhancement No No No Yes 

 

Access and Diversity 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 
 

Attaining Top Tier Status 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 
 

Recruiting and Retaining 
Faculty 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

No 

 

Meeting the State’s 
Closing the Gaps Goals 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

Enhancing Institutional 
Prestige 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

No 

Miscellaneous/Other Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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 As with the mission statements, in the strategic plans, the three core principles 

that characterize public research universities and represent public good: research (basic 

and applied), teaching and public service were present.  In addition to these core 

principles, student leadership and access and diversity which represented public good 

were mentioned as institutional objectives by each university.  Each institution also had a 

number of miscellaneous messages.  These miscellaneous messages included UT 

Austin’s and Texas A&M’s reference to maintaining and enhancing their physical 

plants—classrooms, laboratories, lecture halls and libraries—as well as renovating older 

structures.  In addition, all of the universities’ strategic plans included issues related to 

managing and governing their institutions with more efficiency and accountability.  

Figure 4.2 also illustrates those categories where references to public good were not 

present in the strategic plans of any of the universities.  The categories included: 

arts/entertainment and culture, workforce training and development, public lectures and 

conferences, student achievement, teaching and curriculum enhancement, student 

fundraising for charitable causes, alumni recognition and achievement, attaining top-tier 

research status, meeting the State’s Closing the Gaps goals and references to higher 

education as a personal benefit. 

 Six categories listed in Figure 4.2 show a marked difference between “very high” 

research institutions—UT Austin and Texas A&M and the “high” research institutions—

UH and UNT.  UT Austin and Texas A&M specifically mentioned institutional prestige, 

recruiting and retaining faculty, appealing for state support, curriculum enhancement and 

made specific references to serving the public good in their strategic plans while UH and 

UNT did not. 
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 It is notable that the state’s two public tier-one universities specifically referenced 

their institutional heritage of serving the public good in their respective strategic plans. 

Recommendation fourteen of the University of Texas at Austin’s Commission of 125 

Report read as follows: 

 Logan Wilson, a former chancellor and president of the University of Texas, 
 said in 1953, “We want this University to be truly of the first class, not for the 
 sake of mere emulation or rivalry, but for more basic reasons.  The  potentialities 
 of a great university as an instrument for the common good are almost limitless”.  
 The University of Texas has a responsibility to serve the state from border to 
 border and to provide value to citizens even if they are not students or alumni 
 (University of Texas at Austin, 2005, p. 29). 
 
 Texas A&M listed serving the public good among its 12 imperatives under the 

heading: Meet our Commitment to Texas.  The report referenced serving the public good 

in light of the university’s historical legacy as a land-grant institution created by the 

Morrill Act of 1862 and with respect to how a modern research university meets the 

pressing demands and needs of society today while continuing as a steward of its original 

land grant mission.  Vision 2020 spoke to creating a contemporary view of Texas A&M’s 

service heritage: 

 The genesis of the Morrill Act that established the land grant universities in 
 America was the demand created by the Industrial Age for educated people to 
 serve the agricultural and mechanical needs of a growing nation.  This 
 landmark legislation recognized that education could and should lead to the 
 improvement of the human condition.  It also resulted in recognition that 
 learning should be for the many rather than the few.  This strong notion of  service 
 still prospers at Texas A&M University.  The challenge as we enter the 
 knowledge age is to capture and enact a contemporary concept of the land grant 
 philosophy.  Our contemporary understanding of how higher education can 
 transform society will have an impact on American life equal to or greater than 
 that of the Morrill Act in the late 19th century.  Texas A&M University should 
 lead its peers in extending and amplifying what it means to be a land grant 
 university in the 21st century (Texas A&M University, 1999, p. 71). 
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 The report also spoke directly to how the university must be an active participant 

in solving societal problems. 

 Texas A&M University is a creation of the state and in its origin was designed 
 to prepare educated problem-solvers to lead the state’s development.  This 
 fundamental mission, born out of the land grant heritage of service, remains 
 today…Texas A&M University must also reach out even more to help solve 
 the most difficult societal problems, including those related to public 
 education, crime, and the environment…(Texas A&M University, 1999, p. 7). 
 
 Other notable findings include the fact that the University of Texas at Austin,  

Texas A&M, and the University of North Texas had strategies in their plans to convey 

the value of higher education to the public through communication efforts.  UT Austin’s 

Report of the Commission of 125 listed this among its operational recommendations:  

 Texas—and society in general—relies upon an educated citizenry for 
 prosperity and well-being.  The university must effectively convey that 
 message.  It must articulate, forcefully and persuasively, the crucial role that 
 higher education plays in making Texas, and the nation, more learned and 
 competitive.  Communicating this message to the public will require a 
 coordinated effort by all members of the UT community, not just top 
 administrators.   In addition, we must be more aggressive in telling the story 
 of the University—what we do and how it influences the state and beyond.  
 To foster support for UT’s mission and to create a greater national and 
 international presence, the University must build public awareness of its 
 distinctive strengths and its contributions to society  
 (University of Texas at Austin, 2005, p. 30).  
 
 Texas A&M addressed this issue in its Vision 2020 report in the section 

addressing how to attain resource parity with the best public universities.  Texas A&M 

listed as a goal to communicate with the state capital to obtain the funding necessary to 

support excellence.  Specifically, it was recommended in the report to document the role 

Texas A&M plays in attracting new industries to Texas.  The report called for Texas 

A&M, “To increase the public’s perception of the importance of higher education to the 

economic and social well-being of the state.  Have the majority of registered voters value 
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the contribution higher education makes to the state’s economy” (Texas A&M 

University, 1999, p. 66). 

 It is significant to note that the University of North Texas addressed its strategy of 

communicating how the institution serves the public good in its third strategic goal—

enhancing institutional reputation, community engagement and advancement.  The 

strategy stipulates that UNT will “strengthen and promote the university’s identity as a 

student-centered public research university through strategic and integrated 

communications, media, advertising, marketing, web-based technologies, and campus-

wide initiatives” (University of North Texas, 2006b, p. 17). 

Legislative Appropriations Requests 

 In addition to mission statements and strategic plans, Legislative Appropriations 

Requests represent another communication opportunity for Texas universities to 

emphasize the public good.  Legislative Appropriations Requests (LAR) are documents 

that public universities and other governmental agencies in Texas are required to submit 

to the Governor’s Office of Budget Planning and Policy and the Legislative Budget 

Board prior to the State Legislature convening to set policy and approve the State’s 

budget covering a two-year period or biennieum.  The Legislative Appropriations 

Requests are formal documents in which public universities request ongoing and special 

item funding from the Legislature. The researcher reviewed LAR for the 2006-2007 

fiscal years as submitted to the Governor’s Office and the Legislative Budget Board in 

the summer or fall of 2004. 

 Each university had special item requests unique to its respective institutional 

goals and objectives.  Figure 4.3 illustrates the similarities and  
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differences between and among the “very high” public research-oriented universities (UT 

Austin and Texas A&M) and the “high” research institutions (University of Houston and 

the University of North Texas) as they relate to references to public good in their specific 

Legislative Appropriations Requests. 
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Figure 4.3 
 
 
 

The Presence of Public Good Themes in University Legislative Appropriations Requests: 
 

A Taxonomy 
 
 
 
Message/Theme 

 

University of 
Texas at 
Austin 

Texas A&M 
University 

University of 
Houston 

University of 
North Texas 

University Mission     
     
Basic Research Yes No Yes Yes 
Applied Research Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Teaching Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Public Service Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Curriculum Enhancement No Yes No Yes 
     
Cultural and Public 
Outreach Initiatives 

    

     
Arts/Entertainment & 
Cultural Events 

No No No No 

Preserve and Promote the 
Arts Yes No No No 

Public 
Lectures/Conferences No No No No 

     
Honors & Awards     
     
Faculty Achievement No No No No 
Student Achievement No No No No 
Student Leadership No No No No 
Alumni Recognition and 
Achievement No No No No 

     
Philanthropy/Financial 
Resources 

    

     
University 
Development/Fundraising 
Efforts (individual, 
corporate and foundations) 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

Appealing for Legislative 
Support/Funding Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Alumni Giving No No No No 

Student Fundraising 
Supporting Charitable 
Causes 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 
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Message/Theme 

 

University of 
Texas at 
Austin 

Texas A&M 
University 

University of 
Houston 

University of 
North Texas 

     
Institutional Goals and 
Objectives 

    

     
Workforce Training & 
Development  

No No No No 

 

Economic Development 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

Student Career 
Enhancement No No No No 

 

Access and Diversity 

 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Attaining Top-Tier Status 

 

 

No 

 

No 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

Recruiting and Retaining 
Faculty 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

Meeting the State’s 
Closing the Gaps Goals 

 

No 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

Yes 

Enhancing Institutional 
Prestige No No No No 

Miscellaneous/Other Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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 The taxonomy in Figure 4.3 which illustrates references to the public good in the 

respective Legislative Appropriations Requests shows teaching, research and public 

service were emphasized by the four universities studied.  UT Austin, UH and UNT 

highlighted their basic research activities while Texas A&M did not and all four 

universities emphasized their applied research initiatives.  Additional pubic good 

messages disseminated by all institutions in their appropriations requests included 

providing “access” to as many qualified students as possible by keeping tuition affordable 

and by providing financial assistance to students and families from disadvantaged 

backgrounds.  Each university also communicated its goal of seeking “diversity” in terms 

of the composition of the student bodies and faculties, and all of the institutions 

communicated to the legislature their rationale for “appealing for state support” regarding 

programs and initiatives. 

 The specific teaching, research and service activities singled out in the Legislative 

Appropriations Requests provides insight into what represents public good for each 

university.  The University of Texas at Austin requested funding for interdisciplinary 

research in nanoscience, biomedical engineering, for support of its Institute for 

Information Science and Technology, for programs in neuroscience, environmental 

studies, its Film Institute, the Institute for Computational Engineering and Sciences, and 

the Waggoner Center for Alcohol and Addiction Research.  These requests for research 

support were in addition to basic research operations at research units in various colleges 

and departments throughout the university (University of Texas at Austin, 2004).  

 Texas A&M emphasized in its 2006 – 2007 LAR that it was continuing its efforts 

to “elevate its faculty” which was also stated as a long-term objective in its strategic plan, 
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Vision 2020.  University administrators noted that “each college in the university has 

identified one or more ‘signature’ research programs that will place the college at the 

cutting edge of their respective fields and faculty are being hired who will advance those 

signature research programs” (Texas A&M University, 1999, p. 1 of 6).  

 The University of Houston’s highest institutional priority as articulated to the 

legislature in its LAR for fiscal years 2006 and 2007 was becoming the State of Texas’ 

third top-tier research university (University of Houston, 2004).  The University of North 

Texas in its LAR highlighted four main objectives for which it sought legislative support 

that were consistent with the State’s Closing the Gaps goals: (1) providing greater access 

and participation by increasing enrollment; (2) increasing the number of degrees and 

certificates awarded, particularly in science and engineering (3) increasing the number of 

nationally recognized programs and (4) increasing the amount of federally funded dollars 

that the university generates each year (University of North Texas, 2004). 

 In the area of public service each university requested funding from the 

Legislature for programs and initiatives consistent with its institutional mission.  These 

public service objectives varied by institution.  UT Austin listed its objectives as 

“providing public school outreach programs; contributing to the economic and cultural 

development of Texas and the nation; maintaining positive relations with the media and 

providing meaningful ways for the public to be engaged with the university (University 

of Texas at Austin, 2004, p. 1.A page 2 of 5).  While these public service objectives were 

mentioned in a broad sense, UT Austin specifically asked the legislature to fund the 

following public service initiatives:  the Texas Memorial Museum, the Public Policy 

Institute, and the Center for Public Policy Dispute Resolution. 
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 Although all institutions referred to access and diversity in their legislative 

appropriations request, each university described its commitment to diversity differently.  

The University of Texas at Austin indicated that diversity is among the basic human 

values reflected in the strategic themes of the university and stipulated that … “A 

broadened sense of ownership by the people of Texas, including development of ways to 

provide the increasingly diverse citizenry access to the University’s resources and 

opportunities for participation in its programs” (University of Texas at Austin, 2005, p. 

1.A 1 of 5).   

 Texas A&M listed diversity as one of three priorities in its strategic plan, and 

advised the legislature that it had faced challenges in diversifying its student body 

evidenced by the fact that the university experienced seven years of declining enrollment 

of minority students.  The response to this trend by university administrators was to 

launch an aggressive merit-based admissions program along with an assertive outreach 

program aimed at identifying minority students, getting them to apply to the university 

and, encouraging them to actually enroll at Texas A&M. 

 The University of Houston emphasized in its Legislative Appropriations Request 

that it was the most ethnically diverse research university in the United States while the 

University of North Texas said its mission was to “promote excellent, accessible, and 

affordable higher education to the region’s growing demographically diverse population 

through partnerships with educational entities and the business, public and not-for-profit 

communities…” (University of North Texas, 2006b, p. 1). 

 A number of public good-type messages were communicated by one or more 

institutions, but not all.  UT Austin, the University of Houston and UNT mentioned their 
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institution’s role in serving as an engine for economic development in their LAR while 

Texas A&M did not.  The University of Houston was the only institution to mention its 

goal of attaining top-tier research status among the “high research” institutions.  The 

University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M did not include this message in their LAR 

as they already hold top-tier research status while UNT does not.   UT Austin, Texas 

A&M and UH all referred to recruiting and retaining faculty while UNT did not, and 

Texas A&M and UNT, mentioned meeting the State’s Closing the Gap Goals, while the 

University of Texas at Austin and UH did not, articulate that public good-message to the 

Legislature.  The University of Texas at Austin was the only institution that indicated to 

the legislature that among its many goals was to increase the size of its endowments 

through fundraising efforts. 

  The taxonomy illustrates a great deal of consistency between the four 

universities’ Legislative Appropriations Requests regarding the absence of public good.  

None of the Legislative Appropriations Requests for the four universities mentioned: 

arts/entertainment and culture, faculty achievement, workforce training and development, 

public lectures and conferences, student career enhancement, student achievement, 

student leadership, alumni recognition and achievement, alumni giving, enhancing 

institutional presitige or student fundraising supporting charitable causes.  

 The Legislative Appropriations Requests submitted by the universities on the 

whole sought to inform the Legislature that their core missions were fundamentally 

teaching, research and public service and each institution sought funding for projects, 

programs and initiatives tied to those missions.  
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Presidential Speeches 

 The president of a university, particularly a public research university, serves as 

the institution’s leading public relations representative in his or her varied roles as 

fundraiser, spokesperson, and chief executive.  Presidential speeches were analyzed to 

determine the extent to which themes and messages were communicated to various 

publics concerning how the universities serve the public good.  William Powers Jr., 

president of the University of Texas at Austin; Dr. Robert Gates, president of Texas 

A&M and Dr. Eddie Davis who served as interim president of the university; and Dr. 

Gretchen Bataille, president of the University of North Texas delivered speeches in 

various forums during the two-year period (2006 – 2007) of this study.  The speeches 

were accessible via the web sites of their respective institutions.  The University of 

Houston’s president during this period, Dr. Jay Gouge, also delivered speeches; however, 

there was no written record of those speeches. UH public relations staff indicated that 

President Gouge spoke extemporaneously, from notes, but did not use prepared texts.  

Therefore, while Dr. Gouge may have communicated messages related to public good in 

his speeches, there was no record of those messages.  

 The presidents of the institutions mentioned above either presented a speech each 

year on the state of their university or addressed similar topics and issues during an 

academic convocation presentation.  These State of the University speeches or Academic 

Convocation presentations provided an overview of the universities’ accomplishments 

during a particular academic year and highlighted challenges the institutions faced.  

Collectively as the Figure 4.4 shows, the speeches covered a number of topics and themes 

and had messages related to serving the public good.   
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Figure 4.4 
 
 

The Presence of Public Good Themes in University Presidential Speeches: 
 

A Taxonomy 
 
 
 
Message/Theme 

 

University of 
Texas at 
Austin 

Texas A&M 
University 

University of 
Houston 

University of 
North Texas 

University Mission     
     
Basic Research Yes Yes --- Yes 
Applied Research Yes Yes --- Yes 
Teaching Yes Yes --- Yes 
Public Service Yes Yes --- Yes 
Curriculum Enhancement Yes Yes --- Yes 
     
Cultural and Public 
Outreach Initiatives 

    

     
Arts/Entertainment & 
Cultural Events No No --- No 

Preserve and Promote the 
Arts Yes No --- Yes 

Public 
Lectures/Conferences No No --- No 

     
Honors & Awards     
     
Faculty Achievement No No --- No 
Student Achievement No No --- No 
Student Leadership No Yes --- No 
Alumni Recognition and 
Achievement No No --- No 

     
Philanthropy/Financial 
Resources 

    

     
University 
Development/Fundraising 
Efforts (individual, 
corporate and foundations) 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

--- 

 

Yes 

Appealing for Legislative 
Support/Funding Yes Yes --- Yes 

Alumni Giving Yes Yes --- Yes 

Student Fundraising 
Supporting Charitable 
Causes 

No No --- No 
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Message/Theme 

 

University of 
Texas at 
Austin 

Texas A&M 
University 

University of 
Houston 

University of 
North Texas 

Institutional Goals and 
Objectives 

    

     
Workforce Training & 
Development  No No --- No 

 

Economic Development 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

--- 

 

No 

Student Career 
Enhancement No No --- No 

Access and Diversity Yes Yes --- Yes 

Attaining Top-Tier Status No No --- No 

Recruiting and Retaining 
Faculty Yes Yes --- Yes 

Meeting the State’s 
Closing the Gaps Goals No No --- No 

Enhancing Institutional 
Prestige Yes Yes --- Yes 

Miscellaneous/Other Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 
Note:  The University of Houston’s President, Jay Gogue did not write down any of his speeches and 
instead spoke extemporaneously from notes.  As a result, no record exists to determine what messages were 
communicated in his speeches during the two-year time frame (2006 and 2007) of this study.  This was 
determined by searching the university’s web site as well as speaking with representatives in the 
university’s office of public relations. 
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 As Figure 4.4 shows, all of the speeches analyzed mentioned the universities’ 

commitment to serving the citizens of Texas through teaching, research and public 

service.  Other public good examples in the speeches included developing and nurturing a 

diverse student body and faculty.  Presidential speeches also highlighted the need to 

recruit and retain faculty which would allow their respective institutions to be better 

positioned to garner research funds, recruit the best graduate students and raise the 

prestige and profile of their institutions. Finally, all the presidents conveyed the need for 

continued philanthropic support from alumni, foundations and corporations to help their 

institutions sustain growth coupled with the need for more state funding to support all of 

their institutional goals and objectives.  

 The two “very high” research institutions—UT Austin and Texas A&M—

addressed the need to convey the value of higher education to the public through 

communication efforts in contrast to the University of North Texas whose president did 

not address this issue.  University of Texas at Austin President, William “Bill” Powers, 

Jr. referenced the challenges associated with financial resources confronting his 

university and the need for fundraising and obtaining increased State support. 

Communicating the value of higher education to the general public was addressed in his 

State of the University Speech delivered in September of 2007.  Powers said: 

 The paramount challenge is resources.  Put simply, we are grossly under-funded 
 compared to our mission.  Compared to the average university or college in Texas 
 or the nation, we do ok.  But when we recruit faculty and students, we don’t 
 compete against the average college.  Our mission is to compete at the very top, 
 and when we do that we compete with fewer resources.  As I said, our peers say 
 we are 22nd out of 262 national universities in academic quality.  But when you 
 turn to total financial resources, we are 96th out of these same 262 universities 
 (Powers, 2007, pp. 3-5). 
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Powers went on to discuss how every administration faces unfunded obligations from 

prior commitments such as building additions to the campus that meet a teaching, 

research or administrative need.   He also noted that each new administration inherits the 

lack of a funding mechanism for costs associated with the operation and maintenance of 

new and existing campus structures as well as the challenges associated with being 

competitive in the market in terms of faculty compensation.  To overcome these 

challenges, Powers said: 

 …We need a game plan.  It is what the private sector calls a sound business 
 plan.  One dimension of that plan will be a robust capital campaign, and we 
 are already at work.  As I said earlier, we had a very good year in raising $260 
 million.  But we need to increase that and we will…Part of the plan will be to 
 continue to take the message of higher education—and of a great research 
 university—to the Legislature and to the people (Powers, 2007, pp. 4-5). 
 
 Like UT Austin’s Bill Powers, Robert Gates, the president of Texas A&M 

University during the period of this study, emphasized similar messages in September 

2006 during his address at the university’s Academic Convocation.  Gates noted that the 

One Spirit/One Vision Capital Campaign under the auspices of the Texas A&M 

Foundation helped the university reach and surpass its goal of garnering $1 billion by 

raising $1.4 billion.  Gates also described the university’s communication strategy:  

 …We will be rolling out our new communications campaign this fall to explain to 
 the nation and the world what makes Texas A&M unique among the great 
 universities.  A central aspect of the communications program will be highlighting 
 our core values.  On the basis of a great deal of work with deans, faculty, students, 
 staff and former students, we have focused on six core values: 1) Excellence; 2) 
 Integrity; 3) Loyalty; 4) Leadership; 5) Selfless Service; and 6) Respect.  
 Different parts of the university will be able to expand on each of these core 
 values in ways appropriate to their mission.  For example, academic departments 
 and the colleges might expand on them as follows: 1) Excellence – in the pursuit 
 of new knowledge through cutting-edge research and excellence in teaching our 
 students…3) Leadership – in discovery and innovation; 4) Selfless Service – to 
 one’s discipline, profession and university—and to the state through applied 
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 research…6) Respect – for one’s colleagues and students, and for diverse points 
 of view (Gates, 2006a). 
 
 The presidents of the University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M University 

as representatives of the leading flagship universities in the State also referenced the role 

their institutions play in the economic development of their respective communities as 

well as on a regional and statewide level. Bill Powers commented on how the university 

leverages its state appropriations into economic benefits for the State of Texas: 

 Our research mission contributes economic benefit to the state of Texas.  We 
 transform our $276 million annual state appropriation into $7.4 billion in 
 economic activity.  This is a multiplier of more than 25 to 1.  And that does 
 not even include the enormous increase in earning potential that our graduates 
 enjoy as a result of their education.  To our lawmakers I say:  Investing in UT 
 is a sound investment in the economy of Texas (Powers, 2006, p. 7). 
 
 Bob Gates made a similar observation in a speech he delivered to the Education 

Writers Association National Seminar titled “Competition and Complacency—Is 

America Losing its Edge?” in June of 2006.  Gates said: 

 At the state level, universities must continue to make the case to their state 
legislatures that they are—as I said earlier—engines of discovery and economic 
development.  Because of the direct economic impact on state economies, I 
believe there is more promise at the state level than at the national level in terms 
of funding and support of higher education – but only if institutions of higher 
learning effectively demonstrate their economic and related social benefit.  To 
underscore that point, I’ll use Texas A&M as an example, since perhaps not 
surprisingly, I’m more familiar with its operations than with other institution—
certainly including other tier 1 research universities. Last year, our  faculty 
attracted $500 million in external research,  and that research had an economic 
impact on the local and state economies of $1.5 billion.  Simply put, it makes 
good sense—good dollars and cents too— to invest in us (Gates, 2006b, p. 6). 

 
While the UT Austin and Texas A&M presidents expressed a number of similar themes 

and messages in their speeches, Gretchen Batataille, president of the University of North 

Texas, was the only president to address the notion of public higher education being 
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viewed as a commodity with personal benefits in her State of the University Speech in 

the fall of 2007: 

 One of the most critical changed realities facing public universities is indeed 
 the decline in state support and the transfer to students and their families more 
 of the full cost of an education.  As higher education increasingly has become 
 viewed as a commodity with a primarily personal benefit to the student rather 
 than to the whole society, state funding has decreased.  And we have to plan 
 as though those decreases will continue even as we rail against what is 
 happening (Bataille, 2007, p. 1). 
 
 The presidential speeches analyzed for this study contained a significant number 

of the messages or themes associated with public good as illustrated in the Figure 4.4 

taxonomy with the exception of references to arts/entertainment and culture, faculty 

achievement, public lectures and conferences, student career enhancement, student 

achievement, student fundraising supporting charitable causes, alumni recognition and 

achievement, workforce training and development as well as meeting the State’s “Closing 

the Gaps” goals. 

 In summary, speeches given by the presidents of the University of Texas at 

Austin, Texas A&M University and the University of North Texas affirmed that the core 

mission of public research-oriented universities is teaching, research and public service.  

The other public good messages common in all of their speeches were references to their 

fundraising efforts, the need for increased funding from the legislature as well as 

references to access and diversity, recruiting and retaining faculty, curriculum 

enhancement and issues related to and examples of institutional prestige.  

Press Releases  

 Unlike mission and vision statements, strategic plans, legislative appropriations 

requests and presidential speeches, press releases are a media relations device universities 
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use to distribute information about their institutions to the media on a consistent and 

regular basis.  As such, the press releases offered an abundant data source from which to 

glean messages that each university in this study disseminated to print and broadcast 

media as well as other constituents.   

 During 2006 and 2007 the four institutions collectively disseminated a total of 

4,978 press releases.  Among the institutions in the “very high research” category—the 

University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M—there was a notable difference in the 

number of press releases distributed.  For the two-year period, Texas A&M distributed 

more than four times as many press releases as UT Austin.  Texas A&M distributed 

2,619 press releases while UT Austin distributed 588.  In the “high research” category, 

the University of North Texas distributed approxmimately two and one-half times more 

press releases than the University of Houston (1,276 versus 495) during the period 

studied. Since the public relations departments at both Texas A&M and the University of 

North Texas were significantly more active in producing and distributing press releases 

than their counterparts at the University of Texas at Austin and the University of 

Houston, the number of press releases distributed by a particular institution appeared to 

be unrelated to whether the university was in the “very high” or “high” research category.   

 While the level of  media relations activity varied among institutions, the themes 

that emerged from the analysis of 800 press releases (200 per institution which were 

selected by random sample) distributed by the four universities showed significant 

similarity. However there were some marked differences between institutions in the two 

research categories and between the institutions within the same category.  Figure 4.5 

displays the presence or absence of references to the public good in the news releases 
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distributed by the University of Texas at Austin, Texas A&M, the University of Houston 

and the University of North Texas.  As indicated in the taxonomy, there were ten 

categories including teaching,  basic research, and public service where public good was 

present among all institutions; four instances where public good messages were not 

present, and ten areas where references were made to the public good in the messages 

distributed by some institutions but not others.  
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Figure 4.5 
 

The Presence of Public Good Themes in University Press Releases: 
 

A Taxonomy 
 
 
Message/Theme 

 

University of 
Texas at 
Austin 

Texas A&M 
University 

University of 
Houston 

University of 
North Texas 

University Mission     
     
Basic Research Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Applied Research Yes No Yes No 
Teaching Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Public Service Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Curriculum Enhancement Yes Yes Yes Yes 
     
Cultural and Public 
Outreach Initiatives 

    

     
Arts/Entertainment & 
Cultural Events 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Preserve and Promote the 
Arts 

No No No Yes 

Public 
Lectures/Conferences 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

     
Honors & Awards     
     
Faculty Achievement Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Student Achievement Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Student Leadership No Yes Yes Yes 

Alumni Recognition and 
Achievement 

Yes Yes No Yes 

     
Philanthropy/Financial 
Resources 

    

     
University 
Development/Fundraising 
Efforts (individual, 
corporate and foundations) 

 

No 

 

No 

 

Yes 

 

No 

Appealing for Legislative 
Support/Funding 

No No No No 

Alumni Giving Yes Yes Yes No 

Student Fundraising 
Supporting Charitable 
Causes 

No No Yes No 



 88  

Message/Theme 

 

University of 
Texas at 
Austin 

Texas A&M 
University 

University of 
Houston 

University of 
North Texas 

     
Institutional Goals and 
Objectives 

    

     
Workforce Training & 
Development  No No Yes No 

Economic Development No No Yes No 

Student Career 
Enhancement Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Access and Diversity Yes No Yes Yes 

Attaining Top-Tier Status No No No No 

Recruiting and Retaining 
Faculty No No No No 

Meeting the State’s 
Closing the Gaps Goals 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

 

No 

Enhancing Institutional 
Prestige Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Miscellaneous/Other Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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    Basic and Applied Research  

 Although teaching and public service are important activities at public research 

institutions, arguably, it is the research prowess of these institutions that brings them 

prestige and enhances their reputations. Basic  and applied research are critical 

components of what comprises the concept of a public research university whose purpose 

as  defined by Howard Bowen (1977), “includes the scholarly, scientific, philosophical 

and critical activities of colleges and universities” (p. 8).  Basic research appeared as a 

theme in the press releases of all four universities studied and applied research appeared 

as themes at the University of Texas at Austin and the University of Houston.   

 The University of Texas at Austin disseminated more press releases related to 

basic research than any other university, followed by the University of Houston, Texas 

A&M and the University of North Texas respectively.  An example of how public good 

was expressed in a press release of this type is illustrated in a news release the University 

of Texas at Austin distributed on April 3, 2006 under the headline:  “Engineers receive 

$2.3 million to develop better glaucoma test.”  The lead paragraph of the press release 

noted that the five-year, $2.3 million grant was awarded to the university to investigate an 

imaging method for detecting the earliest signs of glaucoma so physicians can reduce 

how often the disease produces vision loss or blindness (University of Texas at Austin, 

2006a).  This is a clear example of how basic research activity at the university serves the 

broader public good.  Other releases distributed by UT Austin during this two-year period 

reflecting the basic research theme included: “New areas of research into genetic causes 

of alcoholism;” “New geosciences model explains ocean formation and advances search 

for deep-water oil and gas.”  The public good illustrated in the latter press release was 
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discussed in the body of the news release and explained that deep-water oil and gas 

reserves are extremely difficult to pinpoint and the new model could make it more 

affordable to explore for potential reserves in the Gulf of Mexico, coastal West Africa 

and other deep-water regions (University of Texas at Austin, 2006b). 

 While the University of Texas at Austin had significantly more press releases 

devoted to basic research, the public relations office also distributed news releases 

illustrating the university’s efforts in the area of applied research.  A release disseminated 

on October 16, 2007 is an example of the type of news the university provided to print 

and broadcast media outlets.  The release headlined “TACC Introduces Science and 

Technology Affiliates Program To Aid Private Sector Research and Development” 

communicated that the Texas Advanced Computing Center (TACC)  introduced Science 

and Technology Affiliates for Research (STAR), a program that offered private sector 

organizations the opportunity to increase the effectiveness of their research and 

development activities through the use of advanced computing technologies.  The news 

release added: 

 TACC provides the university and national research communities with  
 comprehensive advanced computing resources and services that enable 
 computationally-intensive research.  The center’s mission is to enable 
 scientific discovery and to enhance society through the application of 
 advanced computing technologies.  TACC also conducts research and 
 development activities to produce new computational techniques and 
 technologies that enhance the capabilities of researchers for knowledge 
 discovery (University of Texas at Austin, 2007d). 
 
 The University of Houston had similar examples illustrating basic research being 

conducted on its campus.  Examples included a February 8, 2007 press release distributed 

under the headline “New Medication, Cancer Diagnosis Goals of UH Engineers with 

$1M in Grants: Researchers Employ Nanomagnetic Sensor Technology in Hopes of 
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Simplifying Clinical Diagnostics.”  The lead paragraph noted that “identifying new 

medications and providing fool-proof diagnosis are two benefits anticipated from 

research by a team of engineering professors at the University of Houston” (University of 

Houston, 2007e).   

 Other examples of basic research that can be categorized as serving the public 

good include a press release distributed on June 26, 2007 under the headline “Engineer 

Turned UH Researcher Focuses on Spinal Cord Patients’ Oldest Problem—Toolbox of 

Imaging Software, Electrodes and Mats Used to Combat Dangerous Pressure Ulcers.”  

The press release described how assistant professor Adam Thrasher in the Department of 

Health and Human Performance who has a degree in Mechanical Engineering is 

conducting research into an often overlooked aspect of spinal cord injuries—pressure 

ulcers.  The press release indicated that pressure ulcers are common sores among 

individuals who sit or lay in one place for extended periods of time.  If undetected, the 

pressure sores can become infected and complicate a patient’s rehabilitation, and in some 

cases, infected pressure ulcers are fatal (University of Houston, 2007b).   

 Yet another example of basic research illustrating public good is a press release 

distributed by UH on January 4, 2007 headlined “Teen Depression Research at UH Focus 

of $500K Grant From NIMH, Psychology Prof Studies Depression Predictors in Teens, 

Transmission of Parental Mood Disorders.”  The National Institute of Mental Health 

grant allowed University of Houston assistant professor Jeremy Petit to study factors that 

predict depression in teenagers as well as the transmission of parental depression to 

children with the goal of slowing or stopping depression among adolescents all together 

(University of Houston, 2007f). 
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 Like UT Austin, the University of Houston distributed fewer releases illustrating 

its applied research initiatives in comparison to basic research activity.  Headlines for 

those news releases covered a range of topics, including: “Portable Electricity, Life-Like 

Prosthetics Among Possible Innovations to be Created From Artificial Materials;” 

“NanoEngineering Research At UH a Magnet For Defense Department Grant—Quest to 

Build Most Powerful Magnetic Field Sensor Could Reap Military, Medical Benefits;” 

and “Improving Solar Cells, Packaging Among Goals of UH Prof’s Research.”  Unlike 

the other research institutions in this study, the University of Houston affixed a tagline at 

the end of each press release that succinctly communicated what type of university they 

are.  The tagline read as follows: 

 About the University of Houston: 
 The University of Houston, Texas’ premier metropolitan research and 
 teaching institution, is home to more than 40 research centers and institutes 
 and sponsors more than 300 partnerships with corporate, civic and  governmental 
 entities.  UH, the most diverse research university in the country, stands at the 
 forefront of education, research and service with more than 35,000 students 
 (University of Houston, 2007d, p. 2). 
 
The University had similar taglines for each respective college that was the focus of a  
 
press release like the following statement used to describe the College of Engineering: 

 About the Cullen College of Engineering: 
 UH Cullen College of Engineering has produced five U.S. astronauts, ten 
 members of the National Academy of Engineering, and degree programs that 
 have ranked in the top ten nationally.  With more than 2,600 students, the college 
 offers accredited undergraduate and graduate degrees in biomedical, chemical, 
 civil and environmental, electrical and computer, industrial, and mechanical 
 engineering.  It also offers specialized programs in aerospace, materials, 
 petroleum engineering and telecommunications  
 (University of Houston, 2007d, p. 2). 
  

 Texas A&M and the University of North Texas distributed significantly fewer 

press releases about their basic research activity and had no releases emphasizing applied 
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research activity; however, the press releases issued about their basic research activity 

mirrored the type of news highlighted by UT Austin and the University of Houston.  

Overall, the University of Texas at Austin more closely resembled the University of 

Houston in terms of the basic and applied research content conveyed in its news releases, 

and Texas A&M was similar to the University of North Texas. In other words, the 

emphasis placed on research in the press releases appeared to be unrelated to a 

university’s “very high” or “high” research category. 

 Public Service 

 While the institutions showed similarities and differences relating to basic and 

applied research, press releases with messages about the four institutions’ public service 

activities approximately equaled the number of news releases that focused on their 

research efforts during the two-year period of this study.  In this category, the University 

of Houston produced the most press releases highlighting its public service activities 

followed by Texas A&M, the University of North Texas and the University of Texas at 

Austin. 

 Examples of the University of Houston’s public service activities included the 

following press releases distributed to the news media:  “UH Center for Public Policy 

Study Targets Taser Use—City of Houston Commissions the Examination of HPD 

Policy, Training and Use of Tasers.”  In this news release, the University of Houston  

Center for Public Policy indicated it was conducting a study showing how the use of 

Taser electric stun guns has affected the Houston community and its police officers.  

Specifically, the release stated: 

 Among other things we’ll look at whether Houston Police Department (HPD) 
 officers are discharging the Tasers on any populations disproportionately and 
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 whether the cause is combative and dangerous behavior or profiling…We’ll 
 also look at whether or not Tasers have reduced serious injuries to suspects 
 and officers by giving officers an alternate way to approach combative 
 suspects (University of Houston, 2007g). 
 
 Another release emphasized that researchers at UH wanted volunteers to 

participate in a study focusing on how people afflicted with multiple sclerosis encounter 

physical challenges that make them more susceptible to depression.  UH researchers 

sought volunteers to help them develop a new therapy program designed to teach people 

about the nature of depression and how to counteract different components of the 

disorder.  A further example of UH’s public service activity included a release promoting 

the fact that the university invited Latino students from six area high schools to 

participate in a College Career Day hosted by the University’s Center for Mexican 

American Studies (CMAS) (University of Houston, 2006a). 

 Texas A&M University had slightly fewer press releases devoted to the 

institution’s public service activities; however, given its status as a land-grant university, 

many of the news releases distributed by the division of marketing and communications 

related to its extension activities.  Thus, the headlines and focus of the press releases in 

many cases featured news items similar to a release distributed in November of 2006, 

“Texas A&M University Takes Lead Spreading Word on Rwandan Agricultural 

Products” (Texas A&M University, 2006c).  The press release explained how Texas 

A&M was helping the Rwandan government develop high-value crops with the aim of 

broadening their agricultural capacity and marketing their products internationally.  The 

project also helped address public health issues in Rwanda, including those related to 

HIV/AIDS. 
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 Much of the news distributed by Texas A&M can be considered as consumer 

oriented or designed to provide information to everyday citizens that can be used in the 

course of their daily lives.  Examples of these kind of press releases are illustrated by the 

following headlines:  “Don’t Snicker: Death By Chocolate Could Happen to Your Dog;” 

“Arbitration Clause Can Catch Credit Card Holders Unaware;” “Two Texas A&M 

Institutes Join Forces in Trinity River Restoration;” “Some Dirt Can’t Be Seen: Keep 

Indoor Air Clean,” and “Extension Expert Explains How To Disinfect Water After 

Disaster.”  The news release distributed under the last headline mentioned above 

explained to Texans, in the aftermath of Hurricane Rita and in preparation for the 

upcoming hurricane season, how to disinfect water should the need arise. 

 Boiling waster, Dozier said, is the best way to kill bacteria that could make 
 you or your family sick.  Use clean containers to boil water, and follow these 
 steps: 1. Strain the water through a clean cloth, coffee filter or paper towel  into a 
 container to remove any sediment or floating matter.   2. Boil the water vigorously 
 for at least 1 minute. 3. Allow the water to cool before use  
 (Texas A&M University, 2006b, p. 1). 
  
 The University of North Texas and the University of Texas at Austin  

distributed nearly an equal number of press releases related to public service over the 

two-year period of this study.   These two universities’ press releases mirrored the types 

of releases disseminated by the University of Houston as the three institutions—UH, 

UNT and UT Austin—do not have the type of extension services associated with Texas 

A&M.  

 In all cases, public good was described as the universities providing a range of 

direct services and community outreach initiatives.  Whether it was UT Austin’s Law 

School Clinic representing a South Carolina prisoner serving a 30-year sentence without 

parole for a crime he committed when he was 12-years old in a case before the U.S. 
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Supreme Court (University of Texas at Austin, 2007b); or providing K-12 Web resources 

designed to help children learn during the summer (University of Texas at Austin, 

2007a); or the Children’s Wellness Center at UT Austin being selected for a grant from 

Impact Austin to train economically disadvantaged youth as nurse assistants (University 

of Texas at Austin, 2006c); or the University of North Texas’ efforts to combat suicide as 

a result of depression; or the university’s partnership with the University of North Texas 

Science Center that matches people who want to serve on nonprofit boards with nonprofit 

organizations seeking board members; or the University of Houston’s unique database 

that helps counties throughout Texas track ordinances that reduce the smoking of 

cigarettes and other tobacco products in restaurants, bars and worksites (University of 

Houston, 2006b)—the evidence is substantial that the four research-oriented universities 

provide public services that benefit citizens of the State of Texas. 

 Teaching 

  As with the other data sources analyzed and discussed above, teaching was a 

message consistently promoted by all four research-oriented universities.  Public good in 

this category was described either as innovative ways professors were teaching classes 

like accounting Professor L. Murphy Smith at Texas A&M who writes with his wife 

Katherine, “whodunit” novels that he uses as educational tools to help teach his students 

the principles of accounting and related ethical issues (Texas A&M University, 2006a).  

Another example is a press release the University of Texas at Austin distributed in 

September of 2007 noting that the university invites academic stars to explore 

controversial topics to expose freshmen classes to new ideas and points of view 

(University of Texas at Austin, 2007e).  In addition to press releases that illustrate 
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innovative teaching were news releases that showed instances where the four research-

oriented universities have enhanced their curriculum or added new programs for the 

benefit of undergraduate or graduate students.  An example is a press release the 

University of Houston circulated to media in August 2007 announcing the creation of a 

new—first of its kind in Texas— inter-disciplinary undergraduate visual studies minor.  

In making the announcement, the university noted that the program brought together 25- 

affiliated faculty members from a dozen disciplines, including anthropology, art, 

architecture, cognitive science, computer science, communication, history, literary and 

media studies, optometry, philosophy, psychology as well as technology and sociology 

(University of Houston, 2007c).  Similarly, the University of North Texas distributed a 

press release in March of 2007 announcing that the university had received a $1.1 million 

grant from the Texas Instruments Foundation for the establishment of the TI Math 

Scholars Program.  The objective of the grant was to encourage more students to pursue a 

bachelor’s degree in mathematics and to obtain certifications as math teachers 

(University of North Texas, 2007b). 

 Other Messages: An Assortment of Topics 

 Despite the data source being analyzed, the four public research-oriented 

universities which were the subject of this study have consistently produced and 

disseminated messages articulating their respective institutional activities related to 

research, teaching and public service and how those activities serve the public good either 

explicitly or implicitly.  Other messages and themes commonly described in press 

releases distributed by all four universities included arts/entertainment and culture, 

philanthropy, faculty achievement, student achievement, public lectures and conferences 
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to which the public was generally invited free of charge, student career enhancement, and 

institutional prestige. 

 The University of Houston produced and distributed substantially more press 

releases devoted to arts/entertainment and culture activities than any of the other public 

research-oriented universities.  The University of Houston had twice the number of press 

releases in this category compared to the University of North Texas whereas Texas A&M 

and UT Austin had relatively few news releases in this area.  The combined total of press 

releases of this type based on the activity of the University of Houston and UNT made 

the arts/entertainment and culture category the area with the most messages  followed 

only by research, teaching and public service. 

 Press releases in the arts/entertainment and culture category provided information 

to the public about musicals, theatrical performances, visiting artists giving readings from 

their books, poetry or prose, art exhibitions as well as festivals and other cultural events.  

A sampling of headlines from press releases produced by the University of Houston 

included: “Emerging UH Artists On View During 2006 Student Exhibition;” “Pulitzer 

Nominee, Visiting Author Featured In UH’S Poetry and Prose;” “Children’s Theatre 

Festival: The Elves and the Shoemaker;” and “International Piano Fest At UH Offers A 

Chance to Listen and Learn.”  Similar events and activities were distributed in press 

releases by the other universities. 

 Another category of news releases focused on faculty and student achievement—

honors and awards—bestowed on faculty members and students for their research efforts, 

nomination to prestigious academic societies and recognition of outstanding scholarship.  

All of the universities had a significant number of press releases in this area.  The 
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following headlines illustrate the range of honors faculty and students received: 

“University of Texas at Austin Professors Honored by National Science Organization;” 

“University of Texas at Austin Chemist wins Elias J. Corey award for his work in green 

chemistry;” “University of Texas at Austin Speech Team Earns Third Consecutive Title 

at Tournament;” and “University of Texas at Austin Graduate Earns One of 37 National 

Marshall Scholarships.”  Texas A&M distributed similar releases with headlines like: 

“Scully Selected for Eminent Harvard Lectureship” and “Capraro Honored With Two 

National Appointments.”  Capraro, an assistant professor in mathematics in the 

Department of Teaching, Learning and Culture, was honored as the 2007-2008 national 

fellow for the mathematics team of the Educational Testing Service and was appointed to 

the editorial board of Research in Middle Level Education-Online.  Student achievement 

was recognized as well under headlines like, “Two Students To Be Honored At 

Leadership Institute” and “Texas A&M Wins The Solar Decathlon Student Choice 

Award.” 

 Similar to “very high” research-oriented institutions, the universities in the “high” 

research category distributed approximately the same number of press releases 

highlighting their faculty and student achievements as UT Austin and Texas A&M.  A 

release distributed by the University of Houston in May of 2007 noted that mechanical 

engineering professor Fazle Hussain was honored with the University of Houston’s most 

prestigious honor, the Esther Farfel Award. Dr. Hussain’s worthiness for the award was 

summed up by a former student who stated: 

A professor must not only teach, but also learn and create new knowledge; 
support, grow and guide the educational and scientific institutions of which he is 
a part; be a public resource in the service of the broader society; and must pursue 
excellence to the utmost of his abilities (University of Houston, 2007a, p. 2). 
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 The University of North Texas promoted its students’ achievements in a March 

2007 press release which noted that UNT led Texas colleges and universities in the 

number of Goldwater Scholars and in another release the same year recognized that UNT 

students finished third at the National Logistics Challenge.  UNT had significantly fewer 

faculty achievement releases than did the other universities mentioned above; however, 

the releases that were distributed were similar to those disseminated by the other 

institutions.  A news release dated April 23, 2007 with the headline, “Radio, television 

and film professor receives national award for teaching” is representative of the kind of 

release the university made available to the media about its faculty. 

 Another group of messages distributed in press releases illustrates how the 

institutions served the public good as a result of the philanthropic benefits they received 

from wealthy individuals, alumni, corporations and foundations.  The University of Texas 

at Austin distributed press releases with headlines like “AT&T Foundation $600,000 

Contribution Creates Fund for Undergraduate Excellence;” “The Belo Foundation, 

Philanthropists Commit $15 Million to The University of Texas at Austin College of 

Communication” and “The School of Information Gets Major Commitment from Former 

Texas Supreme Court Justice.”  The following lead paragraph of a 2007 press release 

produced by Texas A&M’s division of marketing and communication illustrates A&M’s 

approach to philanthropy: “ Texas Aggies have never been timid about showing their 

love for their school, and many drive the message home in a literal way—by using a 

personalized license plate.  In the process, they’ve raised millions of dollars from 

hundreds of Aggie scholarships” (Texas A&M University, 2007a, p. 1). 
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 The University of Houston and the University of North Texas distributed fewer 

messages about philanthropy than did UT Austin and Texas A&M; however, the press 

releases were similar regarding the kind of information conveyed.  A University of 

Houston news release carried the following headline:  “Along with its 80th Birthday, UH 

Celebrating a Record Fund-Raising Year.”  Another headline read: “ExxonMobil 

Commits $325,000 As Matching Gift to the University of Houston—Latest Grant Brings 

Total of Contributions to UH System to $13.6 Million.”  The University of North Texas 

distributed a release in August of 2006 announcing that the Hoblitzelle Foundation 

awarded the university $100,000 to refurbish and equip the Bill J. Priest Center for 

Community College Education, which prepares leaders and teachers for careers in 

community colleges (University of North Texas, 2006a).  

 Similar to the news releases announcing gifts and other philanthropic bequests 

made to the universities, the four institutions distributed relatively few releases related to 

institutional prestige; however, those that were distributed carried powerful messages 

about the value and reputation of each university.  Examples include an August, 2007 

press release noting that the current editions of “America’s Best Colleges” by U.S. News 

and World Report magazine and the Princeton Review’s annual “The Best 366 Colleges” 

guide recognized the University of Texas at Austin as one of the best values in higher 

education (University of Texas at Austin, 2007c).  Texas A&M announced in a 2007 

news release that Washington Monthly ranked A&M as its top-ranked institution which 

its editors said focused on “tangible contributions made to the public interest.”   

The release noted: 

In the magazine’s announcement of its new rankings, the editors say they rate 
individual schools on such factors as the degree to which they encourage students 
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to serve in ROTC programs, the Peace Corps and other service programs, along 
with their emphasis on research that drives economic growth.  “While other 
guides ask, ‘What can colleges do for you?’  The Washington Monthly asks, what 
are colleges doing for the country?’,” its editors say (Texas A&M University, 
2007b). 

 
 The University of Houston and the University of North Texas disseminated 

similar press releases with headlines like those carried by a UH release that read: “Quest 

For Excellence:  UH Teacher Prep Program Among Best In Nation”; “Quest Program 

Recognized by National Teacher Association” or by UNT that stated “UNT Child 

Development Lab wins North Central Texas Workforce Award.” 

 The four research-oriented universities distributed press releases highlighting 

messages in a number of categories common to all of the institutions as noted in the 

examples above.  The universities also shared four categories where no press releases 

were distributed: attaining top tier-status, recruiting and retaining faculty, meeting the 

State’s Closing the Gaps goals, and appealing for State support.  

 The Figure 4.5 taxonomy also shows the categories where there were differences 

in the messages the various universities distributed in press releases.  The University of 

Houston distributed press releases on workforce training and development as well as 

economic development but UT Austin, Texas A&M and UNT did not.  Texas A&M, UH 

and UNT disseminated news releases about student leadership but the University of 

Texas at Austin did not. Furthermore, Texas A&M was the only university that did not 

disseminate news releases that focused on access and diversity.  Combined, UT Austin, 

UH and UNT sent out few releases related to diversity and much of the news focused on 

items like UNT’s October 2007 news release that had the following headline: “African 

American DFW alumni hold reception supporting Equity and Diversity Legacy 
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Scholarship” or an April of 2007 press release that advertised the application deadline for 

the University of North Texas Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender and Ally Scholarship 

in Honor of Mary Finley and Dan Emenheiser, which was available to new, transfer, or 

continuing undergraduate students at UNT.  UT Austin’s news included the fact that 

President Bill Powers Jr. had created a new division of diversity and community 

engagement and the fact that a sculptor was named to create a statue of Cesar Chavez.  

The University of Houston featured a sole release in this category under the headline 

“Social Justice Meets Interfaith Understanding with UH, IID Partnership.”  The release 

noted how the Institute of Interfaith Dialog donated $990,000 to UH over a three-year 

period to endow a professorship, provide scholarships and fund a conference for high 

school students promoting peace and social justice. 

 Other categories where messages referring to public good were distributed by 

some universities but not others include development/fundraising as well as alumni 

recognition and achievement—only the University of Houston had press releases on 

development/fundraising but did not have news releases on alumni recognition and 

achievement.  All of the universities distributed press releases illustrating alumni who 

donated significant amounts of money to the university with the exception of the 

University of North Texas. 

 The press releases carried a number of messages common to all of the universities 

and as Figure 4.5 illustrates, there were many instances where no press releases were 

distributed highlighting categories that serve as references or markers for the public good.  

Perhaps more importantly, the universities distributed a significant number of 

other/miscellaneous releases, most of which positioned a faculty member as a potential 



 104  

expert to the media on a given subject or topic.  Releases of this type did not 

communicate or refer to the public good in any way.  The universities also distributed a 

significant number of releases over the two-year period of the study that simply were 

announcements of faculty or staff promotions or other information about events or 

activities happening on campus that carried no meaning associated with the public good.   

Public Relations Strategies 

 Although the analysis of the mission and vision statements, strategic plans, 

legislative appropriations requests, presidential speeches, and press releases provided 

insight into what messages that the University of Texas at Austin, Texas A&M 

University, the University of Houston and the University of North Texas communicated 

regarding the intersection between institutional activities, benefits and needs and the 

public good, understanding the intent and strategies behind the messages can only be 

achieved by answering RQ3, What formal communication strategies and activities, if any, 

are public research-oriented universities using to demonstrate that they are benefitting 

society through their teaching, research and public service activities? 

 By emphasizing teaching, research, and public service, RQ3’s purpose was to 

provide insight into university strategies for communicating the public good without 

explicitly asking about this important concept.   The vice presidents of public relations 

were interviewed, and each executive was asked the same set of questions to ascertain 

their communication philosophy, their communication strategies, and whether those 

strategies include disseminating messages that promote the university as a vehicle for 

serving the public good. (Please see Appendix A for specific questions.) Every university 

had a communication and public relations strategy unique to its institutional objectives 
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and goals; however, there were similarities among these strategies as well as some 

marked differences. 

 An important similarity between the four universities was that the vice presidents 

of public relations indicated they served as members of their respective university’s 

presidential executive management team and, as such played, an important role in 

providing advice and counsel on a range of opportunities, challenges and issues 

confronting their universities.  Additional similarities and differences were noted in how 

the public relations operation at each university was structured. 

 How the university’s public relations office was structured had a great deal to do 

with the institution’s approach to its public relations and communications strategy.  To 

begin with, Don Hale, vice president of public affairs at the University of Texas at 

Austin, indicated that his office mirrored the structure of a public relations agency.   

Hale said: 

 We don’t have a news and information function per se.  People do press 
 relations in the course of doing all of the public relations functions we ask  them 
 to do, so it is one component of their jobs.  We look for people who can do media 
 relations and other public relations functions, publications, web work, all those 
 kinds of things that are part of the field.  I say we are like an agency in that we 
 have a small central group—most of our people are deployed in the colleges and 
 schools so you might think of those people as account executives at an agency.  
 They are out there serving a client, so for example our person in engineering will 
 interact with the Dean, the faculty in  that college; she is actually housed in the 
 college—she has a dual reporting relationship between our group and the 
 engineering Dean…right now we have a person deployed in every one of  the 
 colleges and schools of the university. 
 
 Unlike UT Austin, Texas A&M’s division of marketing and communication was 

structured along the lines of a news and information bureau.  Jason Cook, vice president 

of marketing and communications, spoke to this issue during his interview for this study.  

Cook indicated that under the Texas A&M System: 
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  “We have the universities, the Health Science Center and then we have the 
 seven state extension agencies and the extension services use the public 
 relations office of the university to disseminate their press releases.  A lot of 
 the extension work relates back to the land-grant mission of the university, but 
 we have a very interesting organizational structure in that extension is a 
 completely separate entity at our university.” 
 
 While Mr. Cook indicated that Texas A&M operated like a news and information 

bureau, he also noted that the university was going through a number of administrative 

and organizational changes, including in the division of marketing and communications, 

as a result of the appointment of a new president, Dr. Elsie Murano, who was installed as 

president of Texas A&M by the Board of Regents in January 2008.  Indeed, Mr. Cook 

was promoted to his current position after Dr. Murano assumed the presidency and 

indicated that his office would be implementing a number of changes related to how the 

university tells its story. 

 The University of Houston’s public relations office was structured like UT 

Austin’s, that is, like a public relations agency.  Karen Clarke, associate vice president for 

university relations at UH, said: 

  “We are structured like a public relations agency.  We have individuals that 
 are clustered around specific priorities.  We have a marketing person, a writer 
 and a media relations person that are focused on different theme areas if you 
 will, that relate to our strategic priorities.  We have creative services, which 
 involves graphics, photography and video production, our web group, 
 marketing and outreach, media relations and internal communications”. 
 
 The University of North Texas offered a different model.  Deborah Leliaert, vice 

president of public relations, indicated that UNT’s public relations office was modeled 

more along the lines of an advertising agency given that it was attempting to attract 

students to its campus in contrast to the University of Texas at Austin, Texas A&M or the 

University of Houston which have larger student bodies. According to Leliaert: 
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 We have integrated for the university campus a large part of the public 
 relations and marketing activities.  We manage printing services, photo copy 
 centers, mail distribution and we operate our own marketing and institutional 
 branding operation.  For example, our office approves using the institution’s 
 graphic branding for advertising purposes and on apparel and promotional 
 items…Then we also oversee all the student recruitment materials for the 
 institution—all the undergraduate and freshman-centered publications, all the 
 transfer publications and all the graduate-level publications.  
 
Thus, two of the four research-oriented universities—UT Austin and the University of 

Houston—functioned like public relations agencies while Texas A&M University used 

the traditional news and information bureau model and the University of North Texas 

operated like an advertising agency.   

 The different public relations models utilized by the universities as described 

above showed similarities and differences with respect to their public relations and 

communication strategies. The public relations and communications strategies of the 

universities varied according to their institutional goals and objectives and the mission of 

each respective university.  Don Hale at the University of Texas at Austin said: 

  “one of the public relations priorities we have is to increase the number of 
 channels through which the university communicates—communicating via the 
 web, the publications the university produces and the material we distribute 
 via e-mail has allowed the president and our office to communicate to whole 
 new constituencies without these groups first having to read about the news or 
 activity in the newspaper.”  
  
According to Hale, his office emphasized direct communications from an internal and 

external perspective.  

 Texas A&M’s strategy was significantly different.  Jason Cook said, “We have 

got to communicate that Texas A&M is a world-class research institution.  The 

perception is, that A&M is a small rural college in the State of Texas and that we don’t 

get our due not only across the State of Texas, but nationally as well.”  Cook went on to 
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state that the university’s public relations and marketing strategy was two pronged: (1) to 

promote Texas A&M’s core values and (2) to promote the value of research and what it 

means to be a Tier 1 research institution.  Texas A&M’s strategy was similar to that 

being advanced by the University of Houston.   

 The University of Houston’s communications strategy according to Karen Clarke 

was “to develop and disseminate distinctive messages that articulate the distinct mission 

and purpose of the University of Houston and articulate its value to the region and the 

State and create a sense of preference and value about the university’s involvement in the 

region.  In other words, what we do has value.”  Clarke added that the university’s 

mission is to serve as the metropolitan flagship research university for the State of Texas.  

A metropolitan flagship university’s mission is very different from a university that is 

located in a relatively small city or town—including flagship universities located in small 

towns like the University of Florida in Gainesville—or other large universities in the 

State of Texas.  Clarke added:  

 As a metropolitan flagship university, the majority of our graduates stay right 
 here in Houston, therefore, addressing the workforce needs in this region is an 
 important part of our mission and our values.  So we communicate that we are 
 not just creating any student, we are creating students that are specifically  trained 
 and designed to step into energy and gas companies, which shows we understand 
 the workforce requirements and helps create a sense of community value for the 
 role we play here in this region that is different than just any type of university. 
 
 The University of North Texas’ strategy was similar to Texas A&M’s and the 

University of Houston’s in that the public relations department seeks to position the 

institution as a research university with its own characteristics.  The University of North 

Texas’ communications strategy said Deborah Leliaert “is to position UNT as a student-

centered public research university.”  Leliaert noted that UNT is known nationally and in 
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many cases worldwide for its College of Music, particularly in the area of jazz music.  

She also stated that the university is known for its School of Visual Arts, especially the 

communication design program. Because of its heritage as a Normal School, it has a large 

teacher education program and higher education administration graduate degree program 

as well as a large College of Business Administration.  Leliaert added: 

 We are lesser known for the sciences, for engineering, for technology.  So  what 
 we are in the process of doing right now is engaging people in the belief change 
 model; you start the communication from the place of what they know about us 
 and then move them to we are also these things and here’s who we  are becoming.  
 As an emerging research university, it’s incumbent upon our department to 
 illustrate for people, from a place that’s believable about us, what is happening 
 here in terms of research and how it is student-centered. 
  

 The University of Texas at Austin’s communications strategy was designed to 

control its messages by communicating directly with its constituents through an expanded 

number of channels.  Texas A&M aimed to better position itself as a Tier 1 research 

university and shed the image that it is a small university located in a rural setting and the 

University of Houston’s strategy was to communicate that it is a leading metropolitan 

research university serving the needs of its community, region and the State of Texas.  

The University of North Texas’ communication objective was to position the institution 

as a student-centered research university.  All of the universities, with the exception of 

UT Austin, sought to communicate what makes them different in their respective 

categories as research institutions. 

 In addition to ascertaining what the communication strategies werefor the four 

research universities, the interviews with the vice presidents revealed the messages these 

institutions were attempting to articulate in support of those strategies as well as the 

audiences the universities sought to reach with the messages. 
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 Don Hale at the University of Texas at Austin stated that their brand message was 

“What Starts Here Changes the World.”  Hale indicated that what UT Austin is trying to 

do with that brand is convey the worldwide impact UT Austin has.  “We are trying to go 

beyond the borders of Texas and say, this institution is really important to Texas, but is 

also an institution that has national scope and worldwide scope and we are looking for 

those stories that help us convey that idea,” said Hale.  The other concept the University 

of Texas was trying to convey was that the City of Austin is a very special place.  “When 

you think about those other ‘big publics,’ our peer institutions around the country, they 

are not in really cool places, so I think the idea of us being a central player in a creative 

community is another part of our strategy— that we are trying to convey the value of the 

university,” he added. 

 Texas A&M’s Cook said that the fundamental message is the importance for the 

State of Texas to invest in institutions that focus on research as opposed to undergraduate 

education and Closing the Gaps, which is where the focus currently is.  According to 

Cook, a communications strategy with messages focused on research will translate to the 

hiring of more super star faculty and securing the facilities and equipment to support such 

faculty. 

 Karen Clarke, at the University of Houston, stressed that the overall message they 

sought to communicate to every audience in some way, shape, or form is that UH is the 

metropolitan flagship research university for the State of Texas and that student success 

is at the core of everything they do and that the university is designed to support and fuel 

the economy of Houston.     
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 The University of North Texas launched a major advertising campaign in August 

of 2008 aimed at most of the traditional media and their target audiences, including 

business and opinion leaders as well as alumni who comprise the university’s major 

donor base.  During the course of the interview, Deborah Leliaert indicated UNT was in 

the process of conducting market research to determine what messages they should use in 

the campaign and as a result of this effort, she was not willing to discuss the messages the 

university may use as a part of the new campaign.  Leliaert indicated that UNT’s last 

president thought it was acceptable for every department on campus to promote its own 

brand, a philosophy that was changing with the new president.  The new focus was on 

developing a single brand that delivers the same message but can be used across campus 

whether in recruiting or in publications being distributed by the various schools and 

colleges. 

 As illustrated above, each university had a public relations and communications 

strategy that supports its distinct mission and vision.  Whether promoting the fact they are 

an institution with a worldwide impact like UT Austin or a Tier 1institution like Texas 

A&M or a student-centered research institution like the University of North Texas or the 

leading metropolitan research university in the United States as the University of Houston 

claims, they all had similar audiences for these messages. However, the perspectives on 

the audiences varied in some cases by public relations executive. 

 Don Hale, vice president of public affairs at the University of Texas at Austin 

summed up his philosophy about target audiences and communication with the general 

public as follows: 

 First of all, we don’t think of the public as the general public, in other words, 
 there is no general public.  There is no big mass out there that relates to the 
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 university in one way.  So we are really looking at target audiences to convey 
 information to…We are most interested in what people can do for the 
 university more than what they feel about the university.  So what we tell our 
 folks is we want to try to create a way in which people can behave on behalf 
 of the institution.  So if you look at that long list of publics related to the 
 university, we have a pecking order or people we care about.  You might think 
 that donors and prospective donors are right at the top and you would be right 
 because we are going to be able to solicit behavior from them that will have 
 an impact on the success of the institution. 
 
  Hale added that the legislature is a key constituent of the university because it has 

a direct impact on the resources the university receives through state appropriations. He 

also indicated that UT Austin seeks to communicate with the general public in a broad 

sense by promoting “What Starts Here Changes the World” and by illustrating the impact 

of the institution’s research, the quality of education being provided and the variety of 

community outreach initiatives sponsored by the university. 

 Karen Clarke at the University of Houston had a similar perspective on audiences.  

Clarke also spoke about the differences between media relations—distributing 

information about the University without the intent to change opinions about something 

or to get individuals to act in a certain way—and marketing, where there is a specific 

intention to communicate in a way that will get someone to behave in a particular way 

like donating to the university or joining the alumni association.  Media relations is 

considered to be principally concerned with providing key publics with information while 

marketing aspects of public relations focus on techniques that persuade and influence 

behavior.   

 Deborah Leliaert at the University of North Texas cited the same audiences as 

targets of information about UNT as the other vice presidents of public relations with a 

notable exception.  Leliaert indicated that a key audience for their messages was the 
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higher education community—presidents, provosts, research vice presidents, institutional 

research directors, admissions directors, graduate school deans as well as deans of other 

colleges and universities nationwide—because the higher education community does not 

know much about UNT.  She acknowledged that making the university better known 

throughout the academic community is not achieved by communication alone; it also 

happens through faculty participation in conferences and by the research and publishing 

the faculty produces. 

 All four vice presidents indicated that the key audiences for their universities are 

donors, prospective donors, the legislature, alumni as well as community, business and 

opinion leaders and the internal audiences on their respective campuses—students, 

faculty and staff.  The vice presidents also shared similar viewpoints about the tools their 

offices use to disseminate messages to these audiences. 

 While the standard press release was used at all of the universities to 

communicate information about news, events and activities happening at their respective 

institutions, the vice presidents stressed that the press release was just one of the tools 

used in a sophisticated communications campaign.  Don Hale at the University of Texas 

at Austin indicated they still use the standard press release; however, he noted that e-mail 

allows his office to distribute press releases and other types of information more 

efficiently.  Hale also said that if he knows a particular reporter will be interested in a 

specific type of story, he will simply send the reporter a “pitch letter” which outlines the 

story idea on one page.  “We also drive people to our web site.  I tell our alums, if you 

want to keep up with what is going on at the university, just make our homepage your 

homepage,” said Hale. Greater emphasis was also placed on one-on-one communication.  



 114  

Hale said, “we make press contacts face-to-face and send people to Washington, D.C. 

and New York to visit the Washington Post and New York Times so that our staff can 

develop direct connections with these national reporters.” 

 Texas A&M’s Jason Cook described the legislature as being the primary audience 

for the university and former students as the secondary audience. One-on-one 

communication was the vehicle most used to communicate with legislators. With regard 

to former students, such traditional communication methods are alumni magazines aimed 

toward philanthropic objectives were used.  Karen Clarke at the University of Houston 

and Deborah Leliaert at the University of North Texas indicated they use the same 

communication tools and vehicles as those described by the vice presidents at UT Austin 

and Texas A&M.  Personal one-on-one communication, e-mail and electronic newsletters 

as well as newspaper and billboard advertising were all mentioned in addition to the 

distribution of news and press releases as ways to communicate with their institutions 

various constituents.   

Summary 

 This chapter analyzed the different messages communicated through 

mission/vision statements, strategic plans, Legislative Appropriations Requests, 

presidential speeches as well as press releases and found a consistent focus on teaching, 

research and public service activities that represent the public good.  Beyond these three 

areas, references to the public good varied across universities.  For example, the 

University of Texas at Austin and the University of Houston emphasized basic and 

applied research in their press releases while Texas A&M, UH and UNT emphasized 

student leadership.  
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UT Austin, Texas A&M and UNT emphasized their efforts to elevate their faculty in 

their Legislative Appropriations Requests in contrast to UNT which cited its goals of 

meeting the State of Texas’ Closing the Gaps goals.  Interviews with the vice presidents 

of public relations found that while there was consistency among them regarding the 

public good benefits of teaching, research and public service there were differences in the 

philosophies and strategies for developing and disseminating messages that 

communicated the benefits of the university.  There were more similarities than 

differences in how the public relations vice presidents viewed the external constituents 

who were the recipients of their various messages.  Donors, legislators, alumni, the 

media, and business and opinion leaders were viewed as key constituents. 
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Chapter 5 
 

Results: External Perspectives 
 

Introduction 
 

Although universities use various public relations strategies to develop and 

disseminate messages through mission and vision statements, strategic plans, legislative 

appropriations requests, presidential speeches, and press releases, it is unclear if the 

messages that emphasize public good benefits are received as communicated.  By 

answering RQ4, How do two key constituents—the press and state legislators—perceive 

the university messages describing their activities, benefits and institutional needs?, the 

present chapter will provide insight into the effectiveness of university messages and 

public relations strategies in shaping how the University of Texas at Austin, Texas A&M 

University, the University of Houston and the University of North Texas are perceived by 

the press and state legislators.   

The press and state legislators are two key constituents with distinct 

responsibilities on behalf of the public.  The press, for purposes of this study, is defined 

as higher education reporters representing three metropolitan daily newspapers and the 

senior executive editor of a monthly magazine, which together articulate to the public the 

news and issues of importance relative to higher education in the State of Texas.  The 

legislators—two members of the Texas House of Representatives and two members of 

the Texas State Senate—represent the public with respect to passing laws, making public 

policy affecting higher education and deciding how public funds are appropriated for 

higher education. 
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The Media’s Perceptions 

 The perceptions of the media were obtained through interviews with higher 

education reporters who were asked 17 identical questions concerning their coverage, the 

audiences they write for, their use of the communication messages disseminated by UT 

Austin, Texas A&M, UH and UNT, and their perceptions of these higher education 

institutions.  Although the questions asked did not explicitly refer to the public good, the 

questions were designed to prompt responses about how universities emphasize public 

good benefits in their messages. (For specific wording of questions, please see Appendix 

B).   

 The media representatives included Ralph K.M. Haurwitz, the higher education 

reporter for the Austin American-Statesman (Statesman), the major daily newspaper 

serving the city of Austin, the capital city of the State of Texas with a daily circulation of 

173,527 and Sunday circulation of 215, 984 at the time of this study (Editor and 

Publisher Yearbook, 2008).  Paul Burka was the senior executive editor at Texas 

Monthly, a monthly magazine published in Austin that chronicled life in contemporary 

Texas with a focus on politics, the environment, industry and education.  At the time of 

this study Texas Monthly had a paid circulation of 300,000 and was read by more 

2,500,000 people monthly, most of whom are educated, married, between the ages 30-55, 

affluent and reside in urban areas of the state (Handbook of Texas Online, 2008c).  

Matthew Tresauge served as the higher education reporter at the Houston Chronicle 

(Chronicle), the ninth-largest newspaper in circulation in the United States with a daily 

circulation of 494,131 and a Sunday circulation of 632,797 at the time of this study 

(Handbook of Texas Online, 2008b).   Holly Hacker held the same position at the Dallas 
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Morning News (Morning News), the major daily newspaper that served the Dallas area 

with approximately a half-million subscribers at the time of this study (Handbook of 

Texas Online, 2008a). 

Press Coverage of Higher Education 

 The higher education reporters noted that they covered the university located in 

their respective cities as well as the two flagship universities—the University of Texas at 

Austin and Texas A&M—because of their significance in the State and the fact that those 

institutions attract students statewide.  Ralph Haurwitz of the Austin American-Statesman 

indicated that he primarily covered UT Austin and the University of Texas System, the 

Higher Education Coordinating Board, Texas State University in San Marcos, Austin 

Community College as well as other institutions located in far West Texas or North 

Texas depending on the relevant issues being reported.  Paul Burka at Texas Monthly said 

he primarily covered the University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M.  Burka said, “I 

have written many stories about A&M because they are the most interesting in terms of 

their mission and in terms of the historical issues that they have had with rising from a 

military school to a strong academic institution.” 

 Matthew Tresauge indicated that at the Houston Chronicle higher education is a 

statewide beat, and as such, a great deal of attention was paid to the University of 

Houston, UT Austin, Texas A&M and the University of Texas El Paso because so many 

students from the Houston area attend those universities.  Similarly, Holly Hacker at the 

Dallas Morning News noted that she covered the local institutions more than others; i.e. 

the University of North Texas, UT Dallas, Southern Methodist University, community 

colleges, Texas Woman’s University as well as UT Austin, the UT System and the Texas 
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A&M System.  Hacker said she covered the University of Houston primarily when she 

wrote a story with statewide significance but did not cover Texas A&M University. 

Higher Education Reporters’ Use of Universities’ Press Releases 

 While the higher education reporters pointed out that they covered the two 

flagship universities and institutions in their local areas, greater emphasis was given to 

the coverage of issues.  Despite the fact that the reporters focused on issues, the 

institutions, distributed press releases in an effort to inform them about research projects, 

new faculty and staff appointments, the announcement of major grants, development 

plans, goals for improving their stature as well as a schedule of events—conferences, 

artistic and cultural events—happening on the institutions’ respective campuses.  The 

higher education reporters indicated that press releases informing them about the type of 

news mentioned above were provided to them on a regular basis, however, they did not 

use this material to write articles.  Ralph Haurwitz at the Austin American-Statesman 

said, that he did not typically use press release material, but there were exceptions: 

 Press releases are always welcome, but they typically do not result in an 
 immediate story simply because there are so many of them and they tend to be 
 focused on what in the trade sometimes we call turn of the screw 
 developments—an appointment, a re-organization of a department, a grant, 
 things of that nature, which while of interest are not page one material.  I use a 
 lot of those things in my blog; I have a blog online…and I’ll use them in the 
 newspapers’s weekly higher education briefs. 
 
Haurwitz went on to add: 
  
 Press releases are definitely helpful.  I would not pour cold water on the 
 impulse that universities have to tell us about their work because you never 
 know.  There have been press releases where some people might look at them 
 as almost a throw-away item, but I saw something in there that was 
 fascinating to me that made a good story.  For example, I did a piece maybe  a 
 year or so ago on UT Austin’s research portfolio, looking very broadly at all 
 different kinds of research they do and some of it you get press releases or 
 announcements about almost on a daily basis—the big grants and projects in 
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 engineering and biomedical sciences.  I mean you don’t have to be a rocket 
 scientist to know that stuff is an important part of the research portfolio.  But 
 there are many other things that go on that wouldn’t come to my attention 
 ordinarily because they often don’t write press releases or hold a news 
 conference about it, I guess in part because it’s not perceived as sexy or there 
 is not  as much money involved in it.   
 
Haurwitz went on to describe a press release UT Austin distributed about a German 

professor who was interviewing people in the Hill Country who speak a dialect of 

German that is rapidly fading.  Haurwitz said:  

 I thought this was a fascinating aspect of UT’s research portfolio that I didn’t 
 know about and figured lots of people didn’t know about.  I actually spent a 
 day tagging along with him when he interviewed a woman who grew up 
 speaking this dialect of German in the Hill Country to gather her impressions 
 of it and her impressions of life and he (the professor) is working on a kind of 
 archive of these sorts of interviews as it could be within some period of time 
 there won’t be anybody left speaking this dialect.  
 
  
Haurwitz concluded by saying, “I don’t turn down any information; I want to see it all 

even though I might not necessarily write a story about it all.”   

 Matthew Tresauge at the Houston Chronicle and Holly Hacker at the Dallas 

Morning News had similar views as those expressed by Haurwitz on their use of press 

releases distributed by the universities they cover.   Holly Hacker indicated that she used 

press releases distributed by the universities about 10% of the time and it must be news 

that will appeal to the newspapers’ larger readership.  Examples of such releases cited by 

Hacker included: 

 When Texas A&M as part of their Aggie Hotline put out as one of their stories the 
 fact that they have this building on campus where when you die, you can pay all 
 of this money and you can have your pet stay in this house…I don’t know if you 
 heard about this, it’s weird and kind of crazy…their agriculture or vet people 
 sent out this release about this house on campus where your beloved 
 whatever…your beloved horse can go live at this house or compound at A&M 
 and it’s basically a donor thing.  You give money for them to take care of your 
 pets when you’re gone.  Now the thing is, I didn’t do this story, I still want to, but 
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 I know AP (Associated Press) picked up on it and I am like, damn, that’s a great 
 story… 
 
 Hacker also used as an example a press release that resulted in a story describing 

how the Texas Historical Association was moving from the University of Texas at Austin 

to the University of North Texas.  “We wrote about that because UNT is getting this 

prestigious historical organization and it wasn’t really a long story but it was a story they 

told us about,” said Hacker.   

 Paul Burka at Texas Monthly said that he did not use material from press releases 

at all.  Burka indicated that he did not get press releases from UT Austin or A&M; he 

mentioned that he received e-mails from the UT System’s Chancellor and the UT 

Austin’s President. Burka said,  

 There is a huge difference between A&M and UT.  A&M desperately wants 
 people to take notice of them because they are out of the limelight; UT doesn’t 
 care, if they’re noticed.  They (UT) don’t do press releases.  I don’t get them 
 and I probably would not write about what they would be sending me releases 
 about.  I don’t care if A&M gets a big grant from George Mitchell…I am 
 interested in issues. 
 
 Burka added that when he was doing a story, the university did not communicate 

with him, he communicated with the university.  “Generally, I know enough people, that 

whatever their public relations strategy is, I am making an end run around that if I can 

help it and go directly to people that I know…contacts that I’ve built up over the years to 

find out what is really going on.” 

 It should be noted that all of the higher education reporters writing for daily 

newspapers pointed out that while they generally did not use press releases to develop 

stories that did not necessarily mean that someone else at the newspaper was not using 

that material for a story.  For example, Matt Tresuage at the Chronicle said that he did 
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not write a lot of stories related to specific research; however, other reporters on the 

newspaper did and they may use the press releases that the universities’ public relations 

departments distributed in the development of those stories.  

Press Coverage of Higher Education Issues and Trends   

 As mentioned above, the higher education reporters stated that rather than 

covering a specific university exclusively, they focused on issues from a broad 

perspective.  Given the size and reach of the University of Texas at Austin and Texas 

A&M, as Texas’ two public Tier 1 universities, they were generally covered by all of the 

higher education reporters as well as the UT and A&M System offices and the local 

institutions in the reporters’ communities.  For example, Matthew Tresauge at the 

Houston Chronicle said that he covered UT Austin and A&M because of the reasons 

listed above as well as the fact that a lot of students from Houston attend those 

institutions, and he covered UH because it is the local institution. Tresauge added that “I 

am not that familiar with the University of North Texas; I mean, it’s a very regional 

institution that does not draw students from this area, so while I say it’s a statewide beat 

(higher education), there are some institutions in the State that do a better job, like Texas 

Tech or UT San Antonio of attracting students from Harris County and the surrounding 

areas.”  Conversely, Holly Hacker at the Dallas Morning News said she did not get much 

information from the University of Houston’s public relations department other than 

occasional press releases mentioning professors who have received awards or research 

grants.  Thus, the two “high” research institutions—UH and UNT were generally viewed 

by higher education reporters as being regional universities despite their Carnegie 

research designation. 
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 Again, higher education reporters stated that their coverage was not driven by 

geography but was based on what they determined to be the salient issues related to 

higher education.  All of the reporters agreed that the issues meriting coverage on a 

regular basis included stories on college affordability and accessibility as well as tuition 

costs and tuition deregulation. 

 Matthew Tresauge of the Houston Chronicle said:  

  When you are talking about accessibility  at A&M, you are talking a lot about 
 how they are doing in their minority recruitment because they have a history 
 of being pretty poor in that area.  At UH, you really look closely at their rising 
 costs because they have had more of a blue-collar commuter student body; you 
 look at the effects cost have on students going there. 
 
 Holly Hacker of the Dallas Morning News noted that she followed the Top Ten 

Percent issue very closely because State Senator Royce West is from Dallas and he is a 

big proponent of the Top Ten Percent Rule as it affects many high school students in 

North Texas.  Hacker added that she spent a considerable amount of time in Austin 

during the last legislative session writing about UNT’s plan for a public law school.  

According to Hacker everybody wrote long stories about UNT’s plans to establish a 

presence in downtown Dallas and she produced articles about how a significant number 

of students are relying more heavily on private loans which carry higher interest rates to 

finance their educations. 

 Paula Burka at Texas monthly indicated that while he covered higher education, 

he primarily wrote about Texas politics, which gives his comments a political 

perspective.  Burka said: 

 Most of the time, I am interested in what are the issues on the campus and I 
 don’t mean whether they should divest in companies doing business in Darfur 
 or whatever the cause of the day is.  What I mean by that is at A&M all issues 
 come back to change and the resistance to change in the Aggie community.  
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 That for A&M to get better and to become the kind of university the state  needs 
 it to become, it is going to have to change.  A&M has been around since 1876 and 
 it resists change.  It resists the idea that academics are more important than the 
 Aggie experience….The great fight over Bonfire coming back to the campus, it is 
 really a fight over…the essence of the Aggie spirit for the people who liked 
 it…People go to A&M to become Aggies.  They don’t come necessarily to 
 become engineers, they are there to become Aggies and they take engineering.   
 
 Burka added that he is interested in knowing whether A&M can adjust.  Are the 

opinions of Aggies changing to be more compatible with improved academics?  “It’s a 

fight, but I think the answer is yes,” he said.  Conversely, Burka indicated that with the 

University of Texas at Austin, he was looking to see if the university is getting better 

academically.  “UT in my opinion has always been a self-satisfied university.  They 

always think they are better than they are. So the question is to what extent does the 

current UT administration recognize that and what are they doing about it?”  Burka added 

that he cared more about how the issues he covers affect the students who come to UT.  

Has tuition deregulation hurt the number of Hispanics, African Americans or rural kids 

who attend the university?  Has it hurt the number of middle-class students attending the 

university?  Burka noted that Texas Monthly has been very concerned about tuition 

deregulation and the Top Ten Percent Rule and whether these policies are causing UT 

Austin to become an elitist institution, and have these policies, when taken together, 

changed the nature of UT? 

 Paul Burka said that he typically did not write about the University of Houston or 

the University of North Texas.  He did, however, write a piece about UH related to its 

attempt to expand its reach northwest of Houston, an area that has been designated as 

Prairie View A&M University’s territory by the Higher Education Coordinating Board, 

but UH wanted to buy some land in the area outside Beltway 8 to offer classes in 
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Optometry.  Burka said that when he thinks of the University of Houston, his reference 

was his days as a student at Rice. Burka said: 

 People looked down on their (U of H’s) academics; I really think that U of H 
 needs to be part of the University of Texas System.  I think U of H is a step 
 child right now and to realize its academic potential, it needs to be part of the 
 UT System.  I also think Texas Southern should probably be rolled into U of 
 H and become part of that system…So I think UH does not have the same  kind of 
 powerhouse Board of Regents that other schools do; they don’t have statewide 
 clout and yet they are in one of the five biggest cities in the country.  I really think 
 that U of H does have an image problem inside Houston and out in terms of 
 academic prowess. I think UH ought to be the third flagship after Texas and 
 A&M because of its metropolitan location. 
 
 Similarly, Burka said that he knew very little about the University of North Texas.  

He acknowledged knowing that it has a strong music program; however, he commented 

that even though UNT is located much closer to an airport and a metropolitan area than 

Texas A&M, it is still isolated.  “So, I don’t think UNT or UH have established 

themselves as major academic institutions.  The only one that comes close to it is the 

University of Texas at Dallas and it markets itself as a nerd school.” 

 The issues higher education reporters wrote about regarding public 4-year higher 

education institutions were macro in perspective and most often focused on policy and 

funding issues considered by the Legislature from one biennieum to the next.  Higher 

education reporters agreed that in addition to the issues mentioned above, legislators will 

debate in the next legislative session whether the State of Texas should create more Tier 

1 flagship institutions.  Ralph Haurwitz of the Austin American-Statesman noted that 

many people reference the State of California because its higher education system seems 

to be organized in a sensible way.  At the first level they have community colleges, then 

the California State System, which offers bachelors and masters degrees, and then the 

University of California System at the top of the pyramid whose institutions have 
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comprehensive programs that offer bachelors, masters, doctoral and professional degrees.  

More importantly, the University of California at Berkeley, UCLA, UC San Diego and 

UC Davis are considered among the top public research universities in the United States.  

Haurwitz added: 

 Texas is a large state and only has two public flagships, A&M and Texas and 
 a third one, Rice, which is private, and many people feel that Texas needs more 
 flagships because it would be good academically and economically.  Flagships by  
 definition are robust research enterprises, spin-off a lot of money, carry a lot of 
 prestige as well and so there seems to be pretty wide agreement among people in 
 higher education and among policy makers that there should be more 
 flagships…However, I don’t see much consensus on how to proceed—how to lift 
 one or more campus to flagship status. 
 
 Burka of Texas Monthly expressed views similar to those held by Haurwitz 

regarding the State’s need for more flagship institutions and indicated that it was an issue 

he would be following closely during the next legislative session.  Holly Hacker of the 

Dallas Morning News had this to say: 

 UNT like everybody else wants to be Tier 1.  That’s actually one of the stories 
 I am going to write.  No one even knows what Tier 1 means—does it mean 
 what the University of Florida publishes about the top-ranked universities?  Is 
 it what U.S. News and World Report says is a top-ranked research institution, 
 is it NSC?  Everybody says they want to be the next Tier 1 University…UNT, 
 UH, UT San Antonio, UT Dallas, UT Arlington, Tech…and the Coordinating 
 Board is supposed to make these decisions, but what happens a lot of the time is 
 that if a lawmaker really wants something, that’s what drives the decision.  
 
 The higher education reporters indicated that writing about the pros and cons 

concerning whether the State of Texas should create more Tier 1 universities was an 

example of the type of issue-related articles that warrant coverage in their publications. 

These journalists indicated that as a general practice they did not write news articles 

based on information provided them in press releases distributed by the universities’ 

public relations departments; however, the “very high” research universities—the 
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University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M University—received statewide media 

attention as a result of their Tier 1 public research status, while the University of Houston 

and the University of North Texas, both of which are “high” research institutions, were 

viewed as regional universities with limited influence from a statewide perspective.   

Other Source Material Used by Higher Education Reporters 

 Despite not using information provided in press releases, higher education 

reporters did request information and documents from the institutions or they filed 

Freedom of Information requests in those instances where they were requesting material 

that the institutions might not willingly provide.  Examples of the kind of information the 

higher education reporters asked for from the universities, or obtained when developing 

stories, included Legislative Appropriations Requests, enrollment and admissions figures 

and statistics, presidential speeches, information posted on the university web sites, 

budget summaries as well as information provided by professors when the reporters were 

working on a story where expertise was helpful.   

 Holly Hacker of the Dallas Morning News said that she looked at the Legislative 

Appropriations Requests because there was helpful information there.  “The budget tells 

you what a university’s priorities are and I also look at the Legislative Budget Board 

material as the universities have to spell out what their goals are and how they are going 

to spend the funds…sort of the whole accountability thing.”   

 Ralph Haurwitz of the Austin American-Statesman made a similar observation 

saying: 

  I actually have the state budget downloaded on my laptop because you find 
 out interesting stuff there.  That’s how I realized that A&M was going to get a 
 Medical School in Round Rock because there were two sentences in the Special 
 Items passed by the legislature last year that gave $9 million to A&M for a 
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 medical campus in Round Rock.  That was the first I or probably most people had 
 heard that there was even going to be a medical campus of A&M in Round 
 Rock.  So you can find some gems there. 
 
 Matthew Tresauge at the Chronicle indicated that he too uses Legislative 

Appropriations Requests for story ideas.  Paul Burka said that he did not use Legislative 

Appropriations Requests, but that maybe he should.  Burka indicated that he generally 

looked at Legislative Budget Board material. Besides getting information from the 

universities, all of the higher education reporters said they obtained material from other 

sources like the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, statements of financial 

activity based on the universities’ tax exempt status as well as information and material 

from other state agencies. 

 Higher education reporters noted that they obtained information from the 

universities, the Legislative Budget Board, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 

Board as well as other state agencies in the development of stories related to access, the 

Top Ten Percent Rule, tuition deregulation, financial aid, whether the State should have 

more Tier 1 institutions.  This information was used to cover these issues during 

legislative sessions as well.  The reporters indicated that their role as journalists is to 

inform the general public about these issues.  Ralph Haurwitz of the Austin American-

Statesman said his paper is a mainstream daily newspaper, with a broad general audience 

and because they are based in Austin, there is considerable interest in higher education 

generally and the University of Texas in particular along with legislative and political 

issues.  Holly Hacker of the Dallas Morning News said, “I am writing for the taxpayers, I 

am writing for the students, I am writing for the parents…I think of us as writing for the 

people who…like professors…have a stake in higher education.”  The Houston 
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Chronicle’s higher education reporter, Matthew Tresauge, like Haurwitz said he wrote 

for the general public, but unlike Hacker was not writing stories for the faculty or the 

legislature or students. 

The Audiences of Higher Education Reporters 

 Paul Burka of Texas Monthly said that his audience is college educated and that 

the magazine reaches the professional class in Texas regardless of ethnicity.  “I think we 

have a huge penetration of the professional class actually.  Seventeen percent of our 

audience is Hispanic; we must reach every Hispanic professional in the state.”  Burka 

added:  

 There is another segment of people who live outside the big cities who are  true 
 Texans and are disconnected from the rest of the State and Texas Monthly  is a 
 unifying factor for them.  We live in a State that was once a nation; that is in a 
 sense our constituency, the nation, and we play to that.  I mean if there weren’t a 
 Texas stereotype, we couldn’t exist.” 
 
 The Austin American-Statesman and the Houston Chronicle higher education 

reporters said they wrote for general audiences and Holly Hacker of the Dallas Morning 

News saw her role as writing for those individuals who have a stake in higher education.  

Unlike the daily newspapers, Paul Burka writes for a monthly magazine whose readers 

are highly educated and professional.  The higher education reporters noted that while the 

readership of their publications is the general public, with the exception of Texas 

Monthly, they were aware of the fact that business and opinion leaders and the 

constituents of the universities are among those following news related to public higher 

education in Texas. 

 All of the higher education reporters indicated that the core constituents of the 

four public research universities include students, parents—because they are paying the 
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bills or part of the bills—alumni, donors, the legislature, the media, local and industry 

business leaders who hire the graduates of these institutions and the broader public.  Paul 

Burka said this about UT Austin and A&M: 

 A&M and Texas are statewide universities…I think in general, a huge number 
 of Texans grow up with UT and A&M allegiances even if their kids don’t go 
 there, even if they never went there, so I would say there is a general 
 constituency of the entire state for the two flagships…What the A&M 
 community is concerned about more than anything else is change.  That the 
 alums want nothing more than for the university to be like it was when they 
 were there…because they love the school…they totally adore it. And UT people, 
 they love UT but, they recognize that change is going to occur….So A&M is a 
 school where its alumni are an extremely important constituency and they are a 
 difficult constituency because they are anti-change and they are in particular anti 
 things that will change the nature of A&M as a conservative military school.  So 
 when Vision 20/20 was introduced, one of the goals was to build up the Liberal 
 Arts, there was a huge uproar from the alums. 
 
 The higher education reporters cited the same constituents as key stakeholders in 

the affairs of the university and noted that the legislature, in particular, is a key 

constituent given the fact that legislators are responsible for developing higher education 

policy and appropriating funds to the state’s public universities.  All of the reporters 

indicated that a considerable amount of their time was spent covering the legislature 

during a legislative session.  In Texas, the legislature convenes the first Tuesday of 

January every other year in the odd-numbered years for 140 days.  According to the 

higher education reporters at the Austin American-Statesman, the Houston Chronicle and 

Texas Monthly, the universities spend a considerable amount of time during the 

legislative session justifying why they need the funds they have requested and 

articulating how those funds will benefit the State of Texas. 

 Ralph Haurwitz of the Austin American-Statesman indicated that while he was 

more familiar with the University of Texas at Austin and UT System, he was aware that 
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all of the universities distributed reports touting the economic influence their institutions 

have on the local, regional and in some cases, the state’s economy as one measure of their 

contribution to the State of Texas.  Although Haurwitz did not explicitly use the term 

public good, his reference to how the universities’ benefit the state’s economy illustrates 

this idea.  He said:  

 They try to analyze what the spin-off effect is of their research enterprise and 
 it’s considerable.  And they also will highlight their contributions to society in 
 broader ways.  For example, UT Austin as you know has some wonderful 
 cultural institutions—the Blanton Museum of Art, the Harry Ransom Center, 
 with all of its collections of everything from the Issac Beshevis Singer’s 
 typewriter—and the museum is a place anybody can go.  My wife is an 
 elementary school teacher and they recently took her class to visit the 
 museum.  So I think these institutions see themselves as trying to fill a very 
 broad role, it’s not just educating students, it’s research, it’s community 
 enlightenment, public service and all of that. 
 
Public Good Benefits of Universities 
 
 Paul Burka agreed with Haurwitz’s view that the public research universities seek 

to illustrate their worth by illustrating that they are economic engines for the state; 

however, Burka did not feel that such efforts resonate positively with legislators.  “They 

are constantly bombarding the Legislature with information about their contributions to 

the State in economic terms.  I go to these hearings and I listen to what they have to say 

and they are quite often greeted with hostility.”  Burka added that most of his job is 

covering the Legislature from a political perspective, and in his opinion, the next big 

issue that university administrators and legislators will be debating is access versus 

quality.  Burka said:   

 Where do we put our money?  Do we put it in the entry-level institutions or on 
 the border?—issues like that…There are many first-generation college 
 students, so there is the question of access…The legislators who come here, 
 they care more about their institutions back home than they do about UT or 
 A&M, and they see their institutions as economic development engines for their 
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 areas.   These institutions bring in higher salaried people; they don’t bring in a lot 
 of research dollars these entry-level universities, but they still see them as  good 
 for economic development, growth in buildings, more local business opportunity, 
 so on and so on. They want more money for these institutions for academic 
 development as well, but quality doesn’t much matter to them.  They want jobs 
 for their people…They see these universities as not only offering more education 
 for their students but also for the money that can be  spent in the community. So I 
 would say access versus quality is the ongoing thing. 
 

Summary of Higher Education Reporters’ Views 
 
 Although the higher education reporters did not use the term public good, the 

issues that they covered were representative of the public good.  These issues included 

higher education finance, policies affecting access to the State’s public universities, the 

Top Ten Percent Rule, financial aid and whether the State should create and fund 

additional Tier 1 universities.  All of the reporters covered the two flagship institutions, 

the University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M, as well as the regional institutions 

located within their sphere of influence.  The press releases that were distributed by UT 

Austin, Texas A&M, UH and UNT were rarely used as the basis for stories by these 

writers; however, the reporters said that their colleagues, other reporters at the daily 

newspapers covering different beats—technology, research, science, etc.—might use 

these releases in the stories they develop.  The audiences for these writers were the 

general public with the exception of Paul Burka at Texas Monthly whose magazine caters 

to a highly educated professional reader.  Additionally, these writers covered the 

legislature extensively when it was in session because legislators occupy an interesting 

intersection between academia, politics, money, appropriations, legislative policies and 

gubernatorial relations. 
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The Legislative Point of View 

Background on the Legislature and the Legislators 

 One of the key stakeholders that public universities in general and public research 

universities in particular communicate with—perhaps the key stakeholders that university 

administrators communicate with—are state legislators.  Comprised of 150 State 

Representatives and 31 State Senators, the legislature enacts laws and sets policy on 

health and human services, law enforcement, economic development, culture and 

tourism, public education, and public higher education, among other things. To 

understand how the universities are perceived externally RQ4 asked:  How do two key 

constituents—the press and state legislators—perceive the university messages describing 

their activities, benefits and institutional needs?  The perceptions of higher education 

reporters were described above; the following examines how state legislators view the 

University of Texas at Austin, Texas A&M University, the University of Houston and the 

University of North Texas. 

 The perceptions of legislators toward the four public research institutions included 

in this study are represented by the views of four key legislators—two members of the 

State House of Representatives and two members of the State Senate—who were 

members of higher education committees in their respective chambers of government at 

the time of this study.  Representative Fred Brown represented District 14 (Bryan, Texas) 

and in business served as President of BCS New Car Dealers Association and Port Cities 

Ford.  During the 80th Legislative Session, he served as Chairman of the Education 

Oversight and Budget Committee of the House Committee on Higher Education (Project 

Vote Smart, 2008).  Representative Donna Howard is a former critical care nurse and 
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public health professional who is recognized as an expert on public education.  She 

represented District 48 and was a member of the House Committee on Higher Education 

(Texas House of Representatives, 2008). 

 The Texas State Senators that participated in this study included Senator Royce 

and Senator Judith Zaffirini.  Senator West was the managing partner of West & 

Associates L.L.P. a Dallas-based law firm and represented District 23 during the 80th 

legislative session and served on the Senate Subcommittee for Higher Education.  Key 

initiatives during his legislative career have included authoring legislation that 

established the University of North Texas at Dallas and (Texas Legislature Online, 2008).   

 Senator Judith Zaffirini represented District 21 that comprises Laredo and Bexar 

County.  Senator Zaffirini operated Zaffirini Communications and was a communications 

specialist providing a range of professional communication consulting services.  In 2007 

Lt. Gov. David Dewhurst re-appointed Senator Zaffirini as Chair of the Senate Higher 

Education Subcommittee (Texas Legislature Online, 2008).  As with the journalists 

interviewed, the legislators identified above, were asked identical questions that would 

offer insight into their perceptions of UT Austin, Texas A&M, UH and UNT and the 

benefits provided to the citizens of Texas.  Although public good was not explicitly 

mentioned in the questions, the questions were designed to solicit the legislators’ 

perceptions regarding public benefits the universities provide and the relationship 

between these benefits and legislative funding.  (Please see Appendix C for specific 

questions). 

 While the focus of this study was on four public research universities—two 

classified as “very high” research institutions and two classified as “high” research  
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academies—the legislators did not view the four institutions from the vantage point of 

their Carnegie Classification.  From their perspective, Texas has two Tier 1 flagship 

research institutions, the University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M University; the 

University of Houston and UNT were seen through the same prism the journalists viewed 

them, as regional institutions and not research universities.  The legislators’ perspectives 

regarding the two flagship universities were driven, primarily, by how these institutions 

were funded.  Representative Fred Brown said, “I don’t mean to belittle the fact that they 

(UH and UNT) aren’t important because they certainly are, but they come under a 

different funding category than our two purely research institutions.  It costs more to fund 

a research institution that it does a non-research institution because of faculty 

requirements and the cost to operate the facility.”  Representative Donna Howard shared 

similar views: 

 “…The money is what drives it.  When the major research institutions are able 
 to attract researchers and faculty members that have the capability of doing 
 mass research projects that are very costly to do, they have the facilities—
 especially if it requires laboratories or connections with all the facilities that 
 we have here at UT Austin, which I know more about than A&M.” 
 
 Senator Royce West shared the viewpoints expressed by his colleagues from the 

House of Representatives and added, that in addition to the funding these institutions 

receive, “I don’t know if the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 

looks at this, but the amount of endowment these institutions have is important as well, 

but essentially I look at this as an issue of dollars.”  His counterpart, Senator Zaffirini, 

seemed to take exception to the notion that research universities are categorized 

differently from other institutions based solely on the fact that they focus on research 

without acknowledging the different missions of other universities. Senator Zaffirini who 
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was supportive of all different types of public higher education institutions, while 

recognizing the differences in funding said: 

 One must take great care when distinguishing among institutions based only 
 upon research activity, because this measure offers only a limited and 
 incomplete perspective.  Relative levels of activity do not capture the specific 
 missions of institutions, nor how well institutions meet their proposed 
 missions.  They tell me only that institutions’ missions and respective plans of 
 action may differ.  Nuances, such as levels of funding, philosophies and 
 priorities, and regional contexts are other important considerations.  For 
 example, although one institution might rank lower in research activity, it also 
 might excel in its support of non-traditional students, partnering with 
 community colleges, preparation of practitioners, or research in highly 
 specific areas. 
  
 The legislators also had similar points of view when describing the mission of 

public research universities in Texas.  Rep. Fred Brown described these institutions as the 

number one asset we have in higher education, “Simply because of the research dollars 

that come back to the state of Texas, but also because of all the business and industry that 

come to Texas because of those research institutions.”  Sen. Zaffirini indicated that the 

new knowledge these institutions generate benefits industry in Texas as well as regional 

and state economies and the state’s citizens as well.  Senator West added: 

 …Number one, we want to make certain that we have a broad diverse policy 
 that allows students from all backgrounds to be taught at those (public 
 flagship research) institutions.  The mission of these institutions is to 
 provide research not only at the State level, but at the Federal and international 
 level as well. So from that vantage point, I would say a comprehensive 
 research institution should be one that has a broad diverse student body…[and is]
 engaged in academic excellence and research.” 
 
 Rep. Donna Howard indicated that more than anything, when she thought about 

the mission of public research universities in Texas, she thought about appropriations, 

based on the fact that research institutions require a certain investment in resources to 

carry out their mission.  



 137  

Representative Howard added: 

 And part of the problem that we have had in the State is that we haven’t been 
 clear about what the different universities are supposed to be doing and there 
 is a certain prestige associated with research institutes that have gotten some 
 legislators to push for that designation of the higher education institutions that 
 are in their areas and things like this should be more strategic than that.  What 
 really needs to be in place before something is labeled as a research institute?  
 What are the resources that are needed to support a research mission? 
 
 The legislators all agreed that the University of Texas at Austin, Texas A&M 

University, the University of Houston and the University of North Texas serve Texas on 

local, regional, statewide and national levels; however, there werea some nuances among 

the legislators concerning what the priorities are for these institutions.  For example, Rep. 

Brown seemed to view higher education issues through the prism of “economic 

development,” saying that with respect to UT Austin, A&M, UH and UNT, they all bring 

a tremendous amount of business and industry to their respective communities.  Brown 

added,  

 From a state standpoint, that’s vitally important to Texas because they want 
 Texas to grow, but on the other side, it’s just as important that we have a well- 
 educated workforce, because it wouldn’t matter how many research 
 institutions we had, if we didn’t have a well-educated workforce, then we’re 
 not going to keep industry or attract new industry. 
 
 Brown went on to discuss how he was selected by then Speaker of the House Tom 

Craddick to serve as Chairman of the new Science and Technology Committee for the 

81st legislative session.  He indicated that one of his goals was to have the Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board convene a meeting with all the captains of industry, 

including companies that produce wind and solar power as well as AT&T, Dell, 

Microsoft—anybody that has anything to do with high-tech—all the major high-tech 

players in Texas.  Brown said: 
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 We are calling all of them in and we are calling in all the presidents of all the 
 universities statewide—junior colleges, community colleges, four-year 
 institutions, flagships, it doesn’t matter…and we are going to have high-tech 
 tell us what their needs are for the next 10 years and higher education is going 
 to step up to the pump and we are going to make sure that we offer the course 
 work so that it matches what the needs are for high-tech.” 
 
Representative Howard shared a point of view similar to that articulated by Rep Brown, 

saying, the main purpose of any university, regardless of whether it is research-oriented 

or not, is to prepare citizens for the workforce and for being productive citizens.  Rep. 

Howard added:  

 Right now 90% of all new jobs coming into the market require some kind of 
 post-secondary education, whether it’s community college or beyond.  So part 
 of the mission and purpose of any of the higher education institutions right 
 now is to prepare the 21st century workforce.  In terms of the research 
 institutes, those are particular drivers for economic prosperity and development of 
 our area and beyond and help us with being competitive in a global economy. 
 
 The State Senators agreed with their colleagues.  Sen. Zaffirini noted that all of 

the institutions which were the subject of this study “lead via innovation, scholarship, and 

outreach.”  She added: 

 Some contributions are tangible, such as advancements in wind power testing 
 led by UH and new steps in oral insulin pill development led by UT-Austin.  
 Other initiatives, such as those led by Texas A&M’s Nuclear Power Institute, 
 tackle the complex issue of workforce development in a comprehensive and 
 industry-specific way.  What’s more, UNT makes outstanding contributions to its 
 region via its work with community college transfers and non-traditional students.  
 Its College of Osteopathic Medicine is even a leader in helping to meet the 
 growing needs of rural communities  throughout Texas.  Each of the institutions 
 makes innumerable contributions to the State and nation, and a complete list 
 would fill volumes.  
 
 Senator Royce West remarked that these universities are serving Texas by 

providing members of the State’s congressional delegation with “white papers” on 

different subjects that are being considered in Congress, and business and industry 

leaders look to these institutions for expertise related to challenges they are confronting 
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in the business world.  He indicated that this happens on the local level as well—

especially with local government and noted that these institutions work hard to show 

legislators how they are economic catalysts within their geographical areas and the effect 

they have beyond their local geographical areas. 

 All of the legislators had a grasp of the respective missions and contributions of 

UT Austin, Texas A&M, UH and UNT and the differences between the flagship 

institutions—UT Austin and Texas A&M—and the regional institutions—UH and UNT.  

Regardless of the universities’ research designations, the legislators all indicated that the 

single message that these institutions communicate to the legislature is the constant need 

for more money.   

 Rep. Fred Brown said, “We can never give them enough money and it’s really 

aggravating, but that’s the message we get all the time.”  Sen. West responded in a 

similar fashion saying, “The need for money, that’s just a constant.  That’s always an 

issue that the State isn’t doing its part as it relates to funding the institutions; therefore, 

according to university representatives, they need the flexibility to continue to be able to 

balance the lack of resources with tuition increases.” 

 Representative Howard and Sen. Zaffirini had the same observations regarding 

the messages that are being communicated to them most by university administrators and 

representatives.  Rep. Howard said: 

 …The main thing being communicated to me is that we (the State) are not 
 keeping up.  The State support of higher education has gone up in raw dollars 
 but gone down in percentage and we are having a difficult time being 
 competitive in terms of attracting the kind of talent that these universities want 
 on their faculty as well as being able to provide the infrastructure to do the 
 research…That is definitely the type of thing that continually gets brought to 
 my attention.  The other thing that I mentioned initially that there is a desire to 
 have more of these (Tier 1 research) institutions in the State of Texas… 
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 The universal message being communicated by university administrators of the 

four public research universities to the legislature, according to Sen. West, was that they 

need more funding for retaining and hiring new faculty members, money for laboratories 

and equipment to support research, capital to cover operating costs like energy and the 

up-keep and maintenance of the physical plant, additional funding to off-set the lack of 

revenue from tuition, salaries for employees and staff as well as funding for financial aid.  

Senator Zaffirini shared Sen. West’s view as did Rep. Howard.  State Representative Fred 

Brown, however, did not feel that these universities do a very good job of articulating the 

rationale for why they need increases in funding beyond their common reflex to simply 

ask for more.  Rep. Brown said: 

 They (the universities) talk about all the money they bring in, which is factual; 
 they talk about all the money they bring into the State because of the research 
 that’s being done; I mean it is their number one selling point.  The aggravating 
 part is from the legislative side and keep in mind that I have been on Higher 
 Education (committees) for 10 years, so I’ve heard all of the excuses and the 
 most aggravating part is the fact that they all tout the numbers going in 
 (students)—oh we have 7,500 freshmen this term and have 42,000  students, 
 whatever the case may be.  What we don’t see are the number of graduates 
 and we need to get to the point where we are paying on graduating  seniors 
 rather than entering freshmen. 
 
 Brown added that he thinks the whole appropriations process for higher education 

does not work.  “It’s a horrible process.  I have served on appropriations for three terms 

and we know where everything is spent in every agency in every part of State 

government with the exception of higher education.  And higher education is like this big 

massive black hole that we just pour all this money down that nobody is accountable for.”  

Brown continued: 

 …When we go into special committee meetings dealing with higher education 
 and you can have ten different university presidents sitting down ready to answer 
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 questions and you ask all 10 of them the same question and you will get 10 
 completely different answers.  And it should be the same answer…We have to 
 change the rules on how we fund universities and this is going to happen in the 
 next session…because we are going to start paying on the number of students that 
 graduate—we are going to start rewarding universities where they need to be 
 rewarded and that is those graduating seniors. 
  
 The legislators indicated that university administrators articulate the same 

messages regarding their need for funding each legislative session, namely, that in 

exchange for increased appropriations, the State of Texas will benefit by having a better 

educated workforce and students that are better able to compete on a global basis.  The 

institutions also communicate that as a result of receiving increased funding from the 

legislature they will be able to conduct more research, stimulate more high-tech 

development and attract more companies to the State of Texas.  Representative Brown 

was fairly cynical about the process, saying that it is a rehash every biennium in terms of 

why the universities say they need and deserve more funding. 

 The legislators, with the exception of Rep. Donna Howard, indicated that 

university administrators representing the four public research universities could make a 

more compelling case for their need for increased funding in a number of ways.  Senator 

West indicated that administrators need to demonstrate that there is no bureaucratic waste 

and that they are using the funds they are allocated effectively.  Representative Fred 

Brown said the institutions need to show him how they are saving State money instead of 

always spending it.  Senator Zaffirini indicated that university administrators would be 

well advised to communicate regularly and professionally with members of the 

legislature and be knowledgeable about the legislative members with whom they work    

 Representative Donna Howard expressed a different point of view than her 

colleagues.  In her opinion, the universities did not need to do anymore than they are 
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currently doing because she firmly believed that the legislature needs to be putting more 

money into these institutions.   

Rep. Howard said: 

 We are asking people to get more students into the schools, to do more to retain 
 the students, to do more in terms of making sure that they are prepared for 
 whatever they didn’t get when they were in secondary education, to make  sure 
 that they graduate and that they graduate more quickly than they have before; to 
 educate a more diverse population.  We are asking more and more and more so in 
 that sense, it seems to me that the equation is not a fair one.  If we are asking 
 more and more and yet we are diminishing the amount of resources that we are 
 investing in it, to me that just doesn’t make sense. 
 
 The legislators acknowledged that the appropriations process for higher education 

needs to be reformed to better reflect the needs of the universities as well as recognize the 

pressing demands and needs of other areas of state government in need of funding.  The 

lawmakers also indicated they were aware that if the state government’s percentage of 

monetary support for higher education continues to decrease, that public higher education 

risks being privatized.  In response to this legislative challenge Senator West said: 

  I think it is a gradual sense of privatization and we have got to be very, very 
 cognizant of that fact as we recognize that those institutions (UT Austin, Texas 
 A&M, UH and UNT), have a public mission.  In part, university presidents are 
 saying that that concept is being driven by lack of funding by the legislature, 
 which tells us, the fact that they have been saying that year after year after year; 
 we have got to find another funding model for institutions of higher education. 
 
 Senator Zaffirini indicated that she recognizes many public universities rely upon 

private support, and believes these institutions should develop partnerships with the 

private sector; however, the notion of full privatization runs contrary to the core mission 

of public higher education.  “What’s more, privatization also is associated with increases 

in tuition and admissions policies that may screen out non-traditional students.  I maintain 
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that access to higher education is the right of all Texans and I am dedicated to expanding 

the numbers of those who benefit from this right,” she said. 

 Representative Fred Brown noted that up until the 80th legislative session, it was 

true that the percentage of state funding for higher education had been on a downward 

trend; however, he noted that the legislature increased funding for higher education 

dramatically from what it had appropriated in the two previous legislative sessions.  Rep. 

Brown felt that this trend will continue given that the State was projecting at least a $15 

billion surplus for the next biennium, and the legislature would remain committed to 

funding higher education at higher levels than in the past.   

 Representative Donna Howard commented that universities have long been 

heavily dependent on the private sector to help subsidize the costs associated with their 

operations; however, she indicated that the legislature has to be careful about allowing 

too much privatization at the expense of public accountability.  Rep. Howard said: 

 I think that we have seen with tuition deregulation a lot of concern expressed 
 on the part of constituents that with deregulation there has been less control of 
 rising tuition costs, which are the out-of-pocket expenses for the consumer 
 themselves and with a public university in particular, people want an 
 assurance—that because it’s public—that their tax dollars are actually 
 supporting these institutions to the extent that their tuition payments are 
 reasonable. 
  
Representative Howard added that she had reviewed data illustrating that even though the 

amount of funds universities received from the legislature over the last two legislative 

sessions was higher than in previous sessions, for many institutions, they were just 

getting back to funding levels in place prior to Governor Rick Perry’s mandated budget 

cuts that amounted to approximately 5% of their operating costs.    Representative 
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Howard also remarked that even though public institutions were acting more like private 

universities, that was not necessarily bad. She added: 

 To have any significant impact for a public higher education institution to be 
 more dependent on public funding would require such an infusion of dollars 
 that it would be beyond the capacity of most of us to envision….The thing 
 about Texas is, we are a very low tax-burden state, which is obviously a benefit in 
 terms of attracting business; where we don’t seem to see the balance sometimes I 
 think is that businesses come here also because of qualify of life and if you don’t 
 have the infrastructure in place that taxes provide for, then you eventually don’t 
 attract those businesses any longer.  So in other words, you have to balance 
 having as a low a tax rate as you can, while still providing services that most 
 people expect government to provide, including quality education, good roads, 
 health care accessibility, etc. 

 
Summary of Legislators’ Views 

 
 In summary, state legislators like the journalists recognized two flagship 

universities in the State of Texas—the University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M 

University—and while they recognized the contributions of the other institutions from a 

regional point of view, their focus on the flagships was driven by how funds are 

appropriated to those institutions.  The legislators agreed that all of the institutions which 

were the focus of this study contribute to the State of Texas through their research efforts, 

as drivers of the economy on the local and regional level, and in the case of the two 

flagship institutions, on statewide and national levels.  The universities are developing 

and graduating the workforce with the skills needed to compete in a global economy 

during the 21st century.   

 The institutions, according to the legislators, focused primarily on communicating 

their need for additional appropriations during the legislative session.  The rationale for 

the need for increased funding is tied to the universities’ goals of hiring and retaining 

more faculty, building more laboratories to support the research efforts of faculty and 



 145  

graduate students as well as being able to offer more financial aid to students with 

financial need.  Finally, the legislators commented on the fact that the higher education 

appropriations process needs reforming and that the State has to be careful of the trend 

toward increased privatization of public research universities through partnerships with 

the private sector which could result in the loss of public accountability of these 

institutions. 
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Chapter 6 
 

Summary, Discussion and Conclusions 

Introduction 

State appropriations for public universities, particularly public research 

universities, have declined as a percentage of total institution revenues consistently for 

nearly three decades.  Evidence supporting this assertion includes the fact that since the 

late 1970s, the percentage of state-appropriated funding allocated by state legislatures to 

public higher education has declined by one-third (Ehrenberg & Rizzo, 2004; Ikenberry, 

2005; Rizzo, 2004).  A number of proposals have been made by a variety of 

professionals, including economists, public policy experts and leaders within the higher 

education community concerning how to solve what many predict will be an ongoing 

problem—how to operate public research-oriented universities to benefit the public good 

in an environment of diminished funding from state governments.  In the State of Texas, 

some policy makers suggest that the solution lies in adopting a state income tax, which 

would release some of the pressure state legislators face in dividing revenue from 

property and sales taxes as well as fees among a variety of funding priorities, including 

healthcare, public safety, and K-12 educational needs. 

The erosion of legislative funding for higher education has been attributed to 

many factors.  One assumption is the notion that legislative support for higher education 

is waning because public colleges and universities—particularly public research-oriented 

institutions—are not adequately communicating, to critics and supporters alike, their 

historical and contemporary role of providing public benefits to their respective states and 

citizens.   
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This study sought to address this issue by examining the messages four public 

research-oriented universities—two Tier 1 or “very high” research universities (the 

University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M) and two “high” research activity 

institutions (the University of Houston and the University of North Texas)—disseminate 

through their mission and vision statements, strategic plans, legislative appropriations 

requests, presidential speeches and press releases.  Furthermore, interviews were 

conducted with the vice presidents of public relations at the four institutions mentioned 

above to determine the strategies associated with their respective communications plans. 

Messages Related to Public Good 

 Thematic content analysis (Aronson, 1994; Kracauer, 1952; Potter, 1996; 

Trochim, 2001) was used to answer RQ1 (What messages are universities communicating 

through their public relations functions regarding institutional activities, benefits and 

needs?) and RQ2 (Is the public good being addressed, in any way, in the messages public 

universities are disseminating, and if so, how is the public good described?).  By 

analyzing mission and vision statements, Legislative Appropriations Requests, 

presidential speeches, and press releases produced and disseminated by the public 

relations offices of the University of Texas at Austin, Texas A&M University, the 

University of Houston, and the University of North Texas, 24 recurring themes that 

described institutional activities, benefits, and needs were identified.    

 The messages consistently disseminated by these public research-oriented 

universities, regardless of the medium, were that their core purposes are teaching, 

research and public service.  This finding is consistent with (Goldin & Katz, 1999), who 

asserted that modern universities were public enterprises that stressed both teaching and 
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research and were committed to solving the social and economic problems of society.  

These core concepts, which equate to serving the public good, were consistently 

mentioned in mission and or vision statements, strategic plans, legislative appropriations 

requests, and presidential speeches produced by the institutions in this study.   

Beyond communicating about teaching, research, and public service was 

the importance of providing access to students from all walks of life and diversifying 

their collective student bodies, faculty and staff.  Messages related to diversity were 

primarily mentioned in mission and vision statements, strategic plans, legislative 

appropriations requests and presidential speeches but were generally absent from press 

releases. Other messages consistently communicated in the data sources reviewed, with 

the exception of news releases disseminated by the institutions, included the need for the 

four research-oriented universities to retain and recruit faculty, the roles they play in the 

economic development of their respective communities—on a regional as well as 

statewide level, and the need for continued philanthropic support from alumni, 

foundations, corporations and the legislature. 

The 800 randomly selected press releases that were reviewed and analyzed out of 

the nearly 5,000 news releases distributed by these four universities during the two-year 

period of this study—2006 and 2007—focused on what these institutions’ top 

administrators and  public relations representatives considered newsworthy events and 

activities.  Basic research appeared as a theme in the press releases of all four universities 

and applied research appeared as well at the University of Texas at Austin and the 

University of Houston.  Press releases with messages about public service activities at the 

four research-oriented institutions roughly equaled the number of news releases that 
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focused on their research efforts during the period of this study.  In this category, the 

University of Houston produced the most press releases followed by Texas A&M, the 

University of North Texas and the University of Texas at Austin respectively.  Teaching 

was also a message consistently promulgated by all four universities.   

Other messages and themes commonly described in news releases from all four 

institutions included information about the arts, entertainment and cultural events, 

philanthropy, faculty achievement, student achievement, public lectures and conferences, 

student career enhancement and institutional prestige.  None of the universities 

distributed press releases incorporating messages related to attaining top-tier status, 

recruiting and retaining faculty, meeting the State’s “Closing the Gaps” goals or 

increasing financial support from the state legislature.  Moreover, none of the institutions 

disseminated press releases with explicit references to higher education as a public good 

or conveyed the value of higher education in social, cultural or economic terms to the 

public. 

Strategies 

 In-depth/elite interviews were used to interview public relations vice presidents in 

order to answer RQ3 (What formal communication strategies and activities, if any, are 

public research-oriented universities using to demonstrate that they are benefitting society 

through their teaching, research and public service activities?).  The University of Texas 

at Austin, Texas A&M University, the University of Houston and the University of North 

Texas all had public relations and communications strategies supporting their distinct 

missions and visions.   
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All of the institutions employed, to one degree or another, the four public 

relations models described by Grunig and Grunig (1992) that represent how public 

relations is practiced.  According to Grunig and Grunig, the four models included: the 

press agent model, where the public relations practitioner emphasizes generating 

favorable media coverage; the public information model where the goal of the public 

relations professional is to disseminate objective information to the mass media through 

press releases, background material newsletters, brochures and direct mail pieces.  Per 

Grunig and Grunig, these two models are one-way (from the organization to the 

environment) and do not use research or strategic planning in the public relations process.  

The third model uses research to develop messages that likely will persuade intended 

audiences. This model was identified by the authors as the two-way asymmetrical model.  

The fourth model—the two-way symmetrical model—uses research and a variety of 

communication techniques to communicate with strategic publics or constituents. 

 As a result of the in-depth interviews with the vice presidents of public relations 

at each of the four research-oriented universities, a number of significant conclusions 

were drawn.   Regarding how the universities organize their public relations operations, 

The University of Texas at Austin and the University of Houston structured their offices 

like public relations agencies.  UT Austin and UH have a number of public relations 

personnel who perform a variety of public relations functions, from media relations, to 

the production of print publications—newsletters, magazines,—web and internet 

services, brand management, and personal communication efforts. Many of the functions 

the public relations vice presidents indicated their offices perform were listed in the study 

conducted by Vithakamontri (1991) and were in agreement with the presidents of the 
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colleges and universities surveyed regarding their perceptions of the roles, purpose and 

characteristics for successful public relations executives and their staffs. 

  All of the vice presidents indicated that they were considered key members of 

their respective presidents’ executive staff and that their roles were considered a 

management function. The view that public relations is a key management function is in 

accord with Cutlip, Center and Broom’s (1985) notion that public relations is a 

management function whose primary role is to identify, establish and maintain mutually 

beneficial relationships with key constituents critical to the success or failure of an 

organization. While two of the institutions—UT Austin and UH—have similar operations 

and functions, UNT described its structure as mirroring an advertising agency. After 

careful analysis and review, many of the functions and services UNT’s public relations 

office provided for the university were found to be similar to those performed by the 

University of Texas at Austin and the University of Houston.  Texas A&M’s division of 

marketing and communication operate as a traditional news and information bureau, 

although, the new vice president of the division indicated that the structure of the office 

was to be reorganized to fit the goals and objectives of the institution’s new president and 

her administration.  The analysis of how the various institutions’ public relations 

operations were organized affirmed Grunig’s  (1992) assertion that public relations is a 

broad term and that scholars and practitioners differ in how they define and describe.   

 The vice presidents of public relations at the University of Texas at Austin and the 

University of Houston indicated that while media relations—the distribution of press 

releases and the development and maintenance of relationships with the media—is a 

fundamental public relations function, it is by no means the only important function in 
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university public relations.  The two vice presidents commented on the fact that media 

relations is differentiated from marketing and other public relations techniques which are 

purposeful.  The objective of some public relations techniques and marketing in general 

is to change opinions or to influence individuals to act in certain ways.  The concept of 

public relations as practiced in corporate, government and university arenas is referred to 

as being purposeful activities designed to set the public’s agenda (McCombs and Shaw, 

1972).  The focus of these two public relations offices was communicating directly with 

key constituents, donors, potential donors, legislators, business and industry leaders, 

students and parents, as well as faculty and staff which were similar to the constituents 

identified in a study conducted by Kotler and Fox (1985).  In this regard, all of these 

research-oriented institutions use various features of the four public relations models 

described by Grunig and Grunig (1992). 

 Each university featured a core strategic message that served as an umbrella under 

which other communication messages fell.  For UT Austin that message was “What 

Starts Here Changes the World.”  The vice president of public affairs at UT Austin said 

that the objective of that brand was to showcase the fact that the University of Texas at 

Austin has a national and international scope that goes well beyond the borders of the 

State of Texas.  Texas A&M’s vice president of marketing and communications noted 

that the university’s principal message was that the state should concentrate on, and 

invest in research, rather than the current focus on undergraduate education and “Closing 

the Gaps,” a State of Texas initiative to reduce achievement level differences between 

disadvantaged and minority students in comparison to majority students, graduate more 

students from community colleges, four-year institutions, graduate and professional 
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schools, and increase the number of students who obtain certificates and certification in 

specialty fields.   The initiative also calls for fostering academic excellence by increasing 

the number of nationally ranked programs at universities as well as generating more 

federally funded research dollars.   

 For the University of Houston, the core message was that UH is the metropolitan 

flagship research university for the State of Texas, that student success is at the core of 

everything they do, and that the university is designed to support and stimulate the 

economy of Houston.  The University of North Texas was in the process of developing a 

new communications strategy, with a new brand and new messages that could be used 

both internally across campus and externally among key constituents; however, its core 

message in its existing strategic plan was that it was a recognized student-centered public 

research university.  

 All four of the research-oriented universities used a variety of public relations 

strategies and communication techniques to communicate with their most important 

constituents: donors, potential donors and legislators.  As noted by Grunig and Repper 

(1992), strategically planned public relations programs are designed to build relationships 

with an organization’s most important stakeholders.  While the abovementioned 

constituents were considered the most important audiences from the universities’ 

perspective because of the financial resources they potentially can provide, other 

important audiences include alumni, business and industry leaders who hire the 

universities’ graduates, and the media.  It is important to note that the vice presidents of 

public relations did not view the general public as a key constituent.  In fact, the vice 

president of public affairs at the University of Texas at Austin noted that there is no such 
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thing as the “general public” to communicate with and that all of his institution’s efforts 

were concentrated on communicating with audiences or constituents that can do 

something on behalf of the university as opposed to an objective that seeks to engender 

positive feelings about the university.  

The Higher Education Reporters’ Perspective 

 The first part of RQ4 (How do two key constituents, the press and state 

legislators, perceive the university messages describing their activities, benefits and 

institutional needs?) was answered by interviewing higher education reporters who 

represented the Austin American-Statesman, the Houston Chronicle, the Dallas Morning 

News, and Texas Monthly.   The higher education reporters indicated that they wrote 

about “issues” rather than institutions per se.  The issues ranged from college 

affordability and accessibility, to tuition costs, to tuition deregulation, to the Top Ten 

Percent Admissions Law, financial aid, whether the state will create and fund more Tier 1 

flagship universities to the debate concerning the quality of education institutions are 

providing versus the quantity. 

 The reporters, with the exception of the Senior Executive Editor of Texas 

Monthly, received press releases from the public relations offices of the four institutions 

on a regular, if not daily, basis.  While they received and in many cases read this 

information, all of the journalists indicated that they did not use this material to develop 

stories, unless the news release informed them about something highly unusual or 

newsworthy.   

 Some of the journalists did indicate that material from news releases was 

published in the “higher education briefs or notes” section of their papers.  It is important 
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to note that while the higher education reporters did not use the material provided to them 

by universities, this fact did not mean that reporters covering other beats at the 

newspapers—science, technology, the environment—did not use the material to develop 

articles.  All of the journalists wrote for broad-based public audiences with the exception 

of the Senior Editor of Texas Monthly whose readers were more highly educated and 

professional.  This observation is important because although the higher education 

reporters write for general audiences, the vice presidents’ of public relations at the 

universities did not see the general public as a key stakeholder from the perspective of 

advancing their goals and objectives.  In addition to the issues higher education reporters 

focused on, they spent considerable time covering the legislature when it was in session. 

The Legislative Point of View 

 The Texas Legislature is a vital, if not the most vital, constituency for the four 

public research-oriented universities that were the focus of this study given that the 

institutions receive tax dollars appropriated by state lawmakers on behalf of the state’s 

citizens.  Legislators’ perspectives were ascertained by answering the second part of 

RQ4.  Like the journalists, the legislators recognized the State of Texas as having two 

flagship or Tier 1 research institutions, the University of Texas at Austin and Texas 

A&M University, whereas the University of Houston and the University of North Texas 

are viewed as regional institutions with unique missions.  Unlike the journalists, the 

legislators’ point of view about the two flagship research universities was determined by 

how these institutions are funded; it costs more to finance a research university than to 

subsidize a less research intensive institution.  While legislators acknowledged the need 

for funding higher education among a number of competing needs for state 
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appropriations, they insisted that the most salient message communicated by university 

presidents and other administrators involved in the legislative process was that their 

institutions need additional and on-going funding.  The rationale articulated by the 

universities collectively for increases in funding was that the money is needed for 

retaining and hiring faculty members, for laboratories and equipment to support research, 

to cover operating costs like energy as well as the up-keep and maintenance of physical 

plants, to off-set the lack of revenue from tuition, to subsidize salaries for employees and 

staff, and to provide funding for financial aid.  

 Consistent with the findings noted in the study conducted by the Institute for 

Higher Education Policy (1998) that classified the public and private benefits associated 

with attending college,  legislators agreed that one of the main purposes of the State’s 

public universities, whether they are research-oriented or not, is to prepare students for 

the workforce and for being productive citizens.  The universities embraced and 

supported this concept as well attempting to make the case to legislators that as a result of 

receiving increased funding, they will be able to conduct more research, which will 

stimulate more high-tech development and attract more business to the State of Texas.   

 In addition to serving as economic engines for their local communities, and in the 

case of the two flagship institutions, on a regional, statewide and national level as well, 

legislators acknowledged that these institutions provide what they termed valuable public 

service to the State of Texas.  This is in line with Steven Rosenstone’s (2003) proposition 

that while public universities trumpet their devotion to teaching, research and public 

service, these priorities are not reflected in the ways they have portrayed themselves to 

legislators, business and civic leaders, their alumni or the general public.  He observed 
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that universities are increasingly portraying themselves as vehicles for workforce 

development and economic development.   

 This study found that the universities were sending out many more messages 

related to their public good activities in their mission and vision statements, strategic 

plans and press releases; however, they did communicate with legislators via their 

Legislative Appropriations Requests in the language described by Rosenstone because 

university presidents and administrators understand that job creation, bringing business to 

the State and workforce development are what sell to legislators as opposed to asking for 

increased funding to do more basic research or to undertake other programs and 

initiatives without a defined State priority attached to it. 

 The legislators indicated that in addition to serving Texas by creating more jobs, 

preparing students for a global economic environment and serving as economic engines, 

the State’s public research universities are also serving Texas by providing members of 

the State’s congressional delegation with “white papers” on different subjects being 

considered in Congress. Furthermore, business and local government leaders look to 

these institutions for individuals with expertise related to the challenges they face. 

 One of the most critical issues mentioned by the higher education reporters and 

legislators was the debate among higher education officials, legislators, public policy 

experts, business leaders and media representatives concerning whether Texas should 

create more Tier 1 or flagship universities.  And if so, which institutions should receive 

that designation and receive the necessary funding to achieve that status.  There seems to 

be a consensus that the State needs more flagships because they are economic engines 

helping to bring more businesses and jobs to the State and more prestige and status to the 
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institution(s) and to the communities they are situated.  The difficulties associated with 

developing more Tier 1 institutions include the very high cost and the politics associated 

with selecting the institution(s).  The University of Houston has a stated goal of being in 

this category as does the University of North Texas. Other institutions no included in this 

study have such goals as well; who receives the designation may well depend on politics 

more than educational policy and planning. 

 Legislators acknowledged that perhaps the most crucial issue they must wrestle 

with is finding the appropriate balance between the percentage of state resources that 

should be devoted to supporting public higher education in general, and public research-

oriented universities in particular, versus the amount of private funding coming from 

private sources.  Striking the appropriate balance will help public research-oriented 

universities avoid the risk of relying increasingly on private funding, which would 

ultimately mean less public control and accountability and would affect a range of issues 

at UT Austin, Texas A&M, UH and UNT.   

 Such issues could include pricing all but the wealthiest students out of these 

institutions because of the need to derive more revenue from tuition and fees; an over 

reliance on applied research revenue could dampen academic freedom and increasingly 

place these institutions in potential conflicts of interest with the corporations funding 

their research, and ultimately, the goal of serving the public good could be at risk if these 

institutions were not free to teach, pursue basic research and engage in public service 

initiatives as a result of diminished public funding.  This observation was noted by 

Longanecker (2005), who described how public policy related to public research 

institutions has evolved from serving the public good to what he called balancing the 
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private purposes of universities in today’s economic and political environment.  Issues 

the four public research universities in this study will confront as a result of this delicate 

balancing act include concerns related to access, diversity, academic freedom and the 

balance between basic research, which is research motivated by the expansion of 

knowledge, the product of which belongs to the public as opposed to relying increasingly 

on applied research that, in many cases, is tied to industry and business needs.  A review 

of the data, particularly the 800 press releases distributed by the four universities, did not 

show the universities were communicating about their applied research more frequently 

than their basic research activities. In fact, the reverse was found to be true. Despite these 

findings, the vice presidents of public relations and the legislators were keenly aware of 

the privatization issue.      

Limitations of the Study and Recommendations for Future Research 

 One of the methodologies used in this study was thematic analysis, a type of 

qualitative content analysis that sought to determine if public research-oriented 

universities are distributing messages related to serving the public good, and if so, how 

they are describing public good.  In-depth/elite interviews were also used to determine 

the strategies employed to communicate how universities are benefitting society.  In-

depth/elite interviews were also used to determine how two key constituencies—the press 

and state legislators perceive the universities.  

 While these data sources provided a rich source of information about the 

messages the universities disseminate regarding the public good, the data cannot be 

generalized to all institutions in similarly defined institutional categories.  Future studies 

should shed more light on this subject by including more institutions.  For example, 
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studying flagship universities from several states that are considered peer institutions 

would provide useful comparisons regarding the resources they receive from their state 

legislatures and the public relations strategies and messages they use to communicate 

with the media, state legislators and other key stakeholders.    

 As it turns out, the Carnegie Classifications distinguishing between universities 

with “very high” and “high” research activity were artificial and had no apparent bearing 

on the perceptions of the journalists and legislators that participated in this study.  The 

Carnegie Classifications seemingly have more meaning for the institutions themselves.  

Many institutions seek to attain the highest Carnegie classification because it may mean 

more support from their state legislature, might result in more Federal funding for 

research and grants as well as more prestige, which could better position these 

universities to compete for leading scholars and graduate students.  It may also be more 

useful to compare institutions that focus on research with others that emphasize teaching 

the liberal arts. 

 Another limitation of the methodology used in this study was the fact that the 

researcher purposely did not ask the vice presidents of public relations, the higher 

education reporters or the state legislators, explicitly, how public research universities 

serve the public good.  Future researchers could add significantly to this area of study by 

surveying university presidents and asking them explicitly how their institutions serve the 

public good and comparing their responses to the public good examples identified in the 

messages in this study.  It would be revealing and informative to determine if the 

messages the universities are communicating match the presidents’ descriptions of how 

the chief executives perceive their institutions are serving the public good. 
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 A third methodological approach to addressing this topic could be to survey the 

general public regarding their opinions about public research universities and what they 

contribute to society in general and to their states in particular.  This would be an 

important addition to this area of research given that many academicians and public 

policy experts refer to the disconnect between the general public’s understanding about 

institutions of higher education and the fact that if public universities are going to garner 

more funding from their respective legislatures, they will need to build support for their 

cause among the general public.  One important finding of this study is that the vice 

presidents of public relations do not view the general public per se as a primary 

constituent and as a result do not emphasize strategic communication with this audience.  

A public opinion survey would provide facts and data about how taxpayers perceive their 

public universities, and in the case of Texas, might offer an indication of whether there is 

public support for increased funding for higher education. 

 A final recommendation regarding suggested future research methods includes 

conducting a quantitative content analysis to determine how frequently references to 

public good show up in news coverage about public research-oriented universities.  Such 

a study would illustrate how often, or how little, the public good is referenced in news 

coverage about public universities and would illustrate the types of activities at these 

universities that generate the most coverage by the media.  Moreover, such a study would 

not be limited to just newspapers, but could include local, network and cable television 

news shows as well as radio news programs. 

 An additional limitation of this study is that it focused on two external 

constituents.  While the media and legislators are very important to public universities, 
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the vice presidents of public relations indicated that their most important constituents in 

addition to legislators are donors and alumni who provide financial support to their 

respective institutions, and business leaders who often provide funding for applied 

research efforts and for scholarships, fellowships, professorships, endowed chairs and 

capital needs.  A study surveying these constituents could yield valuable information 

about the public relations strategies, tools and techniques universities use to persuade 

these individuals to provide funding for initiatives and programs.  More interestingly, 

such a survey could determine whether messages associated with these techniques are 

connected to serving the public good. 

Significance of the Study 

 The importance of this study is that it extends our knowledge about how public 

research universities communicate their role of serving the public good in society.  

Previous studies have looked at the concept of public good through public, private and 

economic lenses as it relates to the individual and society (Bowen, 1977; Institute for 

Higher Education Policy, 1998).  This study addressed public good as it relates to the 

public relations and communication strategies of four Texas public research-oriented 

universities, particularly the messages they communicate regarding how they benefit the 

citizens of the state.  The focus of the research centered on how these institutions 

communicated with two key constituent groups, in this case, higher education reporters 

and state legislators and the perceptions these individuals have about the institutions.  The 

data revealed that the universities allude to serving the public good consistently in their 

mission and vision statements, strategic plans, legislative appropriations requests, 

presidential speeches and press releases.  Public good was referenced in the context of 
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five broad themes related to the mission of the universities, their cultural and public 

outreach initiatives, honors and awards given for faculty and student leadership and 

achievement, philanthropy and financial resources and public good references related to 

the universities institutional goals and objectives. 

 Extending knowledge about the public good as it relates to public research 

universities is one important outcome of this study.  Another significant outcome is based 

on the insights provided by higher education reporters and legislators.  Such knowledge is 

useful to university presidents and public relations executives and can lead to changes in 

institutional public relations and communication strategies designed to yield more 

comprehensive press coverage and a better understanding from legislators about the 

institutional aspirations, challenges and needs of the four universities as articulated by 

president’s and administrators.  

  The University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M receive media coverage from 

all of the major daily newspapers in the state by virtue of their status as Texas’ two 

flagship universities.  However, knowing that the higher education reporters as standard 

practice do not develop stories based on the universities’ press releases, public relations 

executives and staff at the universities need to develop new and more innovative ways to 

express how teaching, research, public service and the other references for the public 

good benefit the citizens of Texas.   

 For example, instead of simply writing and distributing press releases about 

ground-breaking research, beat reporters should be routinely invited to campus to meet 

with professors, researchers, and graduate students involved insignificant projects as well 

as with the president of the university to provide the reporter with a more holistic view 
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about the research projects and how they affect the campus community as well as 

illustrate the societal benefits of the research.  This approach could be taken in science 

and engineering as well as social work and the arts.    

 Based on these findings, public relations representatives at universities may be 

better served by no longer distributing these types of press releases to higher education 

reporters unless specifically requested to do so. Instead pitch letters could be sent—as 

some public relations departments do—directly to reporters at newspapers and magazines 

who are most likely to cover the type of story being proposed.  Science and technology 

stories would be pitched directly to the science and technology reporter.  Higher 

education beat reporters, who indicated they cover issues like tuition increases, the Top 

Ten Percent Admissions Rule, financial aid, access and diversity would be invited to 

campus to meet with the president and other administrators about these and other issues.   

 It is recommended that public relations executives at public research-oriented 

universities, develop strategies that clearly and explicitly articulate how specific 

university policies is serve the public good. Tuition, financial aid or faculty salary 

policies are but a few examples.  The strategy would be to illustrate these stories with 

engaged students, faculty members or others being affected by the university’s policy. 

Formulating the story ideas in these terms, might result in more comprehensive coverage 

of these issues by higher education reporters. 

 While UT Austin and Texas A&M receive coverage because of their flagship 

status, the University of Houston and the University of North Texas receive only local or 

at best regional coverage.  Most higher education reporters know very little about these 

institutions. This means public relations staff at these institutions would be well-served 
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by inviting reporters to their campuses to become familiar with their presidents and other 

key administrators and to receive well-planned strategic briefings about the strengths of 

the institutions, their future plans and goals and the resources required to achieve them. 

 Perhaps the most significant finding of this study is about the perception of 

legislators of the two flagship public research-oriented institutions—UT Austin and 

Texas A&M in particular and public universities in general.  As mentioned earlier, the 

legislators interviewed in this study did not recognize the University of Houston or the 

University of North Texas as research institutions because they are not funded like 

flagship institutions.  Nonetheless, the presidents and administrators of these institutions, 

regardless of their research classification, are viewed by legislators as advocates for more 

and more state funding to sustain their current operations and to develop new programs 

and initiatives at their respective universities.   

 Based on the interviews with legislators for this study, presidents and public 

relations professionals at public research-oriented universities need to become more 

effective in communicating the outcomes of their institutions, whether it is the number of 

students who graduate each year, rather than the number who enroll, or innovative ways 

the institutions are serving the State in the areas of teaching, research and public service.  

Legislators want to see concrete ways in which these institutions are being good stewards 

of the state’s financial resources.  Communicating in these terms may well go a long way 

in persuading legislators to provide more funding for public higher education.  All public 

universities in Texas should coordinate efforts to educate both the public and legislators 

about what their combined efforts mean for the State of Texas in terms of producing 

graduates to serve in a host of leadership positions as well as various jobs in the public, 
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private and non-profit sectors of the economy.  Furthermore, this combined public 

relations campaign could illustrate innovative teaching, the collective contribution these 

institutions make in their communities and to the State in arts, entertainment and culture 

as well as the economic impact these universities have in terms of job creation as well as 

attracting new businesses and industry.   

Conclusion and Final Observations 

 A review and analysis of the four public research universities that were the focal 

point of this research revealed that these institutions do indeed disseminate a considerable 

amount of information with messages related to how they benefit society through 

teaching, research and public service.  These institutions also serve the public good by 

serving as economic engines on the local level, and in the case of the flagship or Tier 1 

institutions, on the state and national levels as well.  Moreover, these institutions produce 

graduates with the skill sets and training required by small businesses, corporations, local 

government, municipalities and non-profit organizations.   

 It is important to note, however, that few people read university mission and 

vision statements and strategic plans.  Members of certain internal groups do like 

university administrators, faculty and staff, and a very limited number of external groups 

do, like individuals who helped the institution craft these documents as a result of serving 

on a committee or an advisory board as requested by a university administrator.  Thus, 

the impact of the messages communicated in these documents is extremely limited in 

terms of the number of people they influence.  It is highly unlikely that key constituents 

of the university have read or even been exposed to these documents and the messages 

they contain. 
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 Legislative Appropriation Requests are read by their intended audiences—state 

legislators and their staff aides; however, these documents are written appeals for 

ongoing and increased support as public universities in the State of Texas and are 

required by the Governor’s Office of Planning and Budget and the Legislative Budget 

Board.  The stream of  press releases the universities produce and distribute on occasion 

result in positive news; however, the higher education reporters that receive them do not, 

as a standard practice, use them for the development of stories.  Given these 

considerations, what should public research universities do to communicate better the fact 

that they are serving the public good? 

 State legislators complained that the four public research-oriented universities 

which were the focus of this study, in fact all of the State’s public universities, 

continually communicate their ongoing financial need to sustain existing programs and 

their requests for funds for new initiatives.  Given this perception, public relations 

executives are not taking advantage of the opportunity to speak directly to legislators, one 

of their most important constituents, through their Legislative Appropriations Requests. 

They should begin using these documents to highlight how their institutions are serving 

the public good.  For example, the LAR should specify the number of graduates the 

universities produced in specific fields—business, law, nursing, the arts, and sciences and 

should quantify whether they are working in the public or private sector.  The University 

of North Texas provided graduation data in an abbreviated form in its LAR. However, 

this information should be expanded to provide an overview of all the universities’ 

colleges and schools.  Legislators should also be apprised of significant research efforts 

from the standpoint of how graduate students participated in the research as well as its 
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economic and societal benefits.  The LAR should also highlight the number of student 

volunteer hours to illustrate the influence the universities have on their local 

communities.  Finally, the Legislative Appropriations Request should show in compelling 

ways the public service programs and initiatives the universities are engaged in and how 

they affect the lives of the people of Texas.  It is recommended that the LAR have a 

comprehensive but brief overview of the universities serve the public good from a 

holistic perspective rather than just highlighting those programs and initiatives for which 

the institutions are seeking ongoing or new funding. 

 Public relations executives and their staff members should begin by monitoring 

news coverage about their institution in particular and higher education in general for its 

emphasis on the public good.  This is relevant given the news media’s ability to set the 

public’s agenda.  Going a step further, public relations executives should periodically, 

perhaps on a quarterly basis, conduct audits of the messages they produce to determine if 

they are indeed emphasizing the public good benefits of their institutions, the results of 

such audits could be used to develop public relations campaigns, programs and initiatives 

aimed at demonstrating the universities’ public good activities. Specific examples could 

include the following.  A consortium of Texas public universities with similar missions 

could coordinate their public relations and communication efforts to develop a joint 

campaign that focuses on the combined contributions of their teaching, research and 

public service efforts mean for the State of Texas.  Moreover, they could illustrate the 

number of jobs they create, the types of business and industry they attract to the State and 

the cultural and civic contributions these institutions make in the everyday lives of 

Texans.  This could be structured as an informational campaign, with the target audience 
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being the general public.  University presidents can be asked to write opinion pieces on 

the subject for their local newspapers; moreover, television and radio stations could be 

pitched stories that illustrate the benefits associated with public higher education in 

Texas.   

 Texas institutions could make a better connection with the people of Texas by 

having an academic presence at their athletic events.  During half-times at sporting 

events, fans could be asked questions related to how universities benefit the State, with 

winners receiving prizes for correct answers.  In addition, a consortium of public research 

universities could participate by designing an exhibit hall at the Texas State Fair as a way 

of illustrating how research impacts the lives of Texans. 

 Another vehicle that could be used to communicate to the general public about 

public universities’ contributions to the State of Texas and its citizens is the 60-second 

television spot shown during half-time of regional and nationally televised athletic events 

that currently highlight and illustrate the accomplishments of a specific institution.  All of 

the Texas universities that participate in Big 12 Conference athletic events—the 

University of Texas at Austin, Texas A&M and Texas Tech University—could use their 

cable and network commercial time to create and communicate messages that specifically 

demonstrate examples of public good and societal benefits as defined by this study.  

Similar programs could be developed for the University of Houston, and the University 

of North Texas, among others.  The point of this activity and other initiatives and 

programs that the universities’ public relations offices can create have to do with making 

the State’s public institutions more relevant to the lives of ordinary Texans, which will go 

a long-way toward establishing an abundance of goodwill for these universities. 



 170  

 Employees of the State, including public university employees, are prevented 

from lobbying the legislature; however, they can develop an informational campaign that 

informs the public about the “real” costs of providing public higher education in the State 

of Texas and the return on investment the State receives by investing in its public 

universities.  Building this goodwill now, and in the immediate future, will help 

universities ultimately build a case for why the State needs to provide a permanent new 

revenue stream that can support higher education, including designating and financing 

more flagship or Tier 1 research institutions. 
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Appendix A 

 
Interview Questions: Vice Presidents’ of Public Relations 

 
 The following questions were asked of Vice Presidents at the University of Texas 

at Austin, Texas A&M University, the University of Houston and the University of North 

Texas. 

1. Briefly describe how your office is structured.  Are you a traditional news and 

 information bureau or are you structured like a public relations department or 

 agency? 

2.   What is your annual operating budget? 

3.   Can you please describe your communications strategy? 

4.   What concepts and messages are you attempting to articulate and what 

 audiences are you communicating these messages to? 

5.   What tools do you use to disseminate your messages to these audiences? 

6.   How do you determine what is newsworthy as it relates to the university? 

7.   Do you change the institutional message based on the target audience you are 

 attempting to communicate with?  And if so, how do you do it? 

8.   Is it a strategy to take some of the information you have imbedded in your 

 Legislative Appropriations Request and make it a part of your 

 communications strategy? 

9.   Describe the evaluation mechanism you use to determine if your message(s) 

 is(are) resonating with the intended target audience(s)? 

10.   How is your President involved in the university’s public relations activities? 
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11.  Do you report directly to the president and does he/she, in your opinion, view 

 you as a critical member of the administrative team? 

12.   Is your office responsible for or involved in helping develop and coordinate 

 the university’s vision statement, mission statement and strategic plan?  If yes, 

 describe your involvement. 

13.   Does your office send out information related to how much your university 

 generates in research funding and what the university means from an 

 economic standpoint for the local, regional and state economy? 

14.   How often, over the course of the last two years have you communicated what 

 your graduates mean for the local, regional or state economy in terms of 

 workforce development? 

15.   What messages, if any, are you trying to communicate to the general public?  I 

 ask that question because the general public is ultimately who appropriates 

 tax dollars to State Universities and some would argue that there is a 

 disconnect between what these institutions say they exist for and what they 

 actually do.  Do you have any strategy to communicate to the general public 

 what your university means for the State of Texas? 
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Appendix B 

Interview questions: Higher education reporters 

 The following questions were asked in interviews with Higher education reporters 

representing the Austin American-Statesman, the Houston Chronicle, the Dallas Morning 

News and Texas Monthly. 

1. What institutions do you primarily cover as the higher education reporter at 

 your newspaper or publication? 

2.   Based on the information universities disseminate, what topics or issues do 

 they communicate most about to you? 

3.   Who do you consider the universities’ you cover key constituents to be? 

4.   Based on the information that the universities you cover provide you about 

 their activities, in your opinion, how do they want their constituents to perceive 

 them? 

5.  What are the characteristics of the audience you are writing for? 

6.   What topics and issues do university presidents, vice presidents of public 

 relations or public affairs and other university representatives generally want 

 to address when they participate in editorial board meetings? 

7.   When you are developing stories about the universities you cover, what type 

 of information do you request from them?  Please provide some specific 

 examples. 

 



 174  

8.   How much do you rely on press releases from institutions as sources for 

 potential stories?  What information or messages to you pay particular 

 attention to? 

9.   I know universities send out a lot of press releases, but are they helpful or not 

 in your opinion?  Please elaborate on why or why not. 

10.   What types of stories do you write about as it pertains to higher education in 

 general or institutions specifically? 

11.   In your opinion, do these universities attempt to articulate their contributions 

 to and what they mean for the State of Texas?  If yes, can you provide 

 concrete examples of how they do this? 

12.   How does your newspaper or publication determine what higher education 

 issues are most relevant to your readers? 

13.   How much coverage would you say, your paper devotes to teaching versus 

 research or public service activities at the institutions you cover.  Which of 

 these areas receives the most coverage and why? 

14.   How do you determine what issues to focus on during a legislative session? 

15.   Do you ever mine the Legislative Appropriations Requests issued by these 

 institutions for stories or leads? 

16.   Do you look at presidential speeches or State of the University addresses? 

17.   How much of your job is focused on covering the legislative session versus 

 other types of coverage related to higher education? 
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions: State Legislators 

 The following questions were asked of four Texas State Legislators who 

participated in this study.  State House of Representative members included the Hon. 

Fred Brown and the Hon. Donna Howard.  The Texas State Senators included the Hon. 

Judith Zaffirini and the Hon. Royce West. 

1.   How do you view the mission of public research universities in Texas? 

2.   In your mind, what is the distinction between institutions with “very high”      

 research activity—the University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M versus 

 institutions with “high” research activity—the University of Houston-

 University Park and the University of North Texas. 

3.  How are the four institutions mentioned above serving the state on a local, 

 regional, statewide and national level? 

4. From your vantage point, what is the main public purpose of these  universities? 

5. What messages are most often communicated to you and your colleagues  during 

 the legislative session about Texas’ public research universities in the “very high” 

 research categories like UT Austin and Texas A&M and in the “high” research 

 category represented by the University of Houston and the University of North 

 Texas? 

6. What is the rationale that university presidents and representatives of these 

 universities most often use when asking the legislature for increased funding?  

 In most cases, what are their funding priorities? 
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7. What benefits do these university presidents articulate, if any, that will accrue to 

 the general public in exchange for increased funding? 

8. What type of information do presidents and other university representatives 

 provide to the legislature to persuade you about their contributions to the State 

 of Texas; thus, warranting increased funding for specific projects or priorities? 

9. What can universities do or better communicate that will make a compelling 

 case for you to support a request for increased funding? 

10. Many education scholars and policy experts are advancing the concept that 

 public universities are being increasingly privatized given the proportion of 

 decreased funding support from state legislatures.  What is your opinion about 

 Texas universities with respect to this issue? 

11. As a legislator, what does your office and your committee do to help your 

 constituents and the general public better understand the role and mission of the 

 state’s public universities? 

12. Studies show that the public believes that universities confer private benefits 

 on individual students, faculty, administrators and the institutions themselves.  

 What is your opinion about this?  In your opinion, what are the private benefits a 

 university can bestow on students, faculty, administrators and the institution 

 itself? 

13. How does the legislators perception of the respective university presidents  affect 

 how their institutions are perceived by the Legislature? 
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Appendix D 

Examples of References to Public Good 
 
 

Basic Research Engineers receive five-year $2.3 million dollar grant to develop 
better glaucoma test so physicians can reduce how often the disease 
produces vision loss or blindness. 

  
Applied Research NanoEngineering Research at UH A Magnet for Defense 

Department Grant—Quest to Build Most Powerful Magnetic Field 
Sensor Could Reap Military, Medical Benefits. 

  
Teaching Professor L. Murphy Smith at Texas A&M, who writes with his wife 

Katherine, “whodunit” novels and uses them as educational tools to 
help teach his students the principles of accounting and the ethical 
issues associated with them. 

  
Public Service UT Austin’s Law School Clinic represents a South Carolina prisoner 

who is serving a 30-year sentence without parole for a crime he 
committed when he was 12 years old in a case before the U.S. 
Supreme Court. 

  
Curriculum Enhancement University of Houston announced the creation of a new—first of its 

kind in Texas—interdisciplinary undergraduate visual studies minor.  
The university noted that the program brought together 25 affiliated 
faculty members from a dozen disciplines, including anthropology, 
art, architecture, cognitive science, computer science, 
communication, history, literary and media studies, optometry, 
philosophy, psychology as well as technology and sociology. 
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Arts/Entertainment and Culture International Piano Fest at UH Offers A Chance to Listen and Learn. 
  
Preserve and Promote the Arts The University preserves and promotes the arts…taken from UT 

Austin’s mission statement. 
  

Public Lectures/Conferences Superintendents from three high-performing school districts in 
Texas were on hand for the 24th Annual Administrative Leadership 
Institute at Texas A&M University to Share secrets on how their 
schools have closed the achievement gap among their students. 

  
Faculty Achievement University of Texas at Austin Professors Honored by National 

Science Organization.  Five professors at UT Austin have been 
elected as 2006 fellows of the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science (AAAS). 

  
Student Achievement Texas A&M Wins The Solar Decathlon Student Choice Award.  The 

Solar Decathlon is a competition in which 20 teams of college and 
university students compete to design, build, and operate the most 
attractive, effective, and energy-efficient solar-powered house. 

  
Alumni Recognition and Achievement Veteran Walter Cronkite will be honored at the University of Texas 

at Austin by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA) for his coverage of America’s space program with the 
presentation of the Ambassador of Exploration Award.  Cronkite, a 
former student at the University of Texas at Austin, will become the 
first non-astronaut and only non-NASA individual to receive the 
award. 

University Development/Fundraising Efforts (individual, 
corporate and foundations 

AT&T Foundation’s $600,000 Contribution Creates Fund for 
Undergraduate Excellence at the University of Texas at Austin. 
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Appealing for Legislative Support/Funding For Fy06 and FY07, the University of Houston is requesting funds 
for the expansion of three special item programs: the Partnership to 
Support Public Schools, the Health Law and Policy Institute, and the 
Small Business Development Center. 

  
Alumni Giving The University of Houston System Board of Regents has approved 

the design and construction of a new, $9-million building on the UH 
campus to be named in recognition of  Regent Michael J. Cemo, 
who is providing the lead gift, $3 million, to help fund 
construction…. UH President Jay Gogue expressed appreciation for 
Cemo’s contribution. “The success of a university’s alumni is a 
distinctive measure of the success of the university….” 

  
Student Fundraising Supporting Charitable Causes UH Bowling Event To Raise Scholarship Funds For Cougar 

Students. 
  

Workforce Training and Development To help urban schools attract and retain qualified personnel, the 
University of Houston is immersing aspiring math and science 
educators in public school classrooms early in their college careers.  
This new teacher preparation program—teachHouston—is modeled 
after a nine-year old successful format at the University of Texas, 
and UH is the first university where the program is being replicated 
outside the UT system. 

  
Economic Development How Will National Economic Slowdown and Housing Problems 

Affect Houston? UH Economist Barton Smith Examines The Issue 
At Upcoming Symposium.  Smith will point out how important the 
boom in the region’s upstream energy economy has bee to the area’s 
overall economic health and will examine whether that boom will 
continue to sustain Houston this year, despite the worsening national 
economic slowdown. 
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Student Career Enhancement Representatives of 36 major corporations and service companies will 

be at Texas A&M University’s Mays Business School for the 
Graduate Business Career Management Conference Designed to 
kick-start the career paths of graduate business students. 

  
Access and Diversity UNT Legacy Reception—Celebrating and Continuing the African-

American Legacy at the University of North Texas for alumni in the 
Dallas-Fort Worth area.  UNT President Gretchen M. Bataille, UNT 
Dallas Campus Provost John Price, and State Sen. Royce West will 
speak.  The Legacy Scholarship is funded by net proceeds from 
Legacy Receptions hosted by UNT alumni in support of the 
continued promotion of ethnic diversity at UNT. 

  
Attaining Top Tier Status As we look to FY06 and FY07, becoming the state’s third top-tier 

research university will remain the University of Houston’s highest 
institutional priority.  Over the past several years, much progress has 
been made in accomplishing this goal.  First, the University of 
Houston is becoming the school of choice for more students.  
Second growth in research funding has been tremendous 

Recruiting and Retaining Faculty The world today is knowledge-based and constantly changing.  In 
such a world, the quality research university is “a creator, organizer, 
preserver, transmitter, and applier of knowledge.” The foundation of 
these functions is an excellent faculty in adequate numbers.  We 
need to increase substantially the size of our faculty (perhaps by 
half), and we must attract and retain many more top scholars, 
teachers and researchers. 
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Meeting the State’s Closing the Gaps Goals Vision 2015 also guides UNT as we seek to address the state’s 
desire to close the gaps that exist in four key areas of higher 
education between Texas and other large states in the nation.  Those 
are: Participation (increased enrollments); Success (increasing the 
number of degrees, certificates awarded to students, especially in 
science and engineering programs); Excellence (increasing the 
number of nationally recognized programs); Research (increasing 
the amount of federal funding supporting research at Texas 
institutions, particularly in science and engineering). 

  
Enhancing Institutional Prestige 2008 editions of “America’s Best Colleges” by U.S. News and 

World Report magazine and the Princeton’s Review’s annual “The 
Best 366 Colleges” guide recognized the University of Texas at 
Austin as one of the best values in higher education. 
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