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Tom:
Thank you for joining us today on our call and I appreciate you taking the time to be a part of this.

Kirwan:
I am delighted to be with you and look forward to our conversation.

Tom:
Well that’s exactly what we are going to do. You have been a member of the Knight Commission since 2006 and co-Chair since 2007.
Kirwan:
Right.
Tom:
I was a member of the Knight Commission years ago but for those who don’t know, the Knight commission has been a leader in the reform of college sports serving as a de facto watchdog.  You are very familiar with these issues, student athlete issues, as anybody in the country.  But I want to ask you, when the Secretary of Education came out and said that schools should graduate 40% of the athletes or they should be prohibited from post season play, what were your thoughts on that? 

Kirwan:
I was very enthusiastic and I thought he really made a very important point. It's interesting that in, I think 2001, the Knight Commission actually made a recommendation that schools should have a 50% graduation rate in order to participate in championships.  Now, as you know, Tom, the Knight commission is going to issue a report on intercollegiate athletics and I think this issue of academic performance is being reviewed at a high level in order to qualify for championship. I strongly believe this point will be reflected in this new report that will be out in June.

Tom:
You know, I do recall the Knight commission putting that 50% standard in their recommendations.
Kirwan:
Right.

Tom:
I was involved in this with Bill Bradley when I was in Congress and we passed legislation back in the early 90s that required the NCAA to publish these graduation standards.

Kirwan:
Right.  And let me tell you that was, I think the single most important thing to happen in terms of driving academic reform because once the data was out there it put all sorts of pressure on presidents and boards and institutions to do something about the atrocious graduations rates.  So that was really very, very important legislation that you all sponsored.

Tom:
Well we always said quoting Justice Brandeis that ‘disclosure is the great disinfectant.’
Kirwan:
Yes

.

Tom:
In fairness to a lot of schools including our own University of Maryland, the statistics don’t include transfers; they don’t include kids who go to the NBA.  I mean it’s a real problem and the other thing is that they go back, as you know, to four-year classes.


So you could be on a team today that has a stellar academic record-- you are being penalized theoretically for kids that went before you.
Kirwan:
Yes, but you know, actually the NCAA has addressed that issue.  It started, when I was chairman of the Division One board back in 2000, 2001, 2002, and we started a reform in order to give a snapshot of academic performance of the student athletes. There is a new measure called the APR, academic progress report, and what the NCAA now collects is the percentage of student athletes who are on course to graduate within five years. This is a very rigorous collection of data so you can’t just take a whole bunch of easy courses, you have to actually be making progress in a defined measure toward a degree.  And what we know how to do is to equate the progress towards the degree with a 50% graduation rate.  So basically we are looking at a current snapshot of teams.   For the teams, we are actually measuring what's going on at this particular time at any given moment with teams, so we have addressed this sort of retrospective historical data problem and that’s what I think we will tie this recommendation to.  The teams have to be making progress towards the degree so that 50% of the student athletes would graduate.  Now some of them drop out, go to the pros or you get transfer students in – you can fold them in and take account for that in this APR measurement.

Tom:
Yes.  That’s makes a lot of sense.

Kirwan:
Yes.

Tom:
And I think there's a lot of progress being made and they are also refining.

Kirwan:
Right.

Tom:
The other thing I was going to ask you, is, do you think that coaches should be accountable? A coach can have a very bad record at a school in terms of academic performance, then can move to another school. Should there be something tied to them?
Kirwan:
Absolutely, definitely, I couldn’t agree more with that thought. I think most people will say--and you would know better than anyone having been a student athlete-- the coach has so much influence. The sort of expectations and standards they set both for the sport but also for the student athletes’ performance in the classroom, I think are both important. The coach is probably the single biggest influence on these student athletes.  

Tom:
I agree with you.  On another subject, back when I was in Congress in the early 90s, we had a hearing on college sports.  We were raising the issue about the fact the college coaches’ salaries were approaching 1 million dollars the time
Kirwan:
Right.

Tom:
Well today, you know, less than 20 years later, four or five million dollars is not uncommon.
Kirwan:
Right.

Tom:
So what, given the fact there are always so many schools losing money in their athletic departments, what can be done about this?
Kirwan:
Well that’s a huge issue and it's really kind of front and center for the Knight commission at the moment. The report that we are going to put out in June is really about trying to drive some financial reform.  I personally feel that universities are--particularly those that play division one football, division 1A football--you know, in the big expensive sports, I think many are losing their integrity in a way by having this incredible discrepancy. On one hand, there is cutting back on academics, laying off people, furloughing faculty members, closing down sections, turning away students; and on the other hand, they are supporting this incredible inflation in athletic expenditure.  You mentioned in football the head coaches and the salaries.  The next area of inflation is with assisting coaches.  There are teams out there right now where the average assistant coach’s salary in football is approaching $400,000 a year.  

:
Meanwhile, faculty at the universities are not getting raises. They might be getting paid $100,000 or $125,000 or $150,000-- we are paying assistant football coaches three or four times that salary level. Really to me, it has become a matter of priority and integrity with regard to our basic commission.  So the Knight commission has done this year a long study, to survey all the division one Presidents to get their views and it was really interesting, Tom.  There were two things that came through with it.  I think 120 schools or 110 of them responded to this survey, and they said two things: first of all the current model is not sustainable fiscally, and secondly they can't change it on their own. You can understand why that would be because there is so much interest and pressure from alumni and legislators and so on for successful athletic teams.  So it's going to take some collective action and we are hoping that this report, that we will be issuing in about a month, will begin to move us along a different path to a more rational, saner, sustainable fiscal model for intercollegiate athletics because you and I would both agree that intercollegiate athletics is very valuable to an institution; it has lots of positives, but we can't make it the tail that wags the dog. And I think that's where we are moving to unfortunately, in the big time college programs.

Tom:
Well, the consequence to not doing anything is that, you know, the coaches can hire the best attorneys in the world to negotiate these multi-million dollar contracts. And the poor player…
Kirwan:
Yes.

Tom:
 … has no rights, can't hire a lawyer and if he gets hurt, chances are he might lose a professional opportunity, unless he is covered by disability insurance.

Kirwan:
Yes.

Tom:
This is a very unfair system.

Kirwan:
Right.

Kirwan:
I want to go back to something you said at the outset because I think there is a parallel with the fiscal reforms that we are hoping to see happening and the academic reforms that you helped drive.  You said it so well at the beginning of this call that the issue is really transparency-- that if once you have transparency then the public sees and knows and concerns get raised and things could change.  To be honest, that is what drove the academic reform, I think you would agree with that.  Well, one of the things that I think this report would call for is fiscal transparency, and, I think that if we can get that, so that there is a clear understanding of where the money is coming from, and how it's being spent, I think that can be a huge driver towards public perception and opinion and Board engagement that can lead to some meaningful fiscal reforming-- Lord knows we need it.

Tom:
Well again thank you for your leadership on those important issues I followed the contributions of Knight Commission since I was in Congress and I think they are critical. 
Kirwan:
Right.

Tom:
Given the whole competitiveness issue for our country and the vital importance of higher education to our future
Kirwan:
Absolutely.

Tom:
Turning to competitiveness I wanted to talk to you briefly just for a second about nuclear power.  One of our companies in Knoxville is Safety and Ecology and we are very active in the nuclear industry.  We clean up nuclear waste all over the world, including bringing nuclear material back from the former Soviet Union. In the US there is a new renaissance in the nuclear energy area.  The Obama administration has proposed some loan guarantees to build new nuclear plants.
Kirwan:
Right.

Tom:
No one went into nuclear engineering in the recent past few years as a result of the problems with nuclear power and all of a sudden we have a situation where we may have massive work shortages. It's estimated that we need 700 nuclear engineers graduating every year.  We probably do about 30%, 35% of that so, I wanted to focus on what’s happening in the system.

Kirwan:
Right.

Tom:
I know this is kind of out of the blue, but just briefly what are you thoughts? 

Kirwan:
Well I'm a strong advocate for renaissance in nuclear energy because I think it's got to be. There are issues with ways, but in terms of carbon-dioxide, and green house gases, it can provide a great relief to our country and help us move towards the carbon neutrality.  So I'm a big fan of, as I say on this renaissance in nuclear energy and it’s real that it looks like we are going to build a new plant here in Maryland as you just noted. But the point you are raising is a very real one. I think institutions are going to have to respond to this workforce need. When nuclear energy sort of hit a plateau in the US, engineering programs phased down their nuclear engineering admissions, and degree programs.  We even closed out the undergraduate program here at College Park some years ago, because, quite frankly, there weren’t jobs, but we still have our graduate program and I wouldn’t be surprised to see, as the demand begins to mount, the demand you described, places like College Park restarting their undergraduate programs, because we are obviously going to have to address this workforce issue. You know, nuclear power can be really significant, in many ways an environmentally sound means of providing energy. Look what France does --something like 80% of their electric power comes from their nuclear plants.

Tom:
Correct, you know, Maryland is going to have a real need for skilled workers.

Kirwan:
Absolutely, and that's why I think as I say we are going to see interest in restarting these undergraduate programs in nuclear energy. I think that will be happening across the country.

Tom:
Thank you for being part of this and look forward to working with you on all of these issues.

Kirwan:
Okay, Tom thank you, enjoyed the conversation very much.

