On the Need for the Resumption of the Desktop Refresh Program

(collated by Elizabeth Sutherland)

I. Needs for faculty research and teaching

[RC discussion] Productivity = money. Faculty cannot be as productive if they do not have good equipment; not having good equipment wastes faculty time. In departments or schools where technical software is commonly used, the most research-active faculty need very powerful machines.

[Faculty comments] “At a time when the administration is continually encouraging faculty to integrate technology into the class room, and has spent a great deal of effort making the campus wireless and installing tech class rooms, now is clearly not the time to curtail the faculty refresh program.  One cannot integrate technology without technology.”

“With the move to Smart Classrooms in which we provide our own portable computer, it is becoming imperative that we have a sound portable computer. Even before the news letter arrived today, I was searching for a new battery for my laptop and discovered that I did have 92 days left on the warranty that should cover the battery, but after that I will not be covered. These computers were decently equipped for needs in 2001 and I even upgraded the memory to handle some of my larger applications. It has done an excellent job of meeting my needs during the last 2 1/2 years. However, the hard drives are only 10 MB and they did not come equipped with cd-rw drives or even zips which are now standard items, and [they have] only one media bay in which you can use your floppy drive or CD.” 

“I certainly understand the desire and need to cut cost, but computers have become a primary teaching tool and essential for daily communications and organization within the university.”

II. Reliability and usefulness of older machines

[Faculty comments] “The life span and adaptability of laptops is limited without a magnitude of cords and connections, which are limited by only having access to two USB connections on my port replicator when docked. With the continually slowing speed and memory issues I am encountering, I have concerns that the machine will be reliably functional for another year and a half.”

“Last year I got a new laptop, the old one was 3-4 years old and hopelessly obsolete. The new one allows me to do the extensive image work that I am now engaged in. I think it is wise to see if faculty really do need new computers. But, with the technology changing so rapidly, with dramatically escalating video space demands, and with the radical changes in things like image delivery systems for class room teaching, for many faculty members 5 years is way too long between new computers.”

“I ask because I have been limping along with an ancient Macintosh computer (a G-3 ‘PowerMac’) for 8 or 9 years, and I was about to request a new computer, and monitor, via faculty refresh.  My need for modern equipment is particularly pressing because I do research and teach a class in computer graphics ([course name]).  You can imagine some of the problems I’ve having as I try to deal with large, graphics-laden files, from students and elsewhere.”

IIa. Dell desktops with known manufacturing defects

[From a member of the Research Council] “Within the last month a fellow faculty member and I who had new Dell PCs purchased in 2001 had complete crashes. In one case a new hard drive and motherboard were needed, and in the other the hard drive was replaced. At least a week was needed for repair, and as would be expected, the repaired computers do not as proficiently as before. We know that the University purchased many (hundreds?) of this model of Dell pc in 2001 which, according to Dell, have the same manufacturing defect that will inevitably cause these computers to stop functioning altogether at about three years. It seems wise to first replace computers that are known to have defects before moving to a four-year cycle, as well as to replace computers that are inadequate for running current applications.”

III. Development of systems and software

[Beswick] Faculty complain of frequent crashes and of difficulty in accessing software. As a general rule, software is fast outpacing the hardware. This is true even for machines that are only 3 years old. We are, as a result, pushing the limit of what faculty are able to do to keep up within their fields. In particular, this situation has an impact on how competitive faculty are in applying for grants. Limitations on our access to technology damages scholars’ perception of UT at conferences; closer to home, the upgrade program has been a huge recruiting tool for new faculty. One head says that the program has been instrumental in his ability to recruit undergraduate students into his program. Finally, on the level of day-to-day functioning, faculty can be more efficient in interacting with students. 

Departments have planned for upgrades, developed research, teaching programs, and administrative functions around upgrades. (This is particularly relevant when we’re talking about maintaining databases, handling students, etc.) The program has changed the technology culture of the university. No-one has calculated the number of dollars we have gotten in return for program. For example, one faculty member who does accreditations has found that many other programs are far inferior to his simply because they do not have equivalent technology. 

When we’re dealing with the world outside UT: technology allows UT’s fundraising staff to do presentations to donors on a level that was previously not possible.

[RC discussion] The earlier machines available were weak. Offerings improved in later Refresh cycles. Those faculty now due for upgrades have very weak machines that can’t function with current software. In general, the change in computer hardware over the last several years has been tremendous: there is a huge difference between four-year-old machines and those being currently produced. There is a direct link between the quality of the hardware and the ease and quality of use for both teaching and research. 

[Faculty comments] “In my own case, the laptop available to me three years ago through this program did not have the capacity to write to a cd, a feature that is more and more necessary with my database work. Also these laptops are generally more stressed than their desktop counterparts, often due to the inability to disperse as much heat, and have a significantly higher failure rate. My hard drive, for example, crashed early last term and caused over a week’s delay in repair and reloading/recovery of data.”

“My current laptop has served me well, but it is not able to efficiently run some newer software we have acquired, most notably [program]. I was very much hoping to get a new computer this year so that I could run this software and therefore aid students in learning to use this powerful tool. I am sure that many faculty (especially in [department]) will find that three-year old computers will not continue to satisfy their needs for the next year and will severely limit their ability to teach and perform research.”

“The systems have started showing their limitations with the increased software demands. When I work with my Lotus Notes open and two other programs it is common to receive virtual memory errors and lock up the system.”

“My desktop computer is four years old. I have some new software I want to use [several types] which require Windows 2000 or later. The old system has Windows 98. When I called the tech people to enquire about shifting systems, they told me not to bother; on a computer the vintage of mine, so they told me, the attempt to install a new system would create more problems than it solved.”

“For faculty who use a computer for primarily word processing a one-year change in the refresh cycle may not be significant, but many of us use our computers for high-end graphics or statistical processing — for those users ( this includes almost everyone in my school — [name]) a three year replacement cycle was barely adequate. At the time of my last refresh, I was regularly operating at the limit of my laptop’s working memory. So I think that an across-the-board change in policy does not adequately address the difference between heavy users and light users.”

IV. Few other options for funding

[Beswick] Departments have never had the funds to upgrade faculty machines. Grants do not solve the problem: between FY 2001-2003 there was a steady increase in number of faculty who said that was getting harder to get machines from grants.

[RC discussion] Opportunities to get new machines from other sources are limited. In the A&S administration, compliance with OMB A-21 makes it impossible to use Federal dollars for purchase of new hardware. 

[Faculty comments] “As grant opportunities have arisen, I also have incorporated computer acquisitions into my grant proposals.  Now, however, with the implementation of Circular A-21 requirements, this will no longer be possible on many federal grants.  This impacts me significantly, because most of my funding support is acquired through federal grants.  Therefore, my funding stream to support computer purchases is now significantly limited and my reliance on a university infrastructure to support my work expanded.”
V. Has there been a decrease in faculty need for upgrades?

[Beswick] There is a slight dropoff in numbers of faculty computers during the last two years of the program. There may have been two factors contributing to this drop: 1) there were some premature upgrades given in FY 02 for faculty who needed laptops for teaching; and 2) new machines were offered relatively late in the year in FY 03, so some who needed them may have simply bought their own machines. In the early days of the program, not everyone eligible took advantage; in addition, there were some failures in communication between OIT and faculty departments. The average machine on campus is now probably about 4 years old. [N.B.: From D. Beswick’s reports, the numbers of new faculty machines are as follows for the past three years: 385 in FY 00, 358 in FY 01, 362 in FY 02, 344 in FY 03.]

VI. Timing of upgrades

[Beswick] Interviews with faculty who have received upgrades during the most recent FY suggest that 3 years is the longest one can go without a new machine. More people are realizing what they can do with good equipment. NSF and other big funding organizations have embraced the Internet with enthusiasm: their internet sites are using the latest versions of software and running on latest versions of hardware. Their software — necessary for applying for grants — will not run if our faculty download it to older machines. This is a change that has occurred just within the last year or two. 

In addition, software is changing more quickly because manufacturers are upgrading more quickly. Compatibility issues arise if there are more than two versions available of a given piece of software. Researchers run into problems at 2 or 2.5 years. Lots of faculty feel they would not be able to get what they need if Refresh were to move to a 4-year cycle. 

A few faculty preferred a longer interval, simply because they didn’t like transitional period, the time and hassle of moving files, etc. They were very much in the minority.

[Faculty comments] “I am despondent about the absence of a faculty refresh program this year. This was to have been my year. I am limping along with an old computer and was just counting the days until I could replace it.” 

VII. Will suspending the program save any money?

[Faculty comments] “A one year curtailment will just create a pent up demand the next year — meaning nothing will really be saved and there will be a rush on refresh whenever it becomes next available.”

VIII. Further issues and responses

[Faculty comments] “After a year of no merit pay and lower morale due to funding issues, is it worth it to increase this negative feedback loop just to save maybe $100,000, especially when in the news the state is now running at a slight budget surplus?”

“If the faculty refresh program can’t provide me with new equipment this year, can I get on the waiting list (if such exists)?  I’m just looking for a way to expedite my case, if that is possible. The faculty refresh program is very important to faculty productivity.  I’m sorry to see it come even temporarily under the axe of budget cuts.”

“I would respectfully suggest that some provision be made for computer replacement on a case-by-case basis to offset the loss of productivity that this decision of a year’s delay will cause.”

“Is there any possibility of new computers this year for selected faculty who desperately need them? To whom should I send my plea? (My desktop computer is a Power Macintosh G3, probably dates from about 1996, and has 128 MB memory).”

N.B.: I have edited some of the “faculty comments” for grammar and punctuation, but not for content.

PAGE  
5

