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CLEMSON UNIVERSITY - The head of U.S. News & World Report's annual college rankings says 
the magazine will review data submitted by Clemson University after a researcher said the school 
practices "manipulation around the edges" in its information. 

Robert Morse, director of data research for U.S. News' annual college rankings, said Thursday that he 
was aware of the comments made by Catherine Watt, director of the Alliance for Research on Higher 
Education at Clemson's Strom Thurmond Institute of Government and Public Affairs. Watt, speaking 
Tuesday at a forum of the Association for Institutional Research in Atlanta, said Clemson sought to 
"affect - I'm hesitating to use the word 'manipulate' - every possible indicator to the greatest extent 
possible," according to a report in Inside Higher Ed. 

The Clemson administration's publicly stated goal has been to move into the top 20 rankings of national 
public universities in U.S. News' annual report. It is currently ranked 22nd. 

According to the Inside Higher Ed report, Watt said that Clemson has reduced some class sizes for 
ranking purposes while letting others grow, that the school, in its U.S. News survey of other schools, 
"rates all progra,.1S other than Clemson below average," and that the school, in reporting financing 
information, uses "multiple definitions to figure out where we can move things around to make them 
look best." 

In a statement, Clemson officials called the statements in Inside Higher Ed and also reported in The 
Chronicle of Higher Education "outrageous." 

"The accusation that Clemson, its staff and administrators have engaged in unethical conduct to achieve 
a higher ranking is untrue and unfairly disparages the sincere, unwavering and effective efforts of 
faculty and staff to improve academic quality over the past 10 years," according to the statement. 

"To some extent the 'evidence' of manipulation shared at the Association for Institutional Research 
meeting falls into the category of the same old 'urban legends' that Clemson has been dealing with since 
adopting the vision of becoming one of the nation's top-ranked public universities," according to the 
statement "Every year or two, one of these myths starts making the rounds again. But the insinuation of 
unethical behavior crosses the line." 

Calls to Watt on Thursday at her Clemson office were referred to Cathy Sams, chief public affairs 
officer at Clemson. But the Associated Press reported that Watt said reports about her remarks missed 
the point of her presentation and she regrets any suggestion of illegal activity. 
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Morse said the magazine staff can't review past data submitted by Clemson but would look at what's 
submitted for the rankings this year, The annual issue comes out in August. 

"We'll certainly look at it carefully," Morse said Thursday. "We'll take a close look at it before we do 
the upcoming rankings," 

Morse defended Clemson and the ranking process. He said freshman retention is higher now, the 
graduation rate is higher and "the nature ofthe student body is up," Improving faculty pay and having 
better students also attracts better faculty, he said, 

In trying to achieve those results, "that's really a value judgment of the people who are running 
Clemson," 

"Is that a good thing for the state to be higher up on the pecking order of universities? That's not 
something that U.S. News can decide," Morse said. 

In her remarks, Watt said Clemson admits only undergraduates who are in the top third of their high 
school classes and constantly reviews the SAT average to determine whether the school needs to 
increase the next classes' SAT average score, according to Inside Higher Ed. 

Watt said Clemson is now more exclusive and has "favored merit over access in a poor state," according 
to the report, It said that fewer than 10 percent of Clemson lilldergraduates are first-generation college 
students. 

She also said the school has "gotten really good press" in its rankings improvement. But, she added, 
"We have walked the fine line between illegal, unethical and really interesting," according to the Inside 
Higher Ed report. 

Don Helms, Clemson provost and vice president for academic affairs, said the university's top 20 
mission "has allowed the university to focus on everything academic." 

"". This focus has yielded small class size, our retention rate has improved, most importantly we have 
seen our graduation on math sciences and chemistry courses go up significantly, Clemson has invested 
in faculty ... which has helped reduce class size and improve the student-to~faculty ratio." 

Morse said Watt brought up the rankings issue during the forum and was stating publicly what other 
schools probably discuss in private. 

"I think that at Clemson, the difference in what the staff, or administration, that she was willing to talk 
about something publicly that other lilliversities do, They set a goal of improving in U.S. News rankings 
", and manage toward that in making", improvements." 

Clemson President James Barker said the university in 2001 adopted 27 goals to improve quality "and 
those goals are driving decisions at Clemson," 

"About a half-dozen of those goals correspond with US. News ranking criteria. The majority do not," 
Barker said, 

Goals related to public service, collaboration, diversity, campus enviromnent and athletics are not in 
U.S, News rankings, but are important to Clemson, he said. 
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"I have frequently said that as long as we continue to focus on students and academic quality, the 
rankings will take care of themselves. And that has been the case," Barker said. 

Morse said what Watt said was more explicit than normal, but the debate over rankings and how to use 
the data is national. U.S. News is one of the few sources for students and parents to make determinations 
on college attendance, he said. . 

In the statement released by Sams, the university also noted: 

- Its investment in faculty salaries and academic support for students contributes to the rankings, but 
also results in higher scholarship retention, better student perfonnance and higher student satisfaction 
ratings. 

"The primary factor ... is the desire to help students succeed ... not rankings." 

- More than 330 faculty have been hired over the last four years at market salaries, which affects 
faculty compensation. That affects the ratings, but the focus is on meeting market salaries. 

- Tuition is up, but the reason is mostly due to a decline in state support. State support in fall 2000 was 
$167.5 million, or 39 percent of total revenues; in 2009 it will be $124.2 million, or 20 percent of total 
revenues. 

- Student quality has improved, partly because top in~state students can use lottery money to attend and 
more students are applying to attend Clemson. 

"That does benefit us in the rankings, but what's wrong with attracting good students and keeping more 
of our top students in state?" 
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