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A Collapsing

Academy V: Internal
and External Threat

Vectors Facing

Higher Education

Hal Berghel™, University of Nevada, Las Vegas

We discuss a few of today’s most pressing

internal and external threats to higher education.

rom the point of view of scholarship, these are chal-

lenging times in academe. The reward structure is

suboptimal, focusing increasingly on measurements

rather than what is being measured, and empha-
sizing indirect flow from external funding over the intrinsic
value of the research being funded. Fifty years ago there was
widespread agreement that research funding was an input
to a research program. These days, it is often perceived as
an end-in-itself. Regrettably, some university administrators
take a transactional approach to research funding: if it carries
a full indirect rate and isn't illegal, it's good research.
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Further, while performing their
roles in teaching, research, and ser-
vice, modern academics now have
to spend a measurable amount of
their time avoiding the minefields
produced by the weaponization of:
woke wars, cancel cultures, political
correctness; Title IX, the Family Edu-
cational Rights and Privacy Act, and
affirmative action regulations; and
state memory and gag laws. Make no
mistake about it: The effects of these
distractions on the quality of schol-
arship and teaching are measurable.

Since the enlightenment, universities have been per-
ceived as a marketplace for ideas, even ideas that might
be unpopular or contentious. But all too frequently, espe-
cially within some regions of the United States, this per-
ception is giving way to the notion that a public university
should be a center for ideological inculcation and/or ad-
vanced job training. The focus of education is shifting to
marketable skills, and the need for critical thinking has
given way to mimicry of the attitudes of the power elite.
Of course, this is not a new phenomenon. Before the en-
lightenment, education waslargelyleftin the hands of the
dominant religious orders or local governments, and en-
rollment was carefully constrained by race, ethnicity, and
gender. While the constraints have shifted somewhat,
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modern gestures toward unenlighten-
ment are having a similar effect.

In our lifetimes, perhaps the best-
known case of political interference
with the administration of a major
public-supported university involved
the firing of the University of Califor-
niasystem president Clark Kerrin1967.
Kerr was perceived as too liberal by the
prevailing state leadership when he
espoused the view that it was a cardi-
nal mistake to energize universities to
promote “safe ideas” to students. He
argued that it was far more important
for universities to provide environ-
ments where students felt safe to con-
sider new ideas.! Dominant politicians
of the period found such expressions
unacceptable. The most recent sim-
ilar example of a political purge of a
senior university executive by politi-
cians involves the takeover of Florida’'s
New College 2023,%3 which prompted
nearly half the faculty to resign.? This
latest purge was far more blatant than
that at the University of California,
Berkeley nearly seven decades ear-
lier. In the Florida case, some trustees
clearly targeted “diversity, equity and
inclusion initiatives” in an effort to
achieve a state-decreed illiberalism.

The University of California, Berke-
ley and Florida New College cases are
not isolated examples of the invasion
of the modern university being manip-
ulated by external partisan interests.
Neither is this invasion restricted to
university administrators. Individual
faculty are also being attacked.! What
is more, the external threat vectors go
beyond partisan state politicians to
include benefactors and donors, fed-
eral funding agencies, religious orga-
nizations, tribalists of sundry stripes,
and even foreign governments and
agencies, all in attempts to achieve
a reformation of higher education
based on nonpedagogically inspired
agendas and biases, especially includ-
ing those based on principles of social

conservativism.6789 But the critical
pointthatistoo often overlookedisthat
this new era of academic unenlighten-
ment extends well beyond social con-
servatism, attacks on diversity, equity
and inclusion initiatives, and assaults
on hot-button issues like critical race
theory, LGBTQ rights, gender equality,
and even progressive education itself.
The modern era of unenlightenment
is motivated by a political demand for
models of education that involve affir-
mative ideology-shaping rather than
curiosity-inspired knowledge acquisi-
tion that is reminiscent of Orwellian
and Huxleyian dystopian novels.

In any event, current attempts
to move away from the notion that
tax-supported, liberal education is a
public good, and toward the view that
tax-supported education should be
limited to the preservation of specific,
ideologically oriented traditions to the
exclusion of others is well-documented.
However, in addition to this external
erosion of scholastic integrity and purity
facing the academy, there are also signs
of internal erosion of a very different na-
ture. We take these up in turn.

INTERNAL EROSION WITHIN
THE ACADEMY

In addition to the erosion of academic
integrity and standards from outside
the academy, there are also internal
forces that, while not as dramatic, are
also contributing to current academic
chaos. One of the most recent examples
was the moral breakdown identified by
the recent Thousand Talents Program
prosecutions.® However, the ethical defi-
ciencies that were shared by the academ-
ics, researchers, and scholars who were
convicted were not espionage-related.
Rather, the convictions demonstrated
that these individuals: 1) were not being
transparent with employers, 2) violated
institutional conflict-of-interest poli-
cies, 3) violated trust through deception,
and 4) provided flawed or insufficient

reporting and accounting to supervi-
sory authorities. From a legal perspec-
tive, the convictions revealed mostly
pedestrian illegalities. Wire fraud, tax
fraud, making false statements, de-
struction of evidence, visa fraud, com-
modities fraud, and smuggling were
among the most frequent violations. As
the perpetrators were largely well-ed-
ucated technologists and academics
associated with American universities,
these results suggest that perhaps the
overarching problem uncovered by the
Thousand Talents Program prosecu-
tions may well be fundamental weak-
nesses and deficiencies in institutional
hiring practices. It should not come as a
surprise to anyone that the dictum that
capricious moral compasses make for
poor employees applies to higher edu-
cation as well as in other vocations.

A second source of integrity ero-
sion within the academy is the detec-
tion of research fraud and research
misconduct. For example, within the
past year, Nature, Science, and The
Wall Street Journal have all reported
on an investigation of research mis-
conduct by a faculty member in phys-
ics who claims to have developed the
first room-temperature superconduc-
tor.1011 Although some of the princi-
ple publications resulting from this
apparently flawed research have been
withdrawn!? or retracted,! the public
relations damage to the reputations
to the host institution and discipline,
not to mention the faculty member,
was already done. Although examples
of research fraud and misconduct are
exceedingly rare in the United States,
when they occur they are a media bo-
nanza for external interests that seek
to undermine the reputation of mod-
ern universities and their faculty. To
those unfamiliar with the ways of the
academy, such rare ethical breaches
canbe misinterpreted as undermining
the value of the entire pursuit for di-
versified, well-rounded education.
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A third source is the increasing use
of so-called paper mills that market bo-
gus scholarship. In a recent article in
Science, Jeffrey Brainard reports that
“journals are awash in a rising tide
of scientific manuscripts from paper
mills—secretive businesses that allow
researchers to pad their publication re-
cords by paying for fake papers or un-
deserved authorship.”!* One example
is associated with a Russian website
(www.123mi.ru) that apparently enjoys
a thriving business (in Russia, at least).
Anna Abalkina reported that 434 pub-
lished papers are potentially linked to
this Russian paper mill.l> While on-
line paper mills have served univer-
sity student communities for decades,

the apparently bogus superconductor
research published in Nature.!! Plagia-
rism is one element in the tidal wave of
challenges facing modern publishers,
as they struggle to maintain profitabil-
ity in an era where reading is no longer
regarded as fundamental and content
aggregation and paywall circumven-
tionsarethenorm.Butbeyondthatthey
have to deal with legal liabilities due to
ill-behaved authors and enthusiastic
attorneys attract libel, slander, and
copyright infringement litigation (see,
for example, https://copyrightalliance.
org/). Without question, plagiarism
is the topic that is the most threaten-
ing to a scholar’s professional reputa-
tion.” Within recent months several

While online paper mills have served university
student communities for decades, offering
such a service to faculty is a baroque new

variation on this theme.

offering such a service to faculty is a
baroque new variation on this theme.
Journal hijacking or cloning is a re-
lated phenomenon. In this case, phony
journals pose as legitimate. A cloned
website that has a similar look and feel
to the veridical counterpart offers up
fabricated, plagiarized, ghostwritten
contributions, or purloined articles
that violate copyright, involve text re-
cycling, or perhaps are a product of
generative artificial intelligence (AlI).
This falls under the rubric of what Ab-
alkina calls “author manufacturing.”16
It should come as no surprise thatin the
online marketplace these services over-
lap with other fraudulent services and
likely share common criminal ancestry.
In addition to paper mills and journal
hijacking, we must also add the use of
vanity presses and predatory publish-
ing. These vehicles are specifically used
to exaggerate scholarly productivity.
Closely related to research fraud and
misconduct is a fourth facet in the ero-
sion of academic integrity: plagiarism.
Coincidentally, Science reported that
plagiarism was also connected with
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cases have received extensive media
coverage, including a Massachusetts
Institute of Technology professor,'8 the
president of a prestigious ivy league
university,'® and a dean of an engineer-
ing college.?0 These are very visible as-
saults on the prestige of the academy in
the eyes of the public.

A fifth source is the proliferation
of questionable multiauthorship prac-
tices. Kuperman and Sokol?! list five
incentives for multiauthorship: 1) the
pressure to publish tends to reward
quantity; 2) research may span several
specialization areas; 3) a natural desire
to collaborate; 4) the need to recognize
coprincipal investigators, postdoctoral
fellows, and research associates con-
nected with grants; and 5) a perceived
increase in likelihood of acceptance.
To these incentives we should also add:
6) dilution of level-of-effort of each
contributing author, 7) the practical
value of adding coauthors as courtesy
recognitions, and 8) the impact of co-
authorship horse-trading or the quid
pro quo effect. In fact, when investigat-
ing the relationship between scholarly

productivity and the quid pro quo ef-
fect, Kuperman and Sokol observed a
negative correlation: Being a frequent
coauthor was somewhat inversely cor-
related with being a frequent first or
corresponding authorship.

In fact, their survey confirmed
that “for a significant fraction of the
respondents (47%) the quid pro quo
effect associated with coauthorship is
[considered] important.”?! This result
is also not unexpected due to at least
two factors. First, administrative bean
counting creates a moral hazard by
incentivizing the use of multiauthor-
ship to inflate productivity. Second,
publishers and professional societies
customarily do not require authors to
disclose their level of contribution to
a publication, either by percentage of
contribution or specific role in the en-
terprise. In the extreme cases, authors
may not have read or edited the report
they allegedly coauthored, a practice
known as gate crashing.

Consider, for example, the article in
the 15 May 2015 issue of Physical Review
Letters that reported the discovery of
the Higgs Boson mass.?? This article
listed 5,154 coauthors, which yields
an author:page ratio of 573:1, and an
approximate author:word ratio of 1:1.
There is simply no way to reasonably
apportion credit or recognition in such
cases. This is not to disparage the un-
derlying research, but rather the ap-
parent absurdity of the manner of pre-
sentation chosen to represent the work.
The fault of this paper lies not with the
underlying research, but in its optics.

While there are advantages of mul-
tiauthorship, there is no question that
there is a tendency to proliferate co-
authorship beyond necessity and le-
gitimacy. This is a consequence of the
historical evolution of multiauthorship
from the centuries-old tradition of re-
warding scholarly publication based
on sole authorship. The traditional re-
ward structure for scholarly productiv-
ity doesn't scale well for groups. What
was missing in this evolution was some
additional measure of accountability:
for example, a common disclosure of

WWW.COMPUTER.ORG/COMPUTER


https://www.123mi.ru
https://copyrightalliance.org/
https://copyrightalliance.org/

individual contribution agreed to by all
coauthors. Even a fractional estimate
would be a welcome improvement. But
failing that, there will be an inevitable
tendency to proliferate multiauthor-
ship. Ironically, one variation on this
theme is to add coauthors without their
knowledge and permission.?3 A percep-
tion of multiauthorship chicanery can
only contribute to public contempt of
what might otherwise be a worthwhile
scholarly effort.

Finally, we add a variation on the
theme of multiauthorship abuse to be
found in the unwarranted emphasis
on so-called impact measures of re-
search quality.

IMPACT MEASURES

The creation of impact measures for
the evaluation of impact of published
research has become a cottage indus-
try in academe. While much of what
we say will apply to such measures as
such and in general, we will focus here
on only the most popular example at
this writing: the h-index. The h-in-
dex metric is defined as the number
N of publications that have been cited
N-times in a rank ordered list. The
h-index is widely used by popular on-
line bibliometric websites and index-
ing services, such as Google Scholar
(scholar.google.com) and Semantic
Scholar (semanticscholar.org). An ini-
tial caveat is in order as a preamble to
the discussion to follow: It is not im-
pact measures in themselves that are
problematic; rather, it is the unpropi-
tious uses to which they are put.

We begin with some history. Eugene
Garfield launched the field of biblio-
metrics in the 1950s at a time when a
premium was placed on metalevel anal-
ysis of scholarship.24 This was a para-
digmatic example of curiosity-driven
research. Garfield sought to address a
looming question of whether there could
be a simple, quantitative way to evaluate
scholarship, not an unreasonable ques-
tion. However, the fact that a question
is reasonable doesn't entail that any par-
ticular answer is reasonable. Moreover,
the question is begged as to what degree

it makes sense to apply a quantitative
measures to a qualitative assessment in
the first place. In the case of a scholarly
publication, a quantitative metric will be
said to approximate a qualitative evalu-
ation only if it can somehow mirror the
judgment of an ideal evaluator-an un-
biased, fair individual who is perfectly
informed of the literature. Measuring
convergent validity (for example, by a
high Pearson’s correlation coefficient)
works well enough to assess mutual re-
lationships (covariances) between num-
bers, but not necessarily for subjective
values. It must always be remembered
that correlations may be coincident, but
coincidence entails neither causality nor
any deep understanding of the under-
lying phenomena. For example, a high
correlation between per capita United
States yogurt consumption and the price
of a publicly traded stock is likely spuri-
ous (see https://www.tylervigen.com/
spurious-correlations).

In particular, the h-index?> is a bib-
liometric metric that combines both
numbers of publications and numbers
of citations of those publications in a
single metric. That's all that it does.
While claims have been made that that
the h-index correlates well with Nobel
prizes, professional recognitions, or
sundry expert opinions, these claims
should be taken cum grano salis.

Therein lies the rub with the use of the
h-index. While it is a clever quantitative
metric in Garfield’s sense, far too much
has been made of it in the assessment of
scholarly impact by those ill-equipped to
understand the limits of the metric. As
J. E. Hirsch, the creator of the h-index,
made clear, the h-index is only an approx-
imation (of what isn’t agreed upon), ad-
mits of exceptions, may not apply equally
across disciplines, and favors popular
subfields.?> We might also add that such
indices can favor incrementalism over
imagination and insight. In a sense, the
h-index is a standard—and not an unrea-
sonable one—for volumetric measures
of publication popularity. From my ex-
perience, these shortcomings are only
paid lip service in practice, and almost
completely downplayed when metrics

are used in academic evaluations and
assessments. As a result, the h-index is
easy to misuse as a weapon against those
who don't embrace the local, prevailing
spin on the publish-or-perish mantra. I
find it amazing that, excluding the com-
munity of information scientists and bib-
liometricians, the champions of citation
indices are almost universally unfamiliar
with the primary research. Thus, misuse
seems inevitable. Of course, this is not
the fault of the measurement: one nor-
mally doesn't fault a soil survey for inef-
ficient farming practices.

In addition, the h-index has a se-
rious deficiency that is related to
our earlier observations: it is insen-
sitive to distinctions between the
level-of-effort contributed by multiple
authors. Hirsh recognized this in a
subsequent article26:

“Perhaps the most important
shortcoming of the h-index is that
it does not take into account in
any way the number of coauthors
of each paper. Thus, an author
that publishes alone does not

get any extra credit compared

to one that routinely publishes
with a large number of coauthors,
even though the time and effort
invested per paper by the single
author or by each of the coau-
thors in a small collaboration

is presumably larger than the
corresponding one for a member
of alarger collaboration. This

can lead to serious distortions in
comparing individuals with very
different co authorship patterns,
and gives an incentive to authors
to work in large groups when it

is not necessarily desirable....it is
sometimes a grey area whether
or not a minor contributor should
be included as author of a paper;
with the h-index and other cur-
rent bibiometric [sic] indicators
there is no penalty to add authors
to a paper and as a consequence
there can be an incentive to do
so, due to implicit or explicit
quid pro quo expectations.”
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For that reason, he proposed another
metric, h, to overcome the deficiency.26
Briefly, the improved h-index normal-
izes the value to a coauthor’s “core”
h-index to limit any tendency to inflate
h-indices by proliferating coauthor-
ship. The h metric is more sophisticated
than fractional credit measures (such as
the inverse of the number of coauthors)
in that increasing credit is given to co-
authors in proportion to the degree to
which a publication’s citation impact
significantly contributes to the author’s
“core h-index.” While, h is an improve-
ment over the original h-index in terms
of providing a disincentive to “game”
the metric by some of the questionable
multiauthorship practices identified
earlier, it also is not without limitation.
For one, like its antecedent, h remains a
quantitative approximation of a qualita-
tive assessment of scholarly impact. No
tweaking of metrics can overcome that
shortcoming. For another, it remains
agnostic to potential bibliometric ma-
nipulation through the unpredictable
influence of predatory publishing, var-
ious types of gray and open access liter-
ature, by the insertion of coercive and
patronage citations, and the potential
corrupting influence by generative Al
But most critically, h simply isn't widely
used. Why would that be?

First, the h-index is computationally
more expensive than the h-index.26
Second, it doesn’t serve the interests
of junior faculty. Since, it has become
fashionable to use the h-index to justify
academic advancement, one would ex-
pect junior faculty and their champions
to discourage its use. Third, there is no
commercial incentive to avoid gaming
citation metrics. The online purveyors of
impact assessments (for example, search
engines) enjoy the commercial advan-
tage of offering any curiosity-inspired
feature that they can offer irrespective
of whether these features produce any-
thing of social value. Such features in-
crease the perceived commercial utility
of a site, which in turn increases the use
of the site, and that in turn increases
online revenues. Put simply, providing
h-index scores has become a popular,
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marketable online feature in online ser-
vices that are not invested in prevent-
ing the misuse. Since the scores may be
calculated without much overhead, are
singularly unique, and offer a seemingly
plausible alternative to the costly alter-
native for those in charge of assessing
scholarly work, this is perceived as a
win-win. No revenue downside to the
provider, and the user is spared the effort
of reading and serious contemplation, a
seemingly objective way to support de-
cisions with minimal cognitive invest-
ment. What's not to like?

In short, the primary objection that
one must draw from the use of impact
measures has to do with the unintended
consequence of discouraging a more
traditional, thoughtful, and thorough
evaluation of scholarly achievement. To
paraphrase Melvin Kranzberg’s first law
of technology: bibliographic metrics
like citation indices are neither good
nor bad, nor are they neutral.2’

xternal threat vectors to higher

education are the easiest to rec-

ognize when the sources of in-
fluence are subjected to transparency.
Such was the case when the takeover of
the New College of Florida by the con-
trolling political party was reported in
the media. In this case, the threat to
academic independence was obvious
to everyone who cared to be informed.
When media coverage is extensive,
eventual public accountability is likely.
That said, extensive media coverage of
outside influencing is relatively easy
to conceal, even in the case of public
institutions. This falls under the ru-
bric of “quiet influencing.” One of the
best-known players in the “quiet in-
fluencing” space are foundations as-
sociated with the Koch brothers.28.29
Over the past several decades, inves-
tigative journalists have reported on
many examples of charitable dona-
tions to higher education with strings
attached, including but not limited to,
therequirementthatthe externalagen-
cies have the right of refusal in faculty
selection,30 course approval, and book

selection,3! sometimes without the ap-
proval of the existing faculty.3%:33
While the effects of external threat
vectors can be blatant and the reac-
tions immediate, the effects of inter-
nal threat vectors are reputational,
nuanced, and delayed. Incidents of pla-
giarism, research fraud, questionable
multiauthorship practices, bogus pub-
lishing, and the like are exceedingly
rare, but they receive an inordinate
amount of public attention at great
reputational cost to the individuals
and organizations involved. It would
be a mistake of the first order, how-
ever, to dismiss them. Over time they
are doing a great deal of damage to the
reputation of the academic enterprise.
In fact, these incidents may even be
weaponized as in the recent case of the
resignation of the president of a presti-
gious ivy league university over what
appears to be relatively minor indis-
cretions involving plagiarism.3435.36
The overemphasis on impact mea-
sures is the outlier among internal
threats. While there remains an ongoing
debate over deficiencies of the particular
metrics, such as the h-index,3%38:3940 35
we've argued the real problem lies not
with the measures as bibliometric tools,
but that their use frequently involves an
abrogation of responsibility to personally
invest in the maintenance of academic
standards and integrity.*! In the academy
and the professions, the search for quick,
labor-saving alternatives to the exercise of
sound judgment should be resisted at all
cost. The mere fact that something is easy
todo doesn't make doingita goodidea.
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