
Plain talk. from the president 

G eo,ge Rossell has no thoughts 
on the origin of hi s nickname, Bui let. 
But the new president has an arsenal 
of ideas about running the University 
of Missouri System. 

His pla in-talking, no-nonsense 
character appealed to the Board of 
Curators las t summer. They cata
pulted him into Lhe presidency, effec
tive Nov. 1, bypass ing the typical 
national search process to the ire of 
faculty members. 

"The curators wanted somebody 
who knew the system, who could get 
something done," says Russell , 70, 
former chancellor of the University 
of Missouri-Kansas City. "They did 
a room-wide search, and there I was." 
He replaces C. Peter Magrath, who 
resigned after six years to become 
president of theNationalAssociation 
of State Universities and Land-grant 
Colleges in Washington. 

Russell wondered whether hi s wife 
would come with him. "She wasn 't 
all that happy about it, but this is our 
48th year and she wasn 'tabout to bail 
out," he says. The Russells held no 
inauguration and are quietly settling 
intoProvidencePoint, the president's 
home in a wooded area south of the 
Reames Center. The house needed 
bathroom curtains and a kitchen up
grade. When a designer proposed an 
$85,000 remodeling , Ruth Ann 
whittled that down to $8,700, a figure 
that includes a refrigerator. She 
shopped for the curtains at K-Mart 
and Wal-Mart. 

Such efficiencies Russell intends 
to chart for MU. 

"There are certain things that have 
been bad management, and we're not 
going to do that anymore," he says. 
"We are going to have competitive 
salaries. Our facilities are going to be 
maintained. We' regoingtohavemore 
money going into the library. We're 
going to improve the equipment we 
have in the laboratories." · 
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To get the $80 million for the 
four-campus system to fund those 
priorities, Russell has initiated a five
year plan that involves upping stu
dent fees and redirecting campus re
sources. About halfofthe money wi 11 
come from each. No major infusion 
of slate dollars is expected, given the 
recess ion and Proposition B 's fa il 
ure. 

"We' re not going to spend less 
money; we're going to spend more 
money. I hope we spend it more wise] y 
than we have in the past. To that 
extent, the University of Missouri
Columbia has an opportunity to be
come a much greater, much more 
important institution to the state than 
it is now. If we cannot sustain a 
program at suffi ciently high quality , 
we must quit doing it. And, with the 
resources we have, we simply cannot 
continue all we are doing now with 
the level of qua] i ty we must demand. '' 

Russell rai ses the question whether 
the system needs two medical pro
grams, two law programs, veterinary 
medicine, two enginee1i ng programs, 
three schools of education and three 
schools of business. 
. "We spread ourselves so thinly 

that we do some jobs nottoo well and 
some jobs that could be done by oth
ers." Contributing to the University's 

· economic state, Russell says, are ab
normally low student fees. "If you 
look at the 1970s and 1980s, there's 
four or five years in there we had no 
increases at all even though inflation 
was 5 or 6 percent." During that time, 
MU Jet faculty salaries and building 
maintenance slide. "That's a di sgrace
ful way of handling state resources." 

To Russell , access to higher edu
cation and student fees are separate 
issues. "To some extent, you cut off 
people by keeping fees too low be
cause you don 't have the resources to 
support rea]]y needy students." Stu
dent fees account for one-third of the 

total cost of ed ucat ing s tudents. 
Russell says that every student at the 
University is subsidized $6,000 a year 
from General Assembly appropria
tions . Lasl year as UMKC chancel
lor, Russell led a four-campus task 
force that set a $200-a-year base in 
crease over each of five years in ad
dition to infl ati on. It was forwarded 
and approved by the curators. At the 
January board meeting, 45 medica l 
students protested the increases. 

H ;, phHosophy ;, th;s; "I be-
1 ieve that what we should try to do is 
make it possible for every young per
son to obtain a baccalaureate degree 
if they're capable of doing so." 

Russell believes the economic 
gains of graduate and professional 
study accrue more to Lhe individual 
than to society. "I don 't believe the 
University should pay its faculty in
adequate salaries, should allow its 
physical facilities to run down and 
not have good laboratory equipment 
just so we can subsidize somebody in 
veterinary school or whatever pro
fessional school. 

"We tend now to have students 
who believe they're entitled to low 
fees," Russell says. "Entitlements in 
the long run, in general, tend to un
dermine society." He envisions a 
statewide scholarship commission 
that would have the resources to take 
care of needy students. 

If that makes him sound like an 
elitist, so be it. "Higher education is 
an elite operation. There's no way 
you can take two people with an IQ of · 
80 and have them produce for society 
what you' 11 have one person produce 
with an IQ of 160. But you want to 
carry people as far as they can go in 
that process. I don't mind being called 
elitist, a quality place." 
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R,ssell has appointe I a nine
member search committee of cura
tors, deans and faculty to find a re
placement for Haskell Monroe, who 
resigned as chancellor Dec. 31. Stu
dent leaders are upset they' re not rep
resented. Neither are alumni and staff. 
"Adding people around the table 
doe n' t help that process at all ," 
Russell say . 

He welcomes recommendations. 
Once the search committee has iden
tified the best candidates, Rus ell 
says, "We' ll expose those candidates 
to as broad a spectrum as we can -
the executive committee f the MU 
Alumni Associati n, student gov rn
ment officers, deans and direct rs." 
Written a se sments wi ll b re
quested. He hopes t have the posi
tion ffl led by the start offal I emester. 

Each time the MU chan ellor's 
p sition is in transition , speculati n 
abounds about combining it with the 
system pres ident job, and Russell in
tends Lo di scuss it with the curator 
thi time. "I think it could be done 
very easily and effi ciently," he says. 

Would he want the job? "I don ' t 
lust for any more jobs than l have. 
The first p rson to come in there 
would have a whole host of problems 
that need to b s lved - put the 
organization together, that sort of 
thing. I wouldn ' t mind doing that. I 
think I could do it and do it well and 
al o make ce1tain that the other cam
puses didn ' t fee! set upon." 

One reas nhethink itcouldwork 
is because the MU Campu has a 
statewide mi sion. It is the oldest 
Campus with the broadest array of 
programs. But much has changed, 
including state demographics, since 
the University was founded in 1839 
as a major land-grant institution sat
isfyin g the needs of an agrarian soci
ety . Russell says today 's statewide 
need include engineering and agri
culture. His bigge tconcern with MU 
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George Russell 

Personal: Native of 
Bertrand in 
southeast Missouri 

Family:Married to Ruth 
Ann Ashby Russell 
of Charleston, Mo., 
for 47 years; father 
of four, Russ, Frank, 
Cissy and Andy, and 
grandfather of 12. 

Hobbies: Golf, 
reading. 

Residence: Columbia 
Retirement: "When 

it's not fun is when 
I'll retire." 

Education: Bachelor's 
in electrical 
engineering, 
Massachusetts 
Institute of 
Technology, 1947; 
master's and 
doctoral degrees in 
physics from 
University of Illinois, 
Urbano-Champaign, 
1952, 1955. 

Salary: Sl 50,000 

Russell makes impression on college chum 
Wi lli am H Iman f ~ayctt , Mo., knew George Ru sell in hi s y unger years. In a 
Dec. 24 olumbia Daily Tribune c lumn, Holman recall their days as stud nts at the 
Un iv r ity of Ulino.is. 

"1 r ad where th re wa me criticism f Ru sell 's sleeping through the cural rs' 
meetings. D n' t y u bclicv it. Bull t nev r sl pt uni ss he had the ours mat rial 
old . Thi is a man wh d cs n t suffer f ol gladly, so T w uld advise those d ing 

busin s with him t d their horn work. I can assure you he has d n hi . . 
"And don ' t be foo led by his age. It c ulcl have on ly impr ved hi s judgment, which 

wa air ady g d a long Lime ago." 

is a lack of boldn ss. "The idea that 
MU would not hav a major pre ence 
in Kansas ity and St. Louis and be 
absolutely essential to those areas is 
ortofpuzzling to me. I wou ld like to 

see MU once agai n b come very im
p rtanl to those communities." 

And it can. "In the long run, qual
ity programs will be the programs in 
which students want to be. We ought 
to be the most challenging institution 
for undergraduates. I think we ought 

to try to ' ri ghtsize,' n tdownsize, not 
upsize. The curators want this to be 
the premier public in titution in the 
Midwest. For the re ources we have, 
we ought to take X number of gradu
ate tlldent , Y number of profe -
si nal student and Z number fun 
dergraduate student and do a high
quality job of handling tho e tu 
dents. In the long run, the people of 
Missouri wi ll say we're doing it ri ght 
and our resources wou Id not suffer."~ 
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