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ISU's pick for No. 2 job stuns critics in Colorado

By LISA ROSSI

REGISTER AMES BUREAU

Ames, Ia. — Professors and activists in Colorado wonder out loud why Iowa State University hired Elizabeth Hoffman for the No. 2 job on campus after a string of controversies forced her to step down as president of the University of Colorado system.

Hoffman's supporters in Iowa say her long career in university leadership and finesse for fundraising has made her the best-qualified candidate for provost. She will be paid $275,000 a year, making her one of the highest paid provosts among Big 12 Conference institutions.

As for Hoffman, 59, she said she's excited to return to ISU, where she was dean of liberal arts in the mid-1990s. She will report to work in January, almost two years after she stepped down from her $400,000-a-year job as a university president in Colorado following several campus events that made national news - most notably her interpretation in court of a word to describe female genitals, and her response to reports that sex, alcohol and marijuana lured underage football recruits to Colorado.

She acknowledges she had troubled times in the past, but said she kept looking ahead.

"What really happened at Colorado was lack of funding for higher education," Hoffman said this week. "What I take away from that is public funding for higher education is our future."

In Iowa, she said, she will fight for public funding for higher education, research of student education, hiring faculty of diverse races and gender, and biofuels research.

Even as Hoffman prepares to move, critics in Colorado hammer her record.

"It's mind-boggling to me that a university would want to hire her after these unbelievable gaffes," said Joanne Belknap, a University of Colorado-Boulder professor of Sociology and Women's studies. "I don't know about her teaching and research - I don't think she should be in leadership."

ISU President Gregory Geoffroy said he decided to hire Hoffman after following the "situation" in Colorado carefully.

"In many ways, she was caught between athletics, legal advice, public relations issues - a number of things," he said, adding that her job at ISU entails being the academic leader of the university, which leaves her no responsibility over athletics or the "kinds of external relations activities" she managed in Colorado.

One of the oddities about Hoffman's troubles in Colorado is that she found herself pitted against feminist groups for defending Colorado's football coach, despite the fact that she regards herself as a staunch advocate for women's issues.

Hoffman's administration faced its first major problem in 2001, when University of Colorado football players and recruits reportedly attended an off-campus party where several women claimed they were raped.

Those allegations snowballed into further concerns aired in 2004 that football players used sex and alcohol to lure recruits into attending the university.

Regina Cowles, president of the Boulder Chapter of National Organization for Women, was a frequent critic of Hoffman's handling of the recruitment controversy and the rape allegations.

She said Hoffman offered too much support to coaches and not enough to victims, pointing to one news conference where she was flanked by the football coach while responding to allegations that the University of Colorado-Boulder football program used sex and alcohol during recruiting.

At the news conference Cowles cited, Hoffman called for the regents to create an independent investigative team to examine university practices and enforcement of policies related to alcohol consumption, sexual assault, recruiting and sexual harassment.

That commission said coaches should have done more to stem the use of alcohol and sex in recruiting. It also asked the Colorado Board of Regents to evaluate whether Hoffman could provide adequate leadership to restore the university's reputation.

After that, Hoffman said no one would lose his or her job as a result of the recruiting scandal, including Colorado football coach Gary Barnett, who had recently been put on paid leave after he made disparaging remarks about a woman's athletic abilities, hours after she alleged being raped by a teammate, according to Associated Press reports.

Barnett eventually resigned from his position, nine months after Hoffman did.

Women's activists also point out another moment that cemented their opposition to Hoffman.

In a June 2004 deposition in a federal lawsuit filed against the university, Hoffman was quoted as saying in a sworn statement that the C-word could be used as a term of endearment.

Her comments came in response to a question from an attorney who asked Hoffman whether she considered it harassment for a teammate to use the word toward a female kicker.

Hoffman said it's a statement she will "regret the rest of her life," saying she was "pushed to the wall by a very, very nasty, in-your-face kind of plaintiffs attorney."

In Ames, professors considered top advocates for women said Hoffman was a scapegoat in a series of controversies and the university should be grateful to have attracted someone of her caliber.

"She just radiates a lot of energy and enthusiasm for her job as executive vice president and provost," said Carolyn Heising, an ISU professor of industrial, mechanical and nuclear engineering. "I think she has a strong feeling of social justice."

While in Ames, Heising said, Hoffman was instrumental in starting the Carrie Chapman Catt Center for Women and Politics, named after a leader in the women's suffrage movement; establishing the Plaza of Heroines, an area on campus that contains more than 3,000 bricks commemorating women who are considered role models; and worked to start a women's studies and Latino studies program at ISU.

While she was dean, the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences raised $16 million in private money.

Hoffman left ISU in 1997 to take on the provost position at the University of Illinois at Chicago. From there, she climbed to president of the University of Colorado system in 2000, where she was praised for her knack for fundraising.

In March 2005, she announced she would step down as president after a series of decisions alienated her from a broad range of groups in Colorado.

Some at ISU insist Hoffman will be sensitive to issues facing women.

"As a woman, I'm sure she is aware of the many challenges we face - not just faculty, but women of other rank," said ISU associate professor in veterinary clinical sciences Claudia Baldwin, pointing to a wave of retirements soon expected at ISU that could pave the way for more gender balance in faculty hiring.

Hoffman, who is married without children, calls women her "natural constituency" and said they may have expected her to make a set of decisions in Colorado that she didn't make.

"When you are in a leadership position, you have to make very, very difficult decisions and you have to balance one side against the other side," she said. "I still believe I made the right decision. I'm sure people will argue with me forever."

Hoffman grew up in suburban Philadelphia and was raised by her father, a carpenter, and her mother, who helped run a bakery.

She received her undergraduate degree from Smith College, a private women's school in Massachusetts, in 1968.

Since then, Hoffman points to several ways she paved the way for women: She said she is the first permanent female provost at ISU, was the first dean of Liberal Arts and Sciences there, and the first women who tenured at the business school in Purdue.

Secret search for ISU provost elicits criticism

Ames, Ia. — Controversy followed Elizabeth Hoffman during her first public visits to Iowa State University in September, amid concerns that a search committee did too much to shield applicants’ names from the public.

ISU officials announced on Sept. 27 that Hoffman, 59, would be ISU’s executive vice president and provost, replacing former ISU provost Benjamin Allen, who left campus last May to become president of the University of Northern Iowa.

Officials announced she was a finalist just two days before she was to first appear for an open forum on campus, which some say was not enough.

“You shouldn’t for a moment think that there was ever any intention that it would be public discussion,” said Virginia Allen, a retired ISU English professor, who has been a vocal critic of the provost’s office. “It was an entirely in-house production.”

An 18-member search committee led by Tahira Hira, executive assistant to the president, worked on attracting candidates for the job.

Hira said secrecy was maintained to protect the privacy of candidates who do not want their job aspirations revealed to current employers.

An Iowa Supreme Court ruling in 1988 allows public agencies to keep names secret if they “could reasonably believe that those person would be discouraged” from applying if that were made public.

At ISU, the search was cut down to two finalists after one finalist dropped out. Hoffman and Jeffrey S. Vitter, dean of the College of Science at Purdue University, appeared at public forums on campus.

After that process was over, Hira verbally summarized the committee’s thoughts on the two finalists to ISU president Gregory Geoffroy.

“Our summary was each of these candidates is totally stellar and acceptable,” she said. “It’s your decision who you want to hire.”

— LISA ROSSI

Hoffman's ISU salary

See how Elizabeth Hoffman's salary at ISU compares with the salaries of other provosts in the Big 12.

TEXAS A & M UNIVERSITY: $312,500

UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN: $290,000

UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS: $278,000

IOWA STATE UNIVERSITY: $275,000

OKLAHOMA STATE UNIVERSITY: $250,272

UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO: $246,842

TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY: $230,000

UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI-COLUMBIA: 234,600

UNIVERSITY OF OKLAHOMA: $233,194.

KANSAS STATE UNIVERSITY: $219,622

UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA SYSTEM: $200,500

NOTE: Baylor University, a private school in Texas, did not release the salary of its provost. SOURCE: Big 12 Universities

