Vik Kapoor's vision founders in UT transition period

Researchers struggle with university turmoil

BY JENNI LAIDMAN

BLADE SCIENCE WRITER

When Larry Curtis, one of the
University of Toledo’s best-known
researchers in one of its best-
known departments, applied for a
federal grant this fall, he did some-
thing unusual.

He wrote the University of
Toledo out of his proposal.

“I was forced to do that, unfor-
tunately,” the physicist said.

Dr. Curtis is one of UT’s stars,
honored by the university where
he serves and the research com-
munity at large. In science, where
publication of experimental results
is among the central measures of
accomplistiment, Dr. Curtis is no

slouch, with 199 publications to his
credit.

He was named a distinguished
professor in 1992, was designated a
master teacher in 1993, and last
year received the prestigious rec-
ognition of an honorary doctorate
of philosophy from the University
of Lund in Sweden.

But when the physicist couldn’t
get answers to basic questions
about research support from uni-
versity officials, he decided to con-
duct his experiments at one of the
facilities where he has visiting sci-
entist status. ;

“I have no plans to do research
here in summer or fall When
[grant] renewal came up in Octo-
ber, with no guarantees that I
would hase a lab, I had to realign

and restructure my grant. I wish I
could have done it in another way,”
Dr. Curtis said.

Dr. Curtis is among a number of
researchers at UT who say their
ability to work has been impaired
by the climate of constant change
on the campus.

But there are two realities here.
At the same time researchers
struggle with basic and apparently
significant bureaucratic upset, the
university is embracing ambitious
plans for the future of research.

This contradiction is an odd turn
of events.

UT President Vik Kapoor em-
phasized research during his ten-
ure as dean of the College of En-
gineering. h#search awards more

than doubled to $6 million. He
entered the president’s office with
a promise to improve university
research in the same manner.

“When I came into office, I
thought research was the only
agenda [item],” Dr. Kapoor said
recently. “But we discovered that
we have an enroliment problem, a
budget problem, and so on and so
for:%h. It diverted my attention,” he
said.

But not entirely In meetings
with department chairmen, Dr.
Kapoor advised them to “be bold”
in their research plans. He’s told
everyone to seek new professors
with a record of winning large
federal grants and producing top-
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flight research.

“I have said, ‘You can bring the
professors that you are convinced
are great researchers and teach-
ers. I'll hire them,’” Dr. Kapoor
said. “Hire a professor you think
can walk on water.”

But researchers question
whether such orders can be car-
ried out in what they say is a
welter of bureaucratic confusion
and administrative indecision.

“It’s going to be extremely diffi-
cult and expensive to get people
like that,” said Dr. A. Alan Pinker-
ton, chairman of UT’s chemistry
department. The best candidates,
he said, would require a certain
level of support.

“A top researcher would expect
to be able to call people to fix
computers, get building equip-
ment, have a grant proposal team.
He wouldn’t expect to tie his own
shoe. He’d have secretaries and
accountants to do that. We dont
have these people,” Dr. Pinkerton
said.

“In terms of getting research
done, there are a lot of stumbling
blocks,” Dr. Pinkerton said.

“I sympathize with the trouble,”
Dr. Kapoor said. “We are in, I
would say, a transition period, and
we are going through some
change. The changes we are trying

to do have been needed in this
pla}ge for the last 15-20 years,” he
said.

Many of the most troublesome
issues for researchers cover sim-
ple matters once taken for gran-
ted, such as university support of
scientific computing and mainte-
nance of experimental equipment.
Issues that most frustrate re-
searchers often involve the inabil-
ity to find answers to nuts-and-
bolts questions about applying for
grants and bringing on assistants
to help with laboratory work.

While there are signs that the
worst may be ending, only the
most optimistic have been able to
dismiss what appears to be chaotic
change.

Take a common complaint
among researchers: the inability to
get university approval for the hir-
ing of post-doctoratestoral re-
searchers.

Status

While post-doctoratess have ad-
vanced degrees, in the world of
higher education, their status is
that of a research apprentice. Uni-
versity researchers depend upon
post-docs, along with graduate re-
search assistants, for a lot of the
heavy lifting.

For months, post-doctoratess
have been almost impossible to
hire, UT professors say, and the
status of university support for
graduate research assistants has
also heen confusing.

Dr. Alvin Compaan, interim

Kapoor promises problems will

be fixed by the end of the year

chairman of the physics depart-
ment, said one physicist began the
effort to hire a post-doctorates in
November under the university’s
newly established centralized ap-
proval process.

It was a disaster.

“We went through all the steps
of hiring a post-doc,” Dr. Compaan
said, only to have the choice re-
jected by a high-level administra-
tor.

“We don’t know why. [The post-
doc] was a top candidate. He took
another job,” Dr. Compaan said.
“It’s frankly outrageous.”

It’s the same story nearly every-
where at UT.

“It’s gotten very bureaucratic,”
said Dr. Pinkerton. “It takes about
10 steps, like hiring an administra-
tive assistant. That’s not how post-
docs are hired.

“There are people in this depart-
ment who have been trying to hire
post-docs for several months. It’s
driving them crazy,” Dr. Pinkerton
said.

Dr. Patricia Komuniecki, chair-
man of the biology department,
acknowledged that hiring post-
docs has been a problem.

“There is so much change that
goes so deep, with so many new
people. It’s taking a little time to
point ouf the idea that post-docs
are a little different than hiring a
new secretary.”

After more than a year, the issue
was finally resolved last week in
favor of the simplified system pro-
fessors used before.

Issues

Many other issues remain un-
resolved, such as who pays the
tuition of graduate research assist-
ants, which was traditionally
waived by the university. There’s
also concern about support for the
computing operating system that
physics demands, which the uni-
versity maintained until recent
months. Others ask if the univer-
sity will pay a share of maintaining
scientific equipment.

But other programs go forward.

Most notable is new emphasis
on certain research areas, begin-
ning with an increase in staffing.

Cell and molecular biology is
among the disciplines slated for
growth. Four new positions will be
hired this year, for a total of about
10 new slots in the next few years.
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Dr. Komuniecki said she’s been
interviewing researchers from
leading institutions, including Har-
vard Medical School, for openings
in her department. They're daz-
zled by what UT has to offer

When she showed the Harvard
candidate the lab she shares with
her husband, Dr. Richard
Komuniecki, he said: “This much
space would have 60 post-docs
sharing it,” at Harvard.

Plus, area housing prices are a
tremendous incentive to people ac-
customed to East Coast real es-
tate.

That, combined with the reputa-
tions of researchers in the biology
department, is proving a powerful
attractant to new hires, Dr.
Komuniecki said.

Another important change in bi-
ology occurred as a result of one of
Dr. Kapoor’s “be bold” directives
to university staff.

Dr. Mike Phillips, chairman of
the geology department, took the
university president at his word
and proposed a new department
that separates environmental sci-
ences from the cell- and molecu-
lar-level pursuits.

The proposed department is cal-
led Earth, Ecological and Environ-
mental Sciences and will combine
geology and environmental biolo-
gy.

Trends

In the College of Engineering,
where the rough spots found in the
College of Arts & Sciences aren’t
evident, there’s fresh emphasis on
tracking funding trends among the
major research support agencies
and preparing research proposals
with those trends in mind.
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Dr. Komuniecki said she’s been
interviewing researchers from
leading institutions, including Har-
vard Medical School, for openings
in her department. They’re daz-
zled by what UT has to offer.

When she showed the Harvard
candidate the lab she shares with
her husband, Dr. Richard
Komuniecki, he said: “This much
space would have 60 post-docs
sharing it,” at Harvard.

Plus, area housing prices are a
tremendous incentive to people ac-
customed to East Coast real es-
tate.

That, combined with the reputa-
tions of researchers in the biology
department, is proving a powerful
attractant to new hires, Dr.
Komuniecki said.

Another important change in bi-
ology occurred as a result of one of
Dr. Kapoor’s “be bold” directives
to university staff.

Dr. Mike Phillips, chairman of
the geology department, took the
university president at his word
and proposed a new department
that separates environmental sci-
ences from the cell- and molecu-
lar-level pursuits.

The proposed department is cal-
led Earth, Ecological and Environ-
mental Sciences and will combine
geology and environmental biolo-

gy.
Trends

In the College of Engineering,
where the rough spots found in the
College of Arts & Sciences aren’t
evident, there’s fresh emphasis on
tracking funding trends among the
major research support agencies
and preparing research proposals
with those trends in mind.

“We're trying to obtain critical
mass in certain areas,” said Dr.
Atam Dhawan, engineering’s as-
sistant dean of graduate studies.
“We're trying to identify collabora-
tive teams for multi-disciplinary
problems. We want to compete at a
national level.”

Dr. Dhawan, who was recruited
through Dr. Kapoor’s efforts,
sounds the same themes as UT’s
president: cross-disciplinary re-
search, national competition, and
staying on top of what funding
agencies want.

To accomplish this, Dr. Kapoor
said he’s reorganizing the duties of

the university’s research office,
which previously played a large
role in helping researchers apply
for grants. This reorganization
plan, along with staffing problems
in the research office, has many
researchers fearing that the uni-
versity is leaving them adrift.

“The research department is
going in a different direction.
Sometimes you have to do some
basic changes for the long term,”
Dr. Kapoor said.

He compared the confusion with
the orange barrels of highway
reconstruction.

“After this is all done, we forget
{the barrels] and we have beautiful
roads,” he said. That means, in
this case, a research office that
lobbies for grant proposals with
the proper funding agency, while
individual colleges take over the
duties of preparing the grant de-
tails — once the duty of the re-
search office.

“Only 20 per cent of the propos-
als we submit get funded. I want to
increase that rate from 20 per cent
to 42 per cent,” Dr. Kapoor said.

Grants

In the fiscal year that ended
June 30, the University of Toledo
received $17.2 million in research
grants. Federal grants made up $7
million of that total. That’s roughly
equivalent to what it received in
the previous year. )

Dr. Kapoor said by next year, not
only will funding be up, but today’s
problems will be history.

“My time has been devoted to-
ward building leadership. I have
taken care of that. I have hired
pretty close to 50 people in senior
leadership jobs.

“Pll be very disappointed if by
September people still have prob-
lems. Between July and Septem-
ber, 99 per cent of the problems I
expect to disappear. New hires
would not come here unless we
have a system in place. I will solve
the problems of my existing people
too. I will challenge if a professor
will have a problem in research
after Sept. 1. I would consider that
a failure on my part if they have
difficulty.”

Most hope Dr. Kapoor can live
up fo his promise.

“Let me come down four-square
to say the University of Toledo is
an excellent place to go to school,”
Dr. Curtis said. “If there’s a chance
we can get this place back togeth-
er, we would love to do it.”

“IPm still hopeful this is a tran-
sient situation,” said Dr. Compaan.
“T know this is a transient, because
it can’t get worse.”




