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FROM THE DEAN OF SCIENCE 

 

Dear Colleagues,  

 

Eighteen months ago we completed a detailed planning process for the nine natu-

ral science departments in Arts and Sciences, released our strategic plan, and 

formally launched the Columbia Science Initiative. Through this process we not 

only laid out the needs of individual departments, but also introduced a 10 year 

roadmap in which new broad intellectual themes were identified by A&S faculty, 

new university-wide initiatives were defined, and exciting opportunities for col-

laboration with Engineering, the Medical School, and other units within Colum-

bia were mapped out. It laid out goals for building critically-needed shared facil-

ities, providing staff and research support infrastructure, growing our science 

faculty in targeted areas, and building centers and institutes that will enable us to 

attract the most outstanding faculty, students, and visitors.  

 

We articulated our strategy in terms of what we thought could be accomplished 

in three phases – at 18 months, 5 years, and 10 years – and we are now at the 

first of those milestones. A year and a half ago we had an enormous amount of 

work before us just to begin laying the groundwork. As you’ll see in the report 

below, we’ve made significant progress during this first phase. This as a solid 

start, one that we should be proud of, but much work remains to be done. The 

effort before us is a marathon, not a sprint.   

 

I encourage you to read the report, visit our new website, and take an active role 

in supporting our Initiative. We will provide regular updates in the form of sub-

sequent newsletters in the coming months and years. As always, I welcome your 

comments and feedback.  

 

Amber Miller 

Professor of Physics & Dean of Science 

Faculty of Arts and Sciences  
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In January 2013, the natural science  
departments presented a unified plan for the 

future of basic sciences at the University. 

In order for groundbreaking work to be conducted across these themes, concrete 

steps are needed to ensure that we have the world-class facilities and resources 

necessary for conducting great science, that we maintain and continue to grow an 

outstanding faculty, and that we have a fundraising and development program in 

place to financially support this work. The strategic plan emphasizes each of these 

areas, and lays out detailed benchmarks across the next 10 years to position our-

selves for preeminence.                                                     

The first of these benchmarks takes place at 18 months, a milestone that we have 

just crossed. When the strategic plan was completed, the Initiative did not have full

-time staff support either for fundraising, or to support the extensive planning and 

day-to-day activity that was needed, so one of the first goals was to identify and 

recruit outstanding professionals to support the plan:  

Sylvia Humphrey is the new full-time director of development for the Science 

Initiative. She began her position this past spring, coming from Rutgers University 

where she had been successfully raising money for science. She also knows Co-

lumbia well, having worked previously at Barnard. She is passionate about sci-

ence, and has already been enormously effective in her short time with us so far, 

building relationships within the Office of Alumni Development, identifying po-

tential donors, and creating opportunities for relationship building.  

THE SCIENCE INITIATIVE: 18-MONTH REPORT 
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In January 2013, the natural science departments of Columbia University presented 

a unified plan for the future of the basic sciences at the University. This strategic 

plan was the result of collaboration among these nine departments and input from 

the entire science faculty in Arts and Sciences (A&S). Each department document-

ed its own individual strengths, needs, and specific priorities, and the overall plan 

was built on the strategies outlined by each department. It was designed to meet the 

departments’ collective aspirations with a comprehensive set of priorities, actions, 

and measures of success over the next decade that will build upon existing strengths 

and lead Columbia to scientific preeminence.  
 

The plan identifies three new scientific themes that run through and unify the natu-

ral science departments. They include: Origins (understanding the beginning and 

nature of the universe), Life (understanding its complexity from proteins to popula-

tions), and Molecular Architectures (developing new materials and technologies 

beginning at the atomic and molecular scale).  
 

These areas were chosen based on Columbia’s existing strengths and the potential 

for revolutionary breakthroughs in the next decade that will have major significance 

for humanity. Additionally, the plan identifies three existing initiatives at Columbia 

that intersect with the natural sciences’ expertise and will strengthen and be 

strengthened by their collaboration. They include Data Sciences, Mind Brain Be-

havior, and Earth.  

 



Dave Zielinski is the new associate dean of science and planning in the Faculty 

of Arts and Sciences. He is a psychologist who has been a successful researcher 

and teacher and comes to Columbia from the National Institutes of Health. His 

full-time job is to push the initiative forward, and he has hit the ground running, 

overseeing the layout and printing of the full version of the strategic plan, leading 

the development of the Science Initiative’s new website, and supervising fellow-

ship and research support programs for the science departments. 

 

Facilities and Resources  

Providing faculty and researchers with state-of-the-art facilities that enable them 

to conduct research at the highest levels possible is essential to maintaining top-

quality competitive research. With improved laboratories, collaboration spaces, 

and equipment, Columbia will also provide the best possible training opportuni-

ties to undergraduate and graduate students and postdoctoral scholars.  

The strategic plan also emphasizes the importance of strengthening existing insti-

tutes and centers at the University, as well as laying the groundwork for the pos-

sible creation of three new A&S–led institutes tied to the themes of Origins, Life, 

and Molecular Architectures. Centers and institutes provide the infrastructure 

necessary to foster collaboration between faculty, students, and researchers across 

disciplinary boundaries and provide the administrative support required to facili-

tate large research proposals in a cost-effective and efficient manner. 

At the 18-month mark, we have made significant progress in supporting the re-

search facilities and resources critically needed to support the work of our facul-

ty. We have:  

 Laid the groundwork for shared facilities key to the success of the Molecular 

Architectures theme. We have made major investments in nanoscience re-

search, including $12M in joint support between A&S and Engineering that 

has been successfully allocated by a faculty committee to support infrastruc-

ture development and staffing, $9.1M in support from the Office of the Prov-

ost for equipment, as well as a cross-university agreement with City Univer-

sity of New York to share cleanroom space in their new Advanced Science 

Research Center, opening near Columbia’s new Manhattanville campus.  

 Designed, secured funding for, and begun construction on the first half of the 

new Center for Theoretical Physics in Pupin Hall. The center will bring to-

gether theoreticians from physics, mathematics, astronomy, and statistics, in 

support of the Origins theme. 

 Commissioned a feasibility study to better understand, in detail, what it will 

require to build a state-of-the-art research greenhouse on the roof of the 

Schermerhorn Extension. A new greenhouse on the Morningside campus 

will allow faculty and students in E3B, DEES, and Biological Sciences easy 

access to research space currently only available to them outside of the city. 

This is an important resource for the Life theme.  
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 Made seed and matching funds avail-

able to help researchers in A&S and 

Engineering compete successfully for 

large center grants. This support con-

tributed to the success this year of an 

NSF Major Research Instrumentation 

grant to develop a reactive ion etch-

ing system for high-resolution pattern 

transfer – work that is important to 

our shared nanoscience research and 

our Molecular Architectures theme.  

 Launched seed funding in support of 

a new high-performance computing 

cluster open to all researchers in A&S 

and Engineering.  

 Initiated the Columbia Prize Postdoc-

toral Fellow Program. The program’s 

first fellow recently completed her 

term in E3B and accepted a prestig-

ious faculty position. We currently 

have another outstanding Prize post-

doctoral fellow in the Astronomy 

department and we will be advertis-

ing for our third fellow this fall. 

 Began the A&S Research Facilities 

Support Program, designed to pro-

vide modest funding in support of our 

research laboratory infrastructure and 

systems. Funding is being distributed 

twice a year on a competitive basis to 

provide support to our natural science 

departments for research maintenance 

and upgrades that are not covered by 

existing university programs. 

We are also ahead of the plan with regard 

to some of our facilities-related goals. 

Originally noted as a five -year goal, A&S 

has been working with the Zuckerman 

Institute to build-out the 11th floor in the 

Northwest Corner Building.  

Facilities and Resources (continued) 

  

Faculty 

The strategic plan recognizes that an outstanding faculty is what drives world 

class research. The science faculty members in our nine natural science de-

partments are among the finest in the world. During the past 18 months our 

faculty has received numerous honors, including memberships in the National 

Academy of Science and American Academy of Arts and Sciences, MacAr-

thur “genius grants”, and many, many others. In late October, A&S will be 

hosting an event to celebrate the awards received by our faculty over the past 

year to celebrate the breadth and depth of Columbia’s outstanding scholar-

ship.   

While the quality of our faculty is undeniable, several of the natural science 

departments urgently need additional faculty in order to handle their educa-

tional responsibilities and to address important research areas within their 

fields. Other departments are focused on preserving their considerable 

strengths. Despite some slow replacements over the past few years, we have 

made some outstanding senior hires, recruited some brilliant new junior fac-

ulty, and have managed to achieve some modest growth in a few  targeted 

areas:  

 Since the beginning of the Science Initiative, we have either recruited or 

authorized the recruitment of 13 incremental hires in departments specifi-

cally called out for growth in the strategic plan.  
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 It is not a secret that we have seen two high-profile departures among our 

nanoscience faculty. We have launched a considerable response in order to 

ensure that our nanoscience program remains top-notch and among the best in 

the world. Between the Physics department and Engineering, we identified 

three stars in this field who will renew and expand our leadership in this im-

portant area. Two of the three have recently committed to joining us and we 

are in final negotiations with the third.  

 With the help of Columbia’s central administration, we are now able to catch 

up on replacement hires that have been delayed due to budgetary challenges 

and are looking forward to welcoming outstanding recruits to our ranks in the 

upcoming years.  

 We have also been working collaboratively with the Zuckerman Mind Brain 

Behavior Institute to identify six incremental hires in A&S for faculty who 

will be housed in the new Jerome L. Greene Science Center. Three of these 

searches are seeking highly innovative faculty spanning a number of depart-

ments, and three are focused on recruiting outstanding faculty to the Psychol-

ogy department, which is currently undersized.  

 

Fundraising  

The strategic plan lays out an ambitious strategy that entails significant 

financial requirements for both faculty and the resources they need to con-

duct their work. Implementing this strategy depends on careful budgeting 

of A&S resources, support from the central administration and significant 

development activity.   

In the face of flat or declining federal funding, the plan calls for not only position-

ing ourselves to be as competitive as possible for such awards, but also for raising 

substantial philanthropic funds for science. Fundraising is the most challenging 

part of this project. The sciences began this endeavor with no development board, 

and very few real donor prospects. Building the infrastructure needed takes time, 

and we have begun to make progress in this area:   

 Work has been underway to develop a fundraising advisory board for the Sci-

ence Initiative, and we have been regularly convening a core group of busi-

ness professionals with interest in and ties to Columbia science. Members of 

this group are helping us to create a fundraising network and establish a per-

manent Science Advisory Board. This Board will assist in forming a long-

term development plan and will advise on its implementation. The board will 

also build its own membership during the five-year time frame to bring in 

additional assistance with goals and advisement on structuring and refining 

the science development program. 

 We have defined and worked on articulating a set of philanthropic opportuni-

ties ranging from large, core centers to individual chairs and fellowships. We 

are working with our director of development, Sylvia Humphrey, to identify 

and cultivate donors. President Bollinger is helping us to develop strategies 

for pursing the larger gifts required to support each of the new themes.  
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Fundraising (continued) 

 The Science Initiative has a natural overlap with several other university-wide 

development initiatives. For example, the forthcoming Precision Medicine 

Initiative has clear ties to work being conducted in our departments of Chem-

istry and Biological Science, to name a few, and a clear link to the plan’s Life 

theme. These initiatives may be able to bolster the Science Initiative in certain 

areas, and work is underway to ensure they will benefit Morningside’s scienc-

es. They do not, however, address other fundamental aspects of our Initiative 

and funding for these areas will necessarily be prioritized within our own de-

velopment activities.  

 

Next Steps 

The natural science departments in A&S have accomplished a great deal over the 

past 18 months, and have begun laying the groundwork for the next benchmark at 

year five. Implementing the first steps of the Science Initiative has not been with-

out challenges, but we have a solid start and have advanced further than expected 

in some areas. 

Looking forward, we are especially well positioned with Sylvia Humphrey and 

Dave Zielinski now staffing the Science Initiative. Their full-time efforts will not 

only help move us toward our next milestone, but will make our lives easier 

through fundraising, improving our communication, and overseeing programs and 

projects in the plan that directly affect our research. 

Much work remains to be accomplished and the goals at the five year mark include 

more significant and broader investments in Columbia Science. Details of these 

goals may be found in the full strategic plan document, available online at the new 

Science Initiative website. With the support of the science faculty, A&S admin-

istration, and the university’s central administration, we will not only aspire to 

these goals, but will achieve them.  
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SCIENCE INITIATIVE WEBSITE 

This summer we launched a website for the Science Initiative, which will serve as both our communications hub and 

clearinghouse for important planning documents. The website’s address is:  

www.fas.columbia.edu/home/initiatives/science-initiative 

The site includes background information about the Science Initiative and all of the strategic planning documents to-

date, including a two-page overview, the executive summary, and the full version of the strategic plan. Also included 

are sections highlighting news stories about research conducted in the nine natural science departments, a multimedia 

page that includes video interviews with science faculty, an events and announcements section to share important ac-

tivities, and a list of Science Initiative contacts.  

The new website is very much a version 1.0, and will be regularly updated and enhanced over time. Our goal with the 

news section, for example, is for it to be a single location for news stories on our departments that are currently spread 

across Columbia’s website. We’re also working to develop original news and multimedia content in house that will be 

posted and shared within Columbia and beyond. We encourage you to make use of the site regularly and to provide us 

with feedback regarding its ease of use and how it can be further improved.   
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