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To:  Ernest May, Secretary of the Faculty Senate 

From:  Caren Rotello, Research Council Chair, on behalf of the Research Policy 

Committee of the Research Council 

Date:  April 19, 2013  

RE:  Comments on "Innovation and Impact: Renewing the Promise of the Public 

University" Draft dated 3/27/13 

 

Note that suggested changes to the text of the 3/27/13 draft are contained within 

the text that follows and compiled in the Appendix on page 8 of this document. 

 

 

Plans are worthless, but planning is everything. 

- Dwight D. Eisenhower 
 

Public universities are in a state of crisis, facing diminishing levels of state support, 

crumbling infrastructure, and criticism from families who face heavy student debt 

loads.  At the same time, federal investment in basic research is declining in most 

fields, and narrowing or being eliminated in others.   To contain costs while working 

to increase revenues, universities have turned to offering large online courses, 

increasing undergraduate enrollments, particularly of out-of-state students, and 

developing new revenue streams such as terminal master's degree programs.  These 

changes have been successful, but are now at a state of maturity that provides 

reduced potential for benefit growth.  As the Strategic Planning document 

articulates clearly, additional innovative and significant changes are needed.   

 

The Research Council warmly supports the plan's intention to establish a more 

organized and transparent approach to managing the campus enterprise.  We 

believe this strategy is more likely to lead not only to the best possible outcomes, 

but also to enhanced campus morale.  It is natural for a new plan to stress the new 

emphases it aims to introduce; the Council very much feels the need to reassert the 

value of, and the need for, a number of existing structures and strengths.  Examples 

include the need for both strong disciplines and increased interdisciplinarity, and 

the need for both basic academic research and increased connection between our 

research and what our funders and constituencies value. 

 

We limit our comments to the sections of the document most directly relevant to the 

research mission of the University (Section II: The Research Advantage; Section III: 

Research and Graduate Education).  However, we begin with an overarching 

question:  What does it mean to "Focus on Value"?  As a public research 

institution, we must be responsive and accountable to taxpayers.  We must work to 

lower the cost and increase the quality of education for our students.   

 

We want to express a caution about the apparent equating of "value" with direct 

short-term economic impact that appears to permeate the current draft of the plan.  

We believe that the University of Massachusetts Amherst contributes to society in 

many ways that are not obviously economic.  This assertion is supported by the 
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observation that our campus is recognized as a Community Engaged Campus by the 

Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching for its "significant 

commitment to and demonstration of community engagement." Our faculty have 

testified before Congress or White House staff on a range of socially important 

topics, such as reducing Medicare fraud, the impact of changes in the minimum 

wage, discriminatory employment practices, and ways to enhance youth 

participation in science and technology.  The faculty also contribute to policy 

analysis in the Commonwealth through analysis for example, of the impact of the 

MCAS exam, and technical consulting with other branches of state government. 

 

On campus, numerous centers and institutes seek to improve society in different 

ways.  For example, the Psychology of Peace and Violence Program works to 

improve conflict resolution strategies worldwide, the Center for Public Policy 

Administration conducts rigorous research to realize social change and solve 

problems for the common good, the Center for Heritage and Society develops new 

approaches to heritage conservation and communication around the world, and the 

Center for Digital Forensics works to develop and apply novel research and 

technology in forensics and privacy to address the interests of society, law, and 

government.    

 

This type of research-driven engagement benefits society not by producing an 

immediate economic benefit, but by improving our decision-making, preserving our 

history, and working toward the greater good.  The work of our faculty also 

stimulates the creative economy of the Commonwealth through artistic 

performances, curation of the Massachusetts Multicultural Film Festival, the 

Western Massachusetts Writing Project for K-12 teachers, and contributions to 

documentary films, newspapers, and magazines.  We urge that a statement to this 

effect be added to the Strategic Planning document, to prevent readers from 

drawing the conclusion that only research with immediate economic impact is of 

value to the Commonwealth. 

 

 

Suggested addition to the "Innovation and Impact" document, in the "Guiding 

Principles" on page 3: 

 

"Research.  The majority of university research is basic research, which is 

about long-term transformation of the individual, the state, the nation, and 

the world.  Basic research creates fundamental new knowledge that may be 

drawn upon by future generations, knowledge that provides the necessary 

foundation upon which innovation rests.  Basic research helps to inspire the 

public, train future leaders, create knowledge, and shape society's direction 

for the next half-century or more.  Maintaining and strengthening basic 

research is prerequisite to the research agenda presented here." 
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Section II: The Research Advantage 

 

Expanding and integrating undergraduate research opportunities. 

 

The Research Council supports the goal of involving undergraduates in research, as 

research opportunities are uniquely available in a residential University 

environment.  However, attention must be paid to the fiscal resources and faculty 

effort required to provide those opportunities, particularly as the student body 

grows without a concomitant growth of the faculty.  One partial solution, which 

would address only the fiscal aspects of increasing undergraduate participation in 

research, would be to levy differential fees (a "research levy") to support research-

related curricular enhancements. 

Suggested addition.  Page 10, line 7:  insert "Differential student fees could 

be assessed to support these research-related curricular enhancements." 

 
Section III:  Research and Graduate Education 

 

1. Excellence in Research 

 

The council understands that strategic choices will be necessary that focus on high 

potential opportunities where UMass can be competitive.  During Phase Two of the 

planning process, the criteria and procedures for making these decisions need to be 

made clear, and affected departments and programs should be actively involved in 

the process. 

 

a.  Applying the Results of the Doctoral Program Review (DPR) 

 

The Research Council applauds the application of data to the complex 

problem of measuring program success and productivity.  We also strongly 

support Chancellor Subbaswamy's statement that "we remain fully committed 

to achieving the quality and excellence that the AAU represents."1 AAU 

institutions are "leading comprehensive research universities distinguished 

by the breadth and quality of their programs of research and graduate 

education."2  We assume, therefore, that the DPR data will be used 

judiciously to enhance our strengths without sacrificing the breadth that is 

crucial to a comprehensive research university. 

 

b.  Faculty Hiring and Retention 

 

The Research Council strongly supports the plan to work proactively to 

retain our most successful faculty, and to create transition plans to reduce 

                                                        
1 http://www.umass.edu/umhome/feature-story/article/287.html 
2 AAU Membership Policy, revised April 20, 2010 
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the productivity decline that occurs when active senior faculty members 

retire.  We also urge the University to adopt a strategy of making hires at a 

more senior level as a means of immediately improving our research 

reputation, with less of the inherent uncertainty associated with hiring at a 

very junior level. Providing administrative staff support and enhanced 

research infrastructure (space and facilities) are cost effective means of 

retaining star faculty and have the added benefit of enhancing the 

research productivity and overall job satisfaction of other faculty in the 

unit.   

 

An additional consideration in hiring decisions is the availability of 

adequate start-up money.  More consistent and substantial sources of 

start-up funds would enhance recruitment efforts.  We urge the 

administration to develop a structured and transparent plan for the 

allocation of centrally-administered start-up resources. 

 

2. Aligning Research Priorities with Funding Sources 

 

The planning document suggests that one way to measure the alignment of our 

research priorities with society's needs is by our success in attracting federal grant 

dollars and collaborating with businesses.  While the Research Council strongly 

supports these efforts, we would argue that we can not measure our success solely 

in those terms.  Faculty research contributes to society in myriad other ways, from 

impact on the creative economy to the advancement of social justice and 

preservation of historical sites. We propose that the University develop other 

indicators of alignment with society's needs, for greater balance across our many 

research disciplines. 

 

Suggested edit.  Page 20, Replace "This can take many forms, from formal 

participation in grant-funded activity to reflection on social progress on the part of 

an individual scholar." with "This can take many forms, from formal participation in 

grant-funded activity to contributions to the creative economy, advancement of 

social justice, preservation of historical sites, and myriad other research-based 

engagement activities." 

 

Suggested insertion.  Page 20, immediately after the "Aligning Research Priorities" 

paragraph, add a bullet point:  "Develop non-economic indicators of research 

alignment with society's needs." 

 

a. Federal and State Grants 

 

The Research Council strongly supports efforts to increase federal and state 

funding for research on campus. 

 

b.  Expanding Interactions with Business and Industry 
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Partnering with industry to support faculty-driven research is an appropriate 

approach to fostering industry partnerships; the creation of the University of 

Massachusetts Innovation Institute is a good step in that direction.  Such 

partnerships may take advantage of the University’s strength in generating 

ideas, innovation and expertise, as well as industry's strength in 

development and production of a product.  We support mechanisms that will 

foster greater mutual understanding as well as mutual benefit.  However, we 

should resist any temptation to tailor our research, or our hiring plans, to 

meet current business needs, as business interests tend to have a far shorter-

term focus than a typical faculty member's career.  Potential business 

partnerships, while clearly valuable, should be only one possible criterion for 

choosing research priorities for UMass. 

 

 

3.  Building Bridges: Interdisciplinarity 

 

The Research Council appreciates the potentially transformative value of some 

interdisciplinary work, while also recognizing that there remain substantial 

disciplinary contributions to be made.   

 

a.  Focus on Large-scale and Interdisciplinary Center Proposals. 

 

Generating a proposal for a large-scale Center, and managing the awards, is 

time-consuming; the Research Council is pleased to see that support is 

planned for the PIs involved.  Our concerns and proposals are: 

1. There is a need for transparency in the on-campus vetting process 

of limited-application proposals.  We propose the creation of a 

standing committee of faculty, the VCRE, and a representative from 

facilities planning, to review submissions. 

2. Not all successful centers include an interdisciplinary component, 

nor should that be a requirement. 

3. We see no need to redefine tenure. We believe that the pre-tenure 

("4.2"), tenure, and Post-Tenure Multiyear reviews provide strong 

safeguards against underachieving faculty, as they present 

opportunities to release a faculty member from service or to redefine 

his/her contributions to the University. 

 

Suggestion deletion:  p. 12, bottom.  Delete "(such as tenure, 

promotion, and merit processes)" 

 

 

b. Incubate Interdisciplinary Research 

 

The Research Council concurs that the University should provide 

institutional support for "high-risk/high-reward" projects, but cautions that 
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these are not necessarily interdisciplinary in nature.  The reward would be 

just as high if the project were successful but contained within a single 

discipline; the investment should be based on the potential of the project. 

 

Suggested insertion. p. 22 under "Incubate Interdisciplinary 

Research", add a bullet point:  "Create transparency in vetting process 

for limited-application proposals by creating a standing committee of 

faculty, the VCRE, and representatives from facilities planning, to 

review all such submissions." 

 

 

c.  Interdisciplinary Faculty Hiring 

 

The Research Council is currently assessing the effectiveness of the cluster-

hire strategy; a full report is expected by April 26, 2013.  

 

We believe that high quality interdisciplinary collaborations require strong 

home departments, as well as a reward structure that avoids fragmenting 

departments.   We caution against split-appointment hires, even at the senior 

level, as both home departments are likely to feel short-changed on the 

teaching and service contributions of the appointee. We recommend 

developing and promulgating best practices for hiring, mentorship, and 

evaluation of interdisciplinary faculty. 

 

4.  Effective and Efficient Support for the Research Enterprise 

 

a. Develop a comprehensive IT plan. 

  

This goal is strongly supported by the Research Council. 

 

b. Continue progress to improve pre- and post-award support and 

compliance. 

 

This goal is strongly supported by the Research Council.  Indeed, monitoring 

progress on this front has been a major effort of the Council and the Council 

is pleased with progress made in recent years. Additional efficiencies would 

be obtained via improvements in the process of developing research policy 

by insuring faculty input prior to enactment. 

 

c. Focus on the Libraries' capacity to support emerging research needs. 

The Research Council strongly supports the University Libraries and its 

initiatives to provide training, consultation and support services in copyright 

and data management to the research community and believes these services 

should be broadened to include undergraduate research as well.  The Council 

recognizes, too, that it is essential for the campus and the Libraries to 
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support the current information needs of the research community while also 

working with faculty to contain the cost of access to journals and other 

library materials. 

d.  Increase awareness of campus research and scholarly activities 

 

The Research Council supports efforts to highlight our achievements and 

garner more awards for our faculty. The recent MLSC Life Sciences Study 

included an “Industry Awareness Audit” that revealed poor awareness of 

UMass faculty research programs by Massachusetts companies and almost 

negligible awareness by out of state companies.  Increased industry and 

community awareness of campus research would broaden research impact, 

not only in evidencing value but also in facilitating industry and other 

partnerships with the campus.  The office of Research and Engagement 

should facilitate industry connections to campus.   

 

Suggested addition.   Page 24 ,  insert  a  bul let  point :  "The 

off ice of  Research and Engagement  should develop targeted 

communications to enhance industry awareness in selected areas of 

research significance." 

 

5.  Increase Impact through Excellence in Graduate Education 

 

a.  Improving graduate programs by "right-sizing" 

 

Matching Ph.D. output to "the market" assumes both that we can define "the 

market" in all fields and that reductions in graduate program size would have 

no consequence.  Both assumptions are open to careful discussion.  We 

concur with the more nuanced view of right-sizing that is presented in the 

Doctoral Program Review recommendations. 

 

Suggested change, p. 24.  Delete "and PhD output is matched to the 

market." Insert "Ph.D. programs should develop enrollment targets 

based on demand for admission, quality of applicants, placement of 

graduates, completion rate, number of research-active faculty, 

adequacy of laboratories and other facilities, available funding, 

optimal cohort size, and instructional and research needs that can 

only be met with graduate employees." 

 

b. Revenue-generating programs 

 

Whereas "4+1" master's programs work in some departments, in others the 

needs of the undergraduates already overtax the faculty's ability to deliver 

the curriculum.  Additional faculty would need to be hired simply to manage 

a 4+1 program and teach the courses, effectively eliminating any revenue 

benefit. 
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Appendix: 

List of proposed changes to strategic planning document 

 

1. Page 3.  Insert a new Guiding Principle. "Research.  The majority of 

university research is basic research, which is about long-term 

transformation of the individual, the state, the nation, and the world.  Basic 

research creates fundamental new knowledge that may be drawn upon by 

future generations, knowledge that provides the necessary foundation upon 

which innovation rests.  Basic research helps to inspire the public, train 

future leaders, create knowledge, and shape society's direction for the next 

half-century or more.  Maintaining and strengthening basic research is 

prerequisite to the research agenda presented here.” 

2. Page 10, line 7:  insert "Differential student fees could be assessed to 

support these research-related curricular enhancements." 

3. Page 12, bottom.  Delete "(such as tenure, promotion, and merit processes)" 

4. Page 20, Replace "This can take many forms, from formal participation in 

grant-funded activity to reflection on social progress on the part of an 

individual scholar." with "This can take many forms, from formal 

participation in grant-funded activity to contributions to the creative 

economy, advancement of social justice, preservation of historical sites, and 

myriad other research-based engagement activities." 

5. Page 20, immediately after the "Aligning Research Priorities" paragraph, 

add a bullet point:  "Develop non-economic indicators of research 

alignment with society's needs." 

6. Page 22 under "Incubate Interdisciplinary Research", add a bullet point:  

"Create transparency in vetting process for limited-application proposals by 

creating a standing committee of faculty, the VCRE, and representatives from 

facilities planning, to review all such submissions." 

7. Page 24,  insert  a bullet  point:  "The off ice  of  Research and 

Engagement  should develop targeted communications to enhance 

industry awareness in selected areas of research significance." 

8. Page 24.  Delete "and PhD output is matched to the market." Insert "Ph.D. 

programs should develop enrollment targets based on demand for admission, 

quality of applicants, placement of graduates, completion rate, number of 

research-active faculty, adequacy of laboratories and other facilities, 

available funding, optimal cohort size, and instructional and research needs 

that can only be met with graduate employees." 

 

 

 

 


