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Physics Department Chair’s Report 
Drafted by Jennifer L. Ross, Physics Department Chair 
June 1, 2021 
 

Executive Summary 
This report serves as a reflection of the work that was done in the department of physics from June 
1, 2020 through May 31, 2021. Perhaps it goes without saying that this was a year unlike others, 
given the COVID-19 pandemic, Black Lives Matter protests, and this being my first year as 
department chair. These changes in our social fabric can be harnessed to make amazing 
improvements, and I believe that we were able to do that on many fronts over the past year. I am 
particularly proud of the work the department has done to cope and thrive during hybrid teaching, 
improving the climate for our students to grow and learn physics, and making thoughtful and 
exciting updates to curriculum. Much of this work is still ongoing. The mission of the department for 
excellent research and teaching in physics is overlaid with the need to create community. It was 
difficult in this year when we needed to be apart, but we made excellent strides. I am excited to 
continue this work with you to excel our mission of excellent physics research and teaching. 
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Departmental Leadership 
One major area updated this year was to create a departmental leadership team that met every-
other-week as a group of faculty leaders to work on updates and address issues that arose 
throughout the department. In addition to myself as new chair, the leadership team was composed 
of: 

Mitch Soderberg, Associate Chair 
Duncan Brown, Director of Graduate Studies 
Jay Hubisz, co-Director of Undergraduate Studies 
Jack Laiho, co-Director of Undergraduate Studies 
Jen Schwarz, chair of the Equity, Inclusion, and Diversity Committee 

The majority of the work performed below was directed by these folks. They are also the go-to team 
when issues arise. 
 
Chair. I have found the position of chair to be exciting and interesting over the past year. There were 
new challenges, like working with a large diverse professional staff. Unlike the other leadership team 
members, the chair has a responsibility for the entire department. I believe that the leader of a 
group also sets the tone for that group. I have worked very hard to set a tone of collegiality, 
positivity, transparency, consistency, and far-reaching, progressive goal-setting. We may not always 
achieve the top-level goal, but I feel that trying to stretch will get us closer to what we want. 
 
As chair, I feel that communication is important. I initiated weekly emails to the entire department to 
keep everyone in contact about what we are doing and important notices. I have weekly faculty 
emails and we have weekly faculty meetings to stay in touch and discuss important matters as they 
arise. We also restarted an electronic department newsletter, described below, to get in better touch 
with our alumni around the world. These communication methods are designed to keep people 
informed and to create more community connections and celebrate community member successes. 
 
When I first became chair, I posted to Twitter about it. A long-time friend and collaborator 
commented on my post, “Congrats! Maybe cut down on the swearing when you talk with the dean 
and don't institute all the changes & improvements you envision in the first week.” I am not sure I 
cut down on the swearing, but I did work very hard to not implement too many scary changes in the 
first week. That being said, we did a lot of things that I think are for the better. If you agree or 
disagree, I want to hear from you. Please consider responding to my survey: 
https://syracuseuniversity.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3eJbwcCsVNvS8ey 
 
Associate Chair is charged with the following portfolio of responsibilities this year: teaching assistant 
assignments, teaching assistant training, department space inventory and allocation, including office 
space, helping the chair with service and teaching assignments, and faculty evaluations and salary 
raises based on CV updates.  
 
The addition of the responsibility of space for faculty is something that is a huge task. Mitch has 
performed a survey of the department space, interfaced with the dean’s office and campus planning, 
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worked with Sam and Phil on equipment moves and space clean-ups, and is helping with new faculty 
lab space and office space allocation and updating. Mitch is also working with the shop and is on the 
Physics Building Beautification projects in the department, which will start this summer. See below 
for more information on department space.   
 
Mitch helped the chair on faculty reviews and salary raises this year. Because the chair has a conflict 
of interest with a faculty member, Mitch’s help on salary raises was essential. Also, spreading the task 
responsibility made the task fairer. He came up with effective rubrics that allowed us to give raises in 
a manner that was fair and worked to raise salaries for folks who are currently underpaid. For 
information on how faculty raises were decided, see this Answer page: 
https://answers.syr.edu/display/physics/Faculty+Salary+Raise+Suggestion+Process There is also 
more about this process below in the faculty section. 
 
Director of Graduate Studies is charged with directing the graduate program and working with the 
Academic Coordinator. There are many aspects to the graduate program including admissions, 
curriculum development, advising, and student tracking to ensure timely progress to degree. 
Further, surprises come up regularly to consider international students, I would like to thank Duncan 
for all his hard work this year on this program. I would also like to thank Chris Santangelo for 
agreeing to step up to this role. Chris was a graduate advisor, led the graduate curriculum in the 
spring, and was on graduate admissions. See below to learn more about all these processes from 
this year in the Graduate Program section. 
 
Directors of Undergraduate Studies are charged with directing the undergraduate program with the 
Academic Coordinator. The job of the directors of undergraduate studies are to recruit, advise, and 
manage the undergraduate program. One of the most important roles is to serve as the personal 
contact with students in the program and to engender community spirit for students. Creating 
physics identity in students is the key to recruiting and retaining them in the major. Jay, Jack, and I 
have started down that path this year, please see below for more of this work. 
 
Chair of the Equity, Inclusion, and Diversity Committee is responsible for creating programs and 
processes that foster a positive community in physics that employs the best inclusive practices, 
educates the department on inequity issues, and looks for values-driven solutions to improve the 
climate for minoritized people in physics. A lot of information is below on the activities cultivated by 
Jen Schwarz and her committee this year. 
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Staff 
The department of physics is also lead by a professional staff that enable our teaching and research 
missions. We have a variety of staff with different roles. 
 
Administrative Office. The administrative office staff consists of the operations, academic, and 
financial administrative professionals. In June 2020, the staff were: 
Budget Manager – Patti Ford 
Operations Specialist – Heather Ketcham 
Academic Coordinator – Juliette Rawda 
Research Coordinator – Barbara Daley 
Administrative Assistant – Yudaisy Salomon Sargenton 
Temporary Budget Administrator – Alec Thompson (left May 21) 
Office staff position information can be found in Answers: 
https://answers.syr.edu/display/physics/Staff%3A+Who+does+what+in+PHY  
 
Staff Changes. In August 2020, we were authorized to hire a temporary budget administrator to assist 
Patti Ford with finances. We were fortunate to hire Alec Thompson. She has made a huge impact to 
the financial issues in the department. Alec found a permanent position at Rome AFB. Her last day 
was May 21. We are currently searching for this position again. 
 
In March 2021, Heather Ketcham resigned her position to move onto a new position outside of 
Syracuse University. We were again fortunate to hire Yudaisy Salomon Sargenton to fill the role of 
Operations Specialist starting June 1, 2021. Yudy’s promotion into this position caused a second 
hole in our staffing. We have posted for a new administrative assistant to assist Yudy in her 
operations tasks. 
 
Staff organization. I spent some time learning the responsibilities of the different staff roles. I even was 
taught about the behind-the-scenes applications, in order to better understand what he staff have to 
deal with. I found that many of these systems are horribly labor intensive – unable to access 
spreadsheet inputs and relying on re-entering of data by hand. This not only takes time, but can 
result in a high amount of human error. Despite the fact that none of us would run our research data 
this way, this is how the university runs. I tried to learn what each staff member does and create a 
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logical system of staff members with lead responsibility and will back-ups who can take over 
processes if a staff member is ill or on vacation. Redundancy in knowledge and skills was something 
that weighed heavily on my mind in the pandemic. My goal for the administrative staff is for them to 
perform the administrative work the faculty need to get their work done. For instance, processes 
such as P&T, graduate admissions, and other such data-heavy aspects using systems inaccessible to 
faculty must be performed by the staff members and supplied to the faculty in a timely manner and a 
clear and organized format. This can only happen when we partner with administrative staff as equals 
with shared responsibilities. As we onboard new staff and update the responsibilities and needs of 
staff work, that might mean being more intentional and respectful in faculty interactions with staff to 
make sure they understand what we need, how we need it, and the expectations for timely 
execution of the work.   
 
Operations. I spent a good deal of time working with the staff on their organization, coordination, and 
processes. I spent several staff meetings discussing the organizational structure, staff responsibilities, 
my leadership style, the expectations I have for staff in interacting with faculty, students, and each 
other.  A number of processes were reviewed and updated this year including: 
 
Summer Graduate Awards. Summer grad awards was updated and done by Patti Ford and Alec 
Thompson. We used Qualtrics to get the information, and the budget team put the information into 
the online systems to make sure everyone was paid. Alec also went through lists of students to 
ensure that all graduate students had at least a minimal amount of pay for the summer.  
 
Academic Year graduate awards went very poorly in fall of 2020. The department was late and caused 
the staff in the graduate office and in sponsored programs to pull a lot of extra bonus hours to get 
our students into the system to be paid in a timely manner. This was pretty embarrassing, and I sent 
flowers to apologize to several staff members in these offices. Further, throughout the academic year 
there were issues and problems when students needed funding changes and other issues. This 
process desperately needed better coordination. I am excited to say that through a whole-team 
effort, the office staff created a new process for academic year grad awards. The method for 
collecting the information from faculty was presented to the department at the last faculty meeting. I 
was proud of the way the staff coordinated for that presentation for the faculty. We are using Teams 
to collect the information and to coordinate between academics, human resources, and budget 
teams in the office. Parts of this process on who does what are still being sifted, but our much earlier 
start will make sure that we are not forcing others to have an issue in the future.  
 
Faculty Promotion and Tenure was a set of processes that were running reasonable smoothly, but we 
moved to Teams for better archival processes. Starting in Fall 2020, working the Heather Ketcham, I 
started using Teams to communicate with the subcommittees about the promotion candidates. 
Heather and I worked to create the packets and Yudy printed and brought them to the college. We 
were on time with everything and the cases were successful!  
 
In the spring, we performed the Review and Recommendation (R&R) process for non-tenured faculty. 
The subcommittees presented about each faculty member and I did a separate review and meeting 
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with each non-tenured person. These documents were submitted to the college on time. And in 
March, Yudy and I updated the Teams to enable much clearer communication with the 
subcommittee and candidates. To increase the communication and make sure all the subcommittees 
were on the same page, I created a P&T calendar (posted on Answers: 
https://answers.syr.edu/display/physics/Faculty+Promotion+and+Tenure+Process+Timeline and in 
Teams), and we held meetings with all the subcommittee members to discuss the process and get 
on the same page. We also had a meeting with the candidates to go over the process and make 
sure they understood what was needed from them to submit their packets. This process is ongoing, 
but we will likely need to start things earlier next year, as we are running behind. 
 
Travel and Expense Reimbursement has been given a new process from the university central 
administration. Physics was chosen about a year ago to be a beta test unit, and several faculty were 
trained on using it. In December, we had the team from Business, Finance, and Administrative 
Services came to a faculty meeting in December to teach us how to use it. In the spring semester, 
Alec also trained the graduate students and postdocs on the system. We have almost completely 
transferred to using this system, and there are a few hiccups here and there – mostly caused in the 
system itself. In addition, Patti Ford was invited to be on the development team for this system, 
especially as the system related to sponsored programs on the back-end. Further, there are updates 
to patrol systems that need to also interface with sponsored programs, and Patti has been reporting 
back to the Comptrollers office on issues that arise. 
 
Graduate Admissions was updated and reworked quite a bit this semester. The first major update was 
the timeline of the process. We moved the deadline for the applications to early December, and the 
first round of acceptances was made before the winter holiday. The electronic tracking of students 
was done in Teams this year, in a new system created by Duncan and Juliette. I really appreciate the 
work that the admissions committee team, led by Tomasz and massively assisted by Juliette Rawda, 
put into this work. In January, it was noted that we did not have as many students applying as usual, 
so we announced the deadline would be shifted back to early January. This brought in a second 
round of applications and allowed us to reach our usual number of applications. Psychologically, 
having two priority deadlines (an early December and a second in January) worked well, and we 
anticipate employing this tactic in future years. We accepted the typical number of students, and 
were a bit too successful in our recruiting efforts, recruiting 22 new students to the program! Next 
year, Tomasz will be on research leave, so I will be looking for a new person to lead the Admissions 
Committee. We should also consider bringing in a smaller class, since we had two years in a row 
where we overshot the goal of 15 students. We were bringing in smaller classes prior to that, and we 
anticipate having new faculty, but we are limited by our TA lines. 
 
Graduate Student Tracking was also improved over the past year by Duncan Brown and Juliette Rawda 
using Teams. This was used in the February faculty meeting where we discussed each student and 
their progress to degree. This has also been incredibly helpful for keeping track of students and 
what they need in order to graduate in a timely manner. A similar system is in the works for tracking 
our undergraduates. 
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Departmental Communications was updated when I became chair. I began sending out weekly 
departmental mailers to help keep everyone on track with what week it was because pandemic fog 
had a tendancy to make every week seem the same. It was also a forum for announcements and 
celebrations of the good work people are doing in the department. I felt with the separation caused 
by remote work and social distancing, we needed something to tie us together. Now that I started it, 
I plan to continue. I know many people disregard these emails, but I hope people at least save them, 
since they tend to have important and helpful news. Yudy was an essential part of creating and 
sending these weekly emails. All the excellent formatting you see is from here. I also started a 
weekly faculty email to communicate specific information of interest to faculty only. The formatting 
on the faculty emails is my style – Yudy doesn’t help me with those. 
 
Departmental Newsletter. In addition to the emails, Yudy worked very hard in the fall semester and 
again now to create content, design, and send out a new Departmental Newsletter. We plan to do 
these newsletters twice per year in December and Summer. The newsletter is electronic and is 
housed on our website. We mostly gather the news already published by the SU News or collected 
in the weekly “good news” events, but we will also create new content with the help of graduate 
students. For the December newsletter, graduate student Nick Didio contacted us to ask if he could 
help. He composed several articles highlighting faculty and students. For the summer edition, Nick 
will be joined by Sarthak Gupta to create content. We always need help with people willing to write 
and edit the newsletter. If you are interested, please contact me or Yudy. The December 2020 
newsletter was sent electronically back in December with links to amazing news stories about our 
community including alumni news. A link to the Chair’s letter from December is here: 
https://thecollege.syr.edu/physics/news/newsletter-december-2020-letter-chair/  
Alumni news is linked here: https://thecollege.syr.edu/physics/news/alumni-updates-december-
2020/   
 
Social Media. Yudy also directed an undergraduate student who helped us launch and maintain our 
social media accounts this year. The initiative to do social media was started by Yudy and Heather 
prior to my becoming chair, but I felt it was important for us to have a presence. The department 
started with Twitter and Instagram. Our handle is @phycuse with is a combination of physics and 
Syracuse. We use this forum to advertise the colloquium speakers, broadcast good news and news 
stories, and Nick Didio did interviews with colloquium speakers. Several of the colloquium speakers 
commented that they very much enjoyed being interviewed by Nick. I hope we can continue that 
work in the future. https://twitter.com/phycuse  
 
Machine Shop. In addition to the administrative staff, physics is blessed with having an excellent 
machine shop with staff. This year was difficult and unusual, as the shop was forced to shut down for 
several months from March through June. The staff in the shop are:  
Charlie Brown, machinist,  
David Pratt, machinist, 
Phil Arnold, lab manager 
David Pratt was brought into the machine shop by the LHCb group, but has been picked up by the 
department budget, thanks to the dean’s office.  
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Orange Tracker. In January, it came to light that this group was no longer using the OrangeTracker 
system which tracks jobs. I asked David Pratt to help get this back on track because we will likely 
need to justify our usage in order to keep our shop (indeed, Alan Middleton asked me for this 
information in May 2021). We started monthly meetings in the shop with Mitch Soderberg, Sam 
Sampere, and Jenny Ross attending with the shop staff. We had a faculty meeting with the shop 
personnel present to discuss shop processes and the purchase of a 3D printer for use in research. 
 
3D Printer. A 3D printer team was created, chaired by Sheldon Stone, to determine the best printer 
for our needs. The committee also included Stefan Ballmer, David Pratt, Ray Mountain, and Sam 
Sampere. The machine selected was a Creatbot PEEK-300 3D printer. A quote was created and the 
printer is currently in route to be ordered. We will be using gift funds to pay for it, and we will be 
writing a story to say “thank you” to those who have given gifts to the physics department, so they 
can see what their gift has accomplished. 
 
Teaching Support. We have one staff member who has a primary responsibility to work on teaching 
labs and demonstrations, Sam Sampere. Sam is an award-winning educator that we are very 
fortunate to have on our staff to help us with demonstrations and lab building.  
 
Pandemic Preparations. Sam took on a huge undertaking of getting us prepared for a pandemic-world 
for teaching. For fall 2020, Sam purchased many air purifiers, purchased and installed AV equipment, 
set up an AV greenscreen room for class simulcasting, and recreated PHY221 and PHY222 labs for 
remote, in person, or a mix labs.  
 
Remote Labs. Sam also spent a great deal of time from March 2020 and in the summer getting the 
labs for PHY221 and PHY222 to be available in a remote format. This meant updating the labs to be 
able to use equipment students would have at home, student access to programs for analysis, and 
other changes. These labs were employed for fall 2020 and spring 2021 semesters. We also used 
them in Summer 2020 for summer sessions 1 and 2. Summer courses will continue to be remote 
from now on, so these labs will be employed into the future. 
 
Research Support. Sam and Phil also help us with research equipment, moving, and other processes. 
Specifically, they have cleaned out a lot of space in the basement in anticipation of new biophysics 
hires. They helped in the sub-basement with updates to spaces that enable research. This is much 
appreciated after the retirement of Lou Buda. The college was able to hire new building 
coordinators, so some of this work will be relieved from Sam and Phil, but it is very likely that we will 
continue to need their assistance to ensure things get done in a timely manner. I do ask that, if you 
have space needs, please go to the Associate chair (Mitch) or chair (Jenny) to make sure we are 
entering them into the system to get them done. We will help to interface with college-level staff, 
and decide when to employ Sam and Phil. 
 
Performance Partnership Reviews. Each staff member was reviewed in January-February of 2021 and 
the reviews were submitted to HR and the dean’s office. I thank the faculty for their help in that 
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process! Many faculty members filled out the Qualtrics survey I created to give me feedback on the 
staff. This input was crucial for me to perform the reviews and help get an idea about how the staff is 
serving you. I plan to do that each year in the December-January timeframe. I used these 
performance reviews to decide on staff raises this year. 
 
Future. My dream staff organization, mainly focused on administrative staff would be a structure 
where the faculty are given more support for their research programs. That would mean having a 
larger departmental staff, so that the number of staff members working on travel reimbursments, 
grant accounting, and hiring and management would be much higher. I would envision these folks 
to be associated with specific research groups, so that the work they do would be fairly routine for 
people with the same sorts of costs and activities. But, they would know about the other groups to, 
to enable back-up and redundancy. I don’t think the university will even go for this plan, but a chair 
can dream! Take a look at my dream: 

 

Equity, Inclusion, and Diversity 
It is not a secret that physics is a field dominated by white men. As a white woman, I am still a 
minority in the field. The physics department at Syracuse University is much whiter than most physics 
departments, currently having zero Asian, Black, or Latino representation on the faculty. Our student 
numbers are better, but not on par with the percentages in the total US population and certainly not 
on par with the percentages in the greater Syracuse area (ie. Syracuse is 28% Black). The department 
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leadership is committed to making sustainable changes to the culture that will result in inclusive 
practices that will ultimately increase our diversity. 
 
Committee. The Equity, Inclusion, and Diversity Committee was created in Spring of 2020 in 
response to the #NotAgainSU movement. It was originally called the diversity committee, but I felt 
that we needed to start with pursuing equity in order to achieve inclusivity which could then 
authentically result in diversity – our end goal. This academic year, the committee was composed of 
the following people: Jen Schwarz (chair), Matt Rudolph, Alison Patteson, Denver Whittington, 
Elizabeth Lawson-Keister, Nick Otero, Barbara Dopyera Daley. As you can see, the committee is a 
mix of faculty, students, and staff, as equity issues affect everyone in our community. We will 
continue to have this mix in this and other committees as appropriate. 
 
Reading Club. The EID committee started a reading or journal club this year. This work was led by 
Jen Schwarz and included Ohana Benvides Rodrigues. In the fall semester, the reading group read 
together through published, peer-reviewed papers on the lack of inclusion and the detrimental 
effects of this fact. In spring 2021, the group switched to reading a single book, Whistling Vivaldi by 
Claude Steele on the topic of stereotype threat. The groups went through about 2-3 chapters every 
two weeks, led by Jen Schwarz. The session on interventions was highly attended by faculty – 
including those who did not read the book. In order to facilitate faculty being able to read it in their 
spare time, I purchased the book for everyone and deposited it in their mailboxes. Please check your 
mailbox and pick it up. It is an interesting read! The reading club will continue in the summer reading 
the book Moving Diversity Forward: How to go From Well-meaning to Well-doing by Verna Myers. 
 
Climate Survey. A major accomplishment of the EID committee was to design and conduct a survey 
of the department climate that was run in the fall 2020 semester. Of the ~240 people in the 
department, almost 100 people filled out the survey. The questions were relevant and exposed 
important problems that community members are facing around discrimination and microagressions. 
The EID committee discussed the survey, and Prof. Schwarz presented it to both the Leadership 
team and the faculty in Spring 2021 semester. The survey was the basis for a conversation the 
department had as part of the colloquium series, see below.  
 
Public Engagement and Outreach. The EID committee was excited about the idea of increasing the 
Physics Department’s public engagement and outreach (I try not to use “outreach” as it sounds 
patronizing and is focused on us, whereas this work should be focused on the community we are 
engaging). Syracuse Physics has a long history of doing community engagement to local high 
schools (most recently run by Allen Miller and Sam Sampere) celebrating its 30th year. We need more 
people to join this effort. This year, graduate students Merrill Asp and Sarthak Gupta applied for and 
were awarded a small grant from the New York State Section of the American Physical Society for a 
project to go to local schools to engage students and teachers directly in their research in soft and 
biophysics. They want more people to join this effort. The high energy experimentalist groups do 
community engagement work under the title QuarkNet, most recently led by Steve Blusk and Matt 
Rudolph, but including Denver Whittington and Mitch Soderberg.  
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I have created a short list of things we are doing, and if I missed the things YOU are doing, then 
please read on. In order to be more organized and inclusive in our public engagement and outreach 
work, I will be creating a new Public Engagement Group (PEG) that will be an offshoot of the EID 
committee. The goal of this committee will be to organize and publicize the public engagement we 
do, so that more people can get involved. Also a way to create new public engagement projects 
that can be coordinated, so people are not duplicating efforts, but rather making progress on NEW 
ways to engage the public with our physics. This group will be led by Denver Whittington and Alison 
Patteson to start. A major goal will be to update the 
 
Colloquia and Community Conversations. A major place where we had a big impact on our inclusion 
work was in the departmental colloquium. As described in the colloquium on May 6, our colloquium 
speakers were much more diverse than in prior years. The colloquium committee was composed of 
Alison Patteson, Denver Whittington, and Eric Coughlin (fall 2020 semester only), as well as Yudy 
and myself. I charged this committee with increasing the diversity of our speakers. For me, this 
service falls under inclusion efforts, community building, and reputation-building efforts I believe are 
vital for our department’s success. I charged the committee to: (1) Select colloquium speakers who 
would be good to enhance faculty networks, especially junior faculty who will need letter writers. (2) 
Select a diverse pool of young people to come to talk. Specifically, I would like to target black and 
Latinx or women physicists who are postdocs to come give colloquium. It is good for their CVs, and 
it is good for our future faculty recruiting efforts. (3) Help schedule 1-2 colloquium speakers who 
specifically talk to us on teaching or social justice issues. We were incredible successful in these 
endeavors for the past year. In Fall 2020, we had 3 women and 3 Black or Latinx physicists. Also, 4 of 
theses speakers were pre-faculty level. The fall series had 11 speakers total, and of those, 8 were 
external. In Spring 2021, we had 7 women, 5 Black or Latinx, & 2 Asian physicists. Also, 5 of the 
speakers were pre-faculty level. The spring series had 12 speakers total, and of those, 11 were 
external. 
 
I met individually with almost every single colloquium speaker prior to their talk. For people we were 
trying to get acquainted with us, so that they would consider applying to us for faculty positions, I 
made sure to discuss our work on equity and inclusion, transparency, and community building. For 
almost all colloquium speakers, the graduate students (PHY-Go) met with them for lunch, organized 
by Nick Didio and Elenna Capote. The schedule and meeting links were arranged using google docs 
by Yudy, the colloquium committee, and myself. Because the colloquium was virtual this year, all 
colloquium speakers were sent a Syracuse University mug, a mask, and a thank you note. For those 
who were not interviewees or government employees, we also sent a $200 honorarium to say thank 
you. We will offer the opportunity for future colloquium speakers to visit us either in person or 
virtually. I believe that this will enable us to get higher profile speakers who cannot do as many visits, 
more diverse speakers, and allow use to have a full and cost-effective colloquium series every 
semester.   
 
On May 6, 2021, I gave the colloquium as the department chair, but I didn’t speak about my 
research. Instead, I used the data from the climate survey to have a community-wide conversation 
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about discrimination and micro-aggressions. This colloquium had a high turn-out and good 
discussions throughout the colloquium, both on chat and using voice. I would like to use one 
colloquium slot each semester to hold these “Community Conversations” to continue to practice 
having difficult conversations as a group. A major complaint from minoritized groups in physics is 
that the problems they face are not discussed, which can have a compounding effect. These 
conversations will serve to expose these issues and help the community commit to working on the 
underlying issues of racism and sexism that are pervasive in our society. It is true that most of the 
people in the department do not seek to perpetuate negative stereotypes, but we must commit to 
doing more than nothing, we must commit to combating these stereotypes in our classrooms and in 
our research groups. 
 
In some ways, the Community Conversations actually started in June of 2020 when we had a 
departmental listening session where we invited Black physics professors to visit us virtually and tell 
us their impressions of the roadblocks to their career path. We were joined by Dr. Taviare Hawkins, 
Professor and Chair of physics at University of Wisconsin LaCrosse (now division head at Saint 
Katherine’s College in St. Paul, MN), Dr. Vincent Rogers (Professor of physics at the University of 
Iowa), Dr. Michael Murrell (Associate Professor of physics at Yale University), and Mr. Joel Sims 
(Quantitative Analyst as M&T Bank). Of these speakers, three are Syracuse University physics alumni, 
Hawkins, PhD 2009, Rogers, PhD 1985, and Sims, BA 2016. All the people who spoke at the 
listening session were given honoraria for their time with us. I would like to continue this work, 
especially connecting with our Black and Latino alumni over the next several years.   
 
Social Justice Awards. In order to honor the members of our community who have been working so 
hard to combat racism, sexism, and other biases of our society to create a better community in the 
Physics department and the broader community, I created a set of Social Justice Awards. The 
inaugural winners were Jen Schwarz, Elizabeth Lawson-Keister, and Ruel Branch. I presented these 
awards at the May graduation party, and plan to continue this tradition to honor community 
members who go above and beyond to make a difference to make a positive community. The award 
consisted of an engraved statuette and a $200 honorarium or research subsidy. 
 
Here is some media coverage of freshman physics major Ruell Branch: 
https://www.syracuse.com/living/2021/03/passing-the-torch-of-activism-co-founder-of-cuse-youth-
black-lives-matter-movement-looks-forward.html 
https://www.syracuse.com/crime/2020/06/more-than-1000-people-march-against-police-brutality-at-
youth-black-lives-matter-rally.html 
https://www.syracuse.edu/stories/astrophysics-activism-ruell-branch/ 
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Faculty 
The physics department is blessed with amazingly productive faculty who are outstanding in 
research, teaching, and service work. I want to thank each and every one of you for the hard work, 
dedication, and brilliance that you put toward our research and teaching missions. I am sorry I 
cannot offer you much more than thanks for these tasks, but do know that your contributions go 
toward a bigger cause of creating a community of scholars who learn and love physics.  
 
Awards. Over the past year, I have searched for mechanisms to nominate faculty members for 
awards to increase the department reputation. In my opinion, we have an outstanding faculty and 
many people are not being acknowledged for their contributions. We cannot win awards unless we 
apply for awards, so I have worked with Melissa Whipps in the college to identify awards to match 
with faculty we can nominate and get them nominated. Over the past year, two faculty members 
applied for Sloan Awards, which are a junior-level award similar to a grant. Three faculty members 
were nominated for Simons Awards, which we do not know the results of yet. Two faculty members 
were nominated for APS Fellowship, and we will not know the results until the fall. Two other faculty 
members were nominated by outside groups for awards, but I do not know what the awards are! I 
would like to put people forward for AAAS Fellow, but there is a requirement to be a AAAS member 
for at least 4 years to be eligible to be nominated. Full faculty, if you are interested, the department 
and college are willing to pay for your membership to AAAS. Please let me know. If there are other 
opportunities or awards in your sub-field that we should nominate you for, please let me know, so 
we can organize your packet. I have asked the Planning Committee to serve as an awards committee 
of sorts, but I have been doing a lot of the organizational work for this over the last year. I am 
considering making an awards committee.  
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Promotions and Tenure. We had three promotion cases in the past year. Matt Rudolph was put 
forward for promotion to associate with tenure. Jen Schwarz and Stefan Ballmer were put forward for 
promotion to full professor. All three cases were discussed in two separate meetings in September 
2020. All three people gave colloquiums on their research to the department. All three were 
successful through the college level, and I anticipate they will continue to be successful through the 
trustees level. The trustees just met this week, and we were alerted that the outcome was positive 
for all cases! Way to go Jen, Stefan, and Matt!  
 
Retirements and other losses. Over the past year, we had one retirement, Prof. Gianfranco Vidali. 
Although the pandemic is putting a cramp in his next adventure to continue to work on astrophysics 
in Europe, the department did work this summer to facilitate the shipping of some of his custom-
built lab equipment to Germany where it will continue to live and produce new scientific results.  
 
The department suffered a huge loss this year with a passing of professor Josh Goldberg. Although I 
personally did not get much time to interact with Prof. Goldberg, it is clear that he had a major 
impact on the department in research, teaching, and leadership. There was an SU News article about 
his life and contrinutions: https://news.syr.edu/blog/2020/10/15/remembering-joshua-goldberg-
professor-emeritus-of-physics-in-the-college-of-arts-and-sciences/  

 
 
Hiring. In the last year, we were not given any hires due to the pandemic, but that did not stop us 
from pursuing and pushing for hires for physics. First, we had FIVE faculty positions we had been 
searching before the pandemic came and shut everything down: Gravitational Waves Experiment, 
Quantum Information Experiment, Quantum Information Theory, BioInspired Cell Mechanics, 
BioInspired Advanced Imaging. Of these, there was movement during the year. In summer, the dean 
approved the hiring of a Quantum Information Experiment position for Ivan Pechenizhskiy. He 
signed a contract to start in Fall 2021.  
 
The next positions to thaw were for the Gravitational Waves Experiment and the BioInspired Cell 
Mechanics. For Gravitational Waves Experiment, the top candidate was Lee McCuller. We pursued 
him aggressively even securing a NTT teaching position for his wife in biology. We were successful in 
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recruiting him until he and his wife decided to back out of the deal. This is quite unusual, but not 
impossible, to lose someone who has signed an offer. We were told the issue was entirely personal, 
and the department was not to blame at all. We have requested to be able to search for this position 
again, and the dean has put it forward to the provost. We are still waiting to hear. In addition, 
Duncan and Stefan have done some leg work to identify and activity recruit possible candidates for 
this position. There is a very promising opportunity, and we hope to be able to search to take 
advantage of this situation next year and ultimately be able to successful hire and increase the group 
size for gravitational waves experiments at Syracuse Physics. 
 
For BioInspired Cell Mechanics, we pursued Hannah Yevick, the top candidate from the 2019-2020 
hiring season for this position. She was deemed a one-in-five-year candidate by the committee. 
Upon negotiations, it was discovered that she has a spouse who is already a professor at Brandeis 
University on the tenure track in Physics, currently in his second year. I am happy to say that the 
college approved us to go after both of them aggressively. They visiting in December of 2019 and 
we were discussing start-up and space. Unfortunately, Brandeis was also moving to hire Hannah, and 
they decided to stay in Boston. I am not happy that we were unsuccessful at recruiting them, but I 
am happy with our efforts. I am not sure there is much more we could have done apart from moving 
a bit faster.  
 
Due to the loss of Hannah, I pivoted to ask the dean if we could go for the top rated candidate from 
the second BioInspired position, Mirna Mihovilovic. The dean approved us pursuing her. We have 
made Mirna and offer for a tenure track position to start in Fall 2021. She has a two-body 
opportunity, and we are offering her spouse, Antun Skanata, a non-tenure track research assistant 
professor position for two years. The discussions of lab space are still ongoing, but we may be able 
to recruit them for this fall. 
 
The other development in hiring this year was an opportunity to specifically target a Black or Latino 
physicist. After the Black Lives Matter protests, students have demanded more diverse faculty. I 
anticipated that the university might put funds toward hiring Black and Latino faculty, and brought it 
to the faculty that we should be actively engaging and recruiting faculty using our colloquium. We 
had a faculty meeting to discuss how to be positive about Syracuse and discussed the very real 
possibility that some subfields of physics would not get hires unless we brought in Black or Latino 
faculty. Specifically, if a group is not part of a cluster, it would be very difficult for us to get a hire in 
the next few years. We decided it would be a good strategy to specifically look for diverse, young 
faculty as targets. 
 
As expected, central created a program to allow the hiring of more Black professors. Unfortunately, 
they decided to fund 2 hires for all of the college of Arts and Sciences – not enough! As expected, 
humanities departments flooded requests, but Physics came forward with a request for Brian Nord in 
September. One issue about these hires is that they do not have salary or start-up covered as much 
by central as cluster hires. In order make Brian Nord more palatable, we linked his work to the Big 
Data cluster, which will allow him to be hired as a cluster hire – giving the dean more funds to work 
with for salary and start up. The dean pushed this forward to the provost, and it was approved. Now, 
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we have been working to persuade Brian Nord to want to be at Syracuse. He was set to come visit 
for the “interview” in October, but personal issues got in the way. He came in February instead. We 
solicited for outside letters to evaluate him for tenure in addition to hiring. We voted to offer him a 
position as an Associate Professor with tenure. We are currently working on a good offer for him that 
not only includes funds for his research, but also separate funds for him to launch the Data 
Innovation Institute as the first director. I think this is not only an exciting opportunity for Brian, but 
would take Syracuse Big Data to the next level, similar to BioInspired. I am still working on this, and 
the current provost search is a bit of an issue as these funds would need to come from the provost 
directly for such a large initiative. 
 
When we lost the opportunity to hire Guillaume Duclos as a spousal, I immediately pivoted and 
asked the dean if we could have an additional hire in the field of particle physics experiment if we 
worked to hire a Black or Latino physicist. This person would be targeted to be a junior position and 
help to create a cohort of diverse faculty, along with Brian Nord. Mitch Soderberg is currently 
leading this search with Marina Artuso, Chris Santangelo, and Chilukuri Mohan from electrical 
engineering and computer science. The advertisement is posted, and the applications are currently 
coming in. The work we did in inviting Black and Latino postdocs for our colloquium has paid off. 
Three of the four postdocs will be applying to our application. We anticipate having these 
candidates visit in fall and hopefully making an offer in fall or spring. 
 
Hiring Requests for next year were the following: 
On March 1, I sent the following hiring requests to the Dean for the 2021-2022 academic year. 
These hires are vital because the physics department is currently low on faculty numbers. In 2016, we 
had 30 full time equivalents on the tenure track level. As of this year, we have 27, up one from a low 
of 26. It is critical to the success of our research and teaching mission that we be allowed to hire. 
Further, the requested hires are in exciting fields that overlap with cluster hiring initiatives on 
campus. 
  
We are requesting the following hires: 

1. BioInspired Mechanical Metamaterials. This hire is essential to position Syracuse University for 
a National Science Foundation center grant (MRSEC). 

2. BioInpsired Mechanobiology. There are two positions we need to fill that are related broadly 
to mechanobiology. The first is called optical imaging, but the focus is on force in situ 
sensors. The second is experimental cell biology from the cellular to tissue scale. Since 
pursued a hire this year, but that search was unsuccessful. We would like to have a broad 
search that is looking for the top candidate for either of these positions. 

3. Quantum Information Science experiment. This hire would complement the recent hire of Ivan 
Pechenezhskiy and help to build the Quantum Institute at Syracuse University in conjunction 
with Rome AFL. 

 
On March 22, when we found out from Lee McCuller that he was going to resign his offer, I 
immediately put in another request to hire in Gravitational Weave Experiment. I also increased the 
start-up requested for this position to enable us to be more competitive. We have not yet heard 
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from the university which of these positions we will be allowed to search for. I have been informed 
that “physics cannot have all the offers,” but I don’t know what that means about which will get cut.  
 
Past this year’s hiring request, I have a dream to grow the physics department to 35 faculty. We are 
currently at 26, which is very low indeed. In the recent past, we were as high as 30, so 35 would be a 
growth past recent high marks. 
 
Research productivity continues to be high for most of the faculty. We are a unique department for 
our high research activity! The numbers here were collected by Melissa Whipps in the college for the 
time interval of June 2020 – April 2021 (May numbers are not there yet. 
 
Total Proposals Submitted = 29 (new, renewals, and supplements) = $21,078,416 
Total Awards = 32 (new, continuations, and supplements) = $6,511,672 – this number is less than the 
actual amount committed as OSP only counts funds as they arrive, so multi-year grants may only 
have a single year of funding included here depending on how the sponsor sends the funds. 
 
In other good news, updated ranking of departments recently came out from Academic Analytics, a 
system that tracks departments based on data – not just subjective reputation like the US News and 
World Reports listings. Syracuse University Physics has increased from #36 in 2017 to #19 currently 
on the Scholarly Research Index! This is great news as it demonstrates the excellent research work 
and productivity the faculty have had.  
 
Our exciting research was also publicized in a number of stories from the college and university: 
https://www.syracuse.edu/stories/physics-fight-against-covid-19/ 
https://www.syracuse.edu/stories/biophysicist-alison-patteson-nsf-grant/ 
https://www.syracuse.edu/stories/bioinspired-nsf-grant/ 
https://news.syr.edu/blog/2020/06/02/the-physics-behind-tissue-flow-in-the-embryo/ 
https://thecollege.syr.edu/news-all/news-from-2021/bringing-synthetic-material-to-life/ 
 
Some of our faculty were even spotlighted on national stages this year: 
https://www.sciencefriday.com/person/sheldon-stone/  
 
There may have been other stories that I am missing. Please, please make sure you are alerting the 
department (me and Yudy) when there is a news story about you, your research, or your students. 
We would like to publicize and track these items. 
 
Teaching assignments were quite a mess this year thanks to the pandemic. In the fall, I canceled 
several classes and made other remote only in order to spare at risk individuals from needing to 
teach. Fall classes are scheduled in January/February of the year before, so I did not have much 
wiggle room. In Spring, we taught a good number of 300-level and above classes. I did need to pull 
some people into difficult classes and large classes in spring due to last-minute changes that 
appeared. Spring classes are finalized in early September. This summer, I would like to look ahead to 
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teaching planning and get the next full year set up mostly. I will continue to work with the Associate 
Chair and Leadership team on these teaching assignments.  
 
Service assignments were made with an attempt to play to people’s strengths and interests. I still 
have a challenge that some people are doing a lot more service than other people. Some people do 
more service outside of the department than others, which does build our reputation both on and 
off campus. I tried to be transparent about the service assignments by using Answers to post the 
assignments openly: 
https://answers.syr.edu/pages/viewpage.action?spaceKey=physics&title=Faculty+Service+Assignme
nts  
 
I am hoping to create a point system that takes service inside and outside of the department into 
account. I plan to work with the leadership team to do this accounting. I was also told to reduce the 
service burden on non-tenured faculty. I will work to do that, but we have several young folks who 
are quite active and enthusiastic about their service commitments. 
 
Annual CV Updates and Raises. The annual CV Update was requested in December. I updated the 
cover page in order to collect more information about the faculty members and get some 
information about future plans for research leaves, etc. This is needed for planning purposes. Most 
faculty turned in both the requested CV Update form and the requested full CV. These were used to 
evaluate faculty activity in research, teaching, and service, to guide a conversation with the faculty 
member one-on-one with the chair, and to decide on raises. I appreciate the conversations I was 
able to have with faculty in our individual discussions. I plan to continue these conversations every 
year to make sure the department is recognizing and supporting your work.  
 
We were given a pool of funds to give raises this year. Mitch and I worked together to evaluate and 
attempt to make reasonable suggestions for increases to faculty salaries (see above for more). In 
addition to performance, we did take into account if a faculty member was being underpaid given 
their time in service. By the suggestions from Mitch and me, everyone was given a raise. The 
complete information on the review process was posted here: 
https://answers.syr.edu/display/physics/Faculty+Salary+Raise+Suggestion+Process  
I have been told that our evaluation sent to the dean is only a suggestion, and may not be used. The 
final raises approved will be given to you in July. 
 

Space and Equipment 
Ass described above, Mitch Soderberg was charged with a lot of this work, and we are working 
together to create a comprehensive plan that will use space wisely, distribute space equitably, and 
promote the exciting science we are doing. If you are interested in future space allocations or 
changes, please connect with Mitch. 
 
Lighting. The hallway lighting in the physics building is surprisingly absent. You may notice that not 
all the lights turn on. If you don’t experiment too long, you might assume that there is another switch 
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somewhere that will turn on those lights. If you try to play with the switches, you will quickly realize 
that no – these lights are disconnected. Apparently, this was a misguided, old-fashioned attempt to 
“save energy” applied many years ago. In the experimental floors of the basement and sub-
basement, I found it to be a hazard. I planned to use department funds in order to update the lights 
and reinstate all the fixtures using new LED bulbs. I asked the dean to split the costs, and she 
decided to completely fund the project. The downstairs is much brighter in the hallways. I plan to 
ask to redo the lights on the 2nd and 3rd floors next year. If they say no, I may need to use some gift 
funds to do this work. 
 
Machine shop is a major resource for experimental work in our department. They also support faculty 
in other department in the college and in other colleges as well. The shop is described above under 
staff. Mitch, Sam, and I have started monthly meetings with the shop. I have also asked for a shop 
clean-up day (or week?) this summer, which will cause some slow-downs. It is important that we clear 
out scraps and horded material, as it can be a hazard. 
 
Research space. As we have inventorying space and thinking about future research, space needs, 
and space distribution, a few moves have been considered. Specifically, the neutrino group is in 
need of some more physical space on campus. Although much of their work takes place at Fermi 
Lab, to be competitive, they need to have some space in the department. The Patteson Lab is 
another space we will be working to get closer and more contiguous up on the 3rd floor. New 
experimental faculty, including Ivan Pechenizhskiy, will have spaces cleaned up and ready to accept 
equipment.  
 
We are hopeful that Mirna Mihovilovic will sign with us. There is a possibility that she will be located 
in the Center for Science and Technology (CST) building, as the first BioInspired hire to go into 
BioInspired-devoted space. This is still being discussed, but it is on the table. Another possibility is 
the Quantum Information Science groups ultimately moving to the Center of Excellence. This is an 
even larger move than having Mihovilovic in the CST because the Center of Excellence building is 
farther away to the north of the university. All the faculty associated with these spaces will retain 
office space in physics to ensure the physics community stays together. I see the populating of 
physics community members into other spaces as a sign of our growth. It is an opportunity to spread 
our mission and culture to other groups through a physical presence. It also helps to alleviate issues 
in the department we anticipate with space due to growth and due to the planned space renewal 
that could be happening. 
 
The space renewal plan is a campus-wide plan that is the result of the campus space study that 
focused on STEM departments. When physics was evaluated, it was found that the bones of the 
department building are good, but the HVAC is a mess. Some inlet-outlets actually go through 
rooms in the center of the building. In order for the physics building to be a more functional research 
space, the suggested updates include using the passenger elevator for an air shaft, converting the 
freight elevator to a combination passenger/freight elevator, and updating HVAC int eh building. In 
addition to losing an elevator, we will also lose space in the basement for a mechanical room and 
the 4th floor room will be needed for HVAC equipment, chillers, etc. If this plan is ever brought to 
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fruition, we will lose significant space, which is the reason why space inventory and planning needs 
to be ongoing and comprehensive. 
 
Office space has gotten very tight over the past year and is about to get tighter with the incoming 
class of graduate students. We are working to rearrange the office staff, place new incoming faculty 
members, and move students into research offices and out of the “party office” on the mythical 4th 
floor. We had some retirements and some emeritus professors moving on. Due to the pandemic, 
much of the office shuffling did not get done or was not urgent. This summer, we will be cleaning 
offices and making space for new people joining the department. One note is that we are 
implementing a new policy for emeritus faculty. They will be required to share office space, 2 people 
per office, to free up desks for graduate students and postdocs.  
 
Teaching space grew a bit in the last year. The first-floor teaching lab, room 115 was expanded to 
include room 118, Lou Buda’s office space next to the loading dock. This expansion helped us to 
maintain social distancing in lab classes in the past academic year. It will also allow up to teach two 
sections in that space simultaneously. This change was initiated under Eric Schiff’s chairmanship. The 
renovations were less extensive that we wanted. The original plan was to remove the solid east wall 
and replace it with glass, so that passersby can see in to the lab space. Unfortunately, that was cut 
due to pandemic-related budget cuts.  
 
Other teaching space that was modified included the advanced lab spaces in the basement, room 
B113. This room, B129W used for the advanced instrumentation graduate lab, and B116 were given 
electronic code locks to allow access to students at various times of day to enable social distancing. 
B116 is a multiuser room for the biophysics groups housing the autoclave, dishwasher, and ice 
machine that all the groups use. It had to also serve as extra space for the advanced undergraduate 
lab to allow social distancing in spring semester. 
 
Lecture teaching space owned by physics also got updated and used for in person offerings this 
academic year. Specifically, room 208, normally able to seat 22 students, could only hold 13. In 
order to make more teaching space that was socially distanced, the department dedicated room 
202/204, which can open up completely, to serve only as teaching space for this last year. When fully 
open, this space could seat 29 students. Additional AV equipment was brought in to help 
communicate is such as large space. Many classes were moved to this room to allow in person 
lecture time for the classes for physics majors, especially the 200 and 300 level courses. 
 
In the future, the undergraduate curriculum committee is working on new labs designed especially 
for physics majors, called Experiencing Physics (see below). Once online, these courses will need 
dedicated lab space. We will be looking for space for the freshman and sophomore Experiencing 
Physics labs that allow long-term projects from students.  
 
Department Beautification. Let’s face it, physics departments are not known for being “beautiful.” 
Most having been built in the 1960’s, they are often utilitarian, stoic, and brutalist, as was the style at 
the time. The Syracuse Physics Building is no different, but physicists like their ugly buildings. We 
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can’t do much to the building on the outside, but we want to make the spaces more eye-catching, 
intriguing, and comforting on the inside. I have created a new Space Beautification committee led 
by Joey Paulsen, with Mitch Soderberg, Phil Arnold, Yudy Salomon Sargenton, and myself. We will 
start working this summer to find ways to make the physics department more inspiring and fun on 
the inside. 
 
New Building Coordinators were hired by the College of Arts and Sciences in May 2021 to help 
departments with research work including equipment maintenance, moving, lab renovations, etc. In 
addition to our loss of Lou Buda, several other departments lost their departmental space managers. 
The college decided to hire two coordinators and one manager to manage the research spaces in 
the four science buildings. One coordinator, Jay Brown, will work primarily on CST-LSC and the 
other, Bernie Amponsah, will work on Heroy and Physics Buildings. We are still working out exactly 
what they will be doing, but the current list of responsibilities for space and who we should contact 
for what work is now in Answers: 
https://answers.syr.edu/display/physics/Science+facilities+information    
 

Graduate Program 
We have a thriving and growing graduate program in the physics department. These students are 
the life blood of the research and teaching missions as they serve as the research and teaching 
assistants that get a lot of the day-to-day work done. We currently have almost 100 graduate 
students in the program. One rising issue might be the timely graduation of students from the 
program in the next year, as some of these students may have been adversely affected by the 
pandemic. The students who are currently 8th, 7th, and 6th years should be moving on very soon.  This 
is best for their careers, and for the health of the department. The advising group will be checking in 
on these students and their advisors as they move into their 9th, 8th, and 7th years to make sure they 
are getting the mentoring and advise they need to launch their careers after graduate school. 
 
Admissions. As described above in the section on Staff/Administrative Office/Operations/Graduate 
Admissions, there were updated timeline and processes for the graduate admissions this year. I want 
to acknowledge the hard work of the admissions committee who were led by Tomasz Skwarnicki 
with Chris Santangelo, Stefan Ballmer, Britton Plourde, Liviu Movileanu, Scott Watson, and ex officio 
members: Jen Schwarz, Duncan Brown, who pitched in to review and to contact students, too. 
Graduate admissions was highly successful this year thanks to the efforts of this committee AND 
thanks to the recruiting efforts of the department faculty and current students. To enable recruiting, 
we hosted a virtual Graduate Visit Day, organized by Joey Paulsen and Simon Catterall with Juliette 
Rawda, Mitch Soderberg, and myself. We anticipate continuing virtual visit days in the future along 
with an in person visit day for student in the continental US.  
 
The admissions report from Tomasz is as follows:  

We will have 22 incoming students, which is somewhat larger class than we aimed for. While 
the acceptance rate to our admission offers among domestic candidates was as expected 
from the previous years (12 accepted/27 made=0.32), the acceptance rate among non-
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resident candidates skyrocketed (10/18=0.55). The latter rate used to be the same as for 
domestic candidates in pre-covid times. 
Here are some statistics about the incoming class: 

22 total  
11 US citizens 1 permanent-resident  
10 from other countries (4 India, 1 Bangladesh, 1 China, 1 Philippines, 1 Iran, 1 
Egypt, 1 Greece)  
10 women (6 from US) - this is essentially double our usual female fraction, which 
averages, over the last few years, to 24%. Let us hope this is a new normal! 
**Among them, awardee of hard to get NSF Graduate Research Fellowship 
Program, who will join the LIGO group.  
2 Latinx 

In terms of primary research interest (please keep in mind that these sometimes change while 
in grad school): 

5 Experimental Biophysics or Soft Matter Physics 
4 Experimental Condensed Matter Physics and Quantum Information 
5 Experimental Particle Physics 
4 LIGO 
2 Theoretical Biophysics or Soft Matter Physics 
2 Theoretical Particle Physics or Cosmology 

 
Based on this report, next year, we should consider reducing our acceptances, so that we do not 
continue to have more graduate students than we can support with RAs and TAs. We are also 
needing to reduce acceptances next year because of anticipated deferrals this year from 
international students who are having a difficulty getting visa appointments and getting here on time 
due to COVID-19 outbreaks in other parts of the world. Unlike last year, all grad classes next year will 
be in person, so these students are best deferring their matriculation. 
 
Advising The graduate advising was reinvented this year as pool advising. Graduate advising was 
Chris Santangelo, Paul Souder, Simon Catterall, Liviu Movileanu, and Marina Artuso. The advising 
team made themselves available for students to sign up to be advised by multiple faculty at the 
same time. This helps to reduce faculty load and gives students access to more mentors and 
advisors who might have different advise. It also allows the faculty to share wisdom amongst 
themselves to offer good individual advise to students. Second year students were advised in 
August and First years were advised in January. I would like to extend this to have all students 
advised twice per year until they have research advisors. This group should also serve as a mentoring 
group to help students who need to switch advisors. 
 
TAs. We typically get to allocate 31 teaching assistantships for our classes in each semester. In fall, 
we were asked to overload the enrollment of AST101, and we were given two additional TA lines in 
the fall. TAs is typically the way that students are supported for their first year and part of their 
second year and possibly future semesters, depending on needs of the department and the faculty. 
As Associate Chair, Mitch Soderberg made assignment to the TA lines. This year we needed to bring 
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a few students who were RAs into the TA, in order to cover all our teaching. Some of these students 
were only asked to do a half-TA, which consisted of grading for a course. This worked well, can 
could be a solution in the future to allow students to continue to make progress in their research 
while helping the department with TA work. 
 
This year, new TAs were shepherded by Mitch through several interactions and get-together. This 
allowed the department to get information back from the students, and make sure students were on 
track. It is important that we continue to have this flexibility in order to accommodate the usual 
fluctuations in our teaching and funding cycles.   
 
RAs. The majority of our students are regularly supported with research assistantships on sponsored 
grants. We have done an outstanding job of funding these students, having good time to degree, 
and having good placement after graduate school. Graduate awards processes have been updated 
this year and the process is progressing much earlier than last year. As described above, it is 
important that students complete their PhDs in a timely manner. If you have students who are being 
held back due to the pandemic, please alert me and the DGS, Chris Santangelo, so we can work on 
a plan to get them graduated. This is especially important if you think you might run out of funding 
for them.  
 
Curriculum. The group of advisors also serve as the curriculum committee for the graduate program. 
In fall semester, curriculum updates were put through to update some courses and order of classes. 
In academic year 2021-2022, we will offer graduate classes in this paradigm:  
Fall 2021 

PHY607, Computational Physics 
PHY621, Classical Mechanics 
PHY661, Quantum Mechanics 1 
PHY651, Modern Instrumentation 
+1 condensed matter physics-relevant course 
+1 high energy physics-relevant class 

 
Spring 2022 

PHY641, Electricity and Magentism 
PHY662, Quantum Mechanics 2 
PHY731, Statistical Mechanics 
PHY657, Data Analysis 
+1 condensed matter physics-relevant course 
+1 high energy physics-relevant class 

 
Chris Santangelo was asked to lead this group in spring semester. In May, they met and divided 
roles for the qualifying exam and the comprehensive exam, which will both be offered in August. 
The group will continue to tackle curriculum updates, and we will have them present to a full faculty 
meeting. Chris Santangelo will continue as the director of graduate studies in the next academic 
year. 
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PHY-Go is the name of the physics graduate student organization. Over the past year, it was led by 
Liz Lawson-Keister with a number of other active, senior graduate students. For current students, 
they were an essential part of keeping the physics department community going through virtual 
luncheons, happy hours, and other events. Several events of note included their leading role in the 
department-wide colloquium to watch the film “Picture a Scientist” about gender issues in science, 
they organized a chess tournament that was live streamed, they organized a couple of events with 
PhD alumni in industry. We anticipate more events in person and virtual in the next year, which the 
department will advertise and support. Stay tuned for that. 
 
Gender Equity in Physics Mentoring Program was newly started by a group of students and faculty 
who are part of the Gender Equity in Physics group. Students who wanted mentors and faculty who 
were willing to mentor could sign up and be paired off by the organizers.   
 

Undergraduate Program 
The undergraduate program in physics offers students excellent opportunities to do research, build 
transferrable skills, and get a great career. Unfortunately, our numbers have been dropping off in 
recent years. Below, the work we outline is the beginnings of a long-term plan to update the 
program to make it more attractive to students, improve learning outcomes, and longitudinally track 
student progress and career advancement after graduation. 
 
Advising. The undergraduate advising was updated to a system where each cohort of students is 
advised by two faculty. These cohorts are organized by their graduation year with the following 
advisors:  
Class of 2021: Blusk and Laiho 
Class of 2022: Plourde and Watson 
Class of 2023: Patteson and Whittington 
Class of 2024: Rudolph and Hubisz*  
* denotes temporary assignment  
Students are allowed to join other cohorts depending on their comfort – for instance, students who 
join the major late may be more comfortable with the students from the cohort year below them. 
The directors of graduate studies held two cohort advising sessions with all the physics students and 
the advisors to impart information to all the students simultaneously. After the overview, the cohorts 
broke into group to have conversations with their cohort advisors. The process revealed a number of 
questions and issues that the department was able to address with offering of courses and ensuring 
progress to degree. This year, this advising was done remotely, but it will take place in person 
starting in Fall.  
 
Curriculum. The advising committee also serves as the curriculum committee, and this group was 
very busy this year thinking about the undergraduate majors sequence in the first two years. The first 
suggestion that was already discussed with the faculty is to include and require a math methods 
course for undergraduates. This course would be the pen-and-paper analog to the science and 
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computers class, and is a staple of almost all physics programs across the nation. There is a working 
group putting this course together this summer consists of Jay Hubisz, Steve Blusk, and Duncan 
Brown. This group is being compensated for their work on this over the summer of 2021.  
 
A second suggestion for the physics majors in their first two years is to create a new set of courses 
called “Experiencing Physics.” The courses proposed would be hands on experimental explorations 
for the physics majors that relate to the major’s course in the sequence and serve to build intuition, 
experimental skills, research thinking, and theoretical and computational skills to address questions. 
These courses would replace the first-year labs for physics majors only. A group led by Jay Hubisz 
will work on this over the summer and continue for the academic year. The group also includes 
Walter Freeman, Simon Catterall, Britton Plourde, and Denver Whittington. This group is being 
compensated for their work on this over the summer of 2021 and will join in with workshops led by 
Prof. Eugenia Etkina.  
 
Major recruiting and retention. In recent years, the number of physics undergraduates in our 
program has been slumping. This is a trend we want to halt and turn around. We have plans to do 
this in the following ways: (1) Updating the messaging about the physics program on our website 
and with CAS advising. All freshman are require to be advised by the College of Arts and Science 
advising first. We need to make sure their messaging it consistent with our messaging. (2) We want 
to use our physics majors courses to create cohorts of students who have strong personal bonds that 
they can carry through their time in the major. Thus PHY215 and PHY216 need to be taught by 
dynamic instructors who will enhance the community experience in the class through group work. (3) 
In the short term, we will have enhanced advising for our students and have stronger communication 
about the trajectory through the major, career paths, research access, and more personalized 
attention. (4) In the long term, we are updating the classes to teach students the skills and concepts 
we want our majors to have and creating novel experiences that will set them up for success in life. 
(5) We want to recruit and retain more minoritized students at the undergraduate level, such as 
women, Black, and Latino students. Using the methods discussed in the EID journal club book, 
Whistling Vivaldi, I think we can create programs and methods to do just that, but the more 
important aspect to recruiting and retaining these students will be to make sure we have faculty who 
look like them and who are in leadership roles in the department. Thus, faculty hiring is essential for 
undergraduate and graduate student recruitment.  
 
Jay Hubisz and I attended multiple recruiting events this spring to talk with students and their 
parents about the physics program and what the benefits of a major in physics are for them. The 
parents were most worried about students being able to get jobs out of college. Jay and I agreed 
that we need to do a better job of making the career trajectories after a physics degree clearer to all 
students we are recruiting and currently in the program. Many people think you can only become a 
physics professor or teaching, but we know that our students go off to many amazing careers in 
engineering, data analytics, computing, and even outside of science and engineering all together. 
 
Part of our recruiting effort was to create a new video that spotlighted our undergraduates and our 
research with undergraduates. The video is posted on our undergraduate website at the top: 
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https://thecollege.syr.edu/physics/undergraduate-overview/ The video features a number of 
students you might know in the department. We will likely update the video every two years or so to 
keep up with current students and with the times (this is so 2020 with everyone wearing masks in the 
labs). The landing page for the undergrad program has also been updated to hopefully speak to 
student’s interested in research, teaching, outreach, and community-building. We will be working to 
update the other pages this summer for a complete refresh and more consistent messaging about 
the program. Other positive directions for our department have been the number of student profiles 
and faculty profiles in the SU News and college news offices. I know they take time, but please 
continue to work with the university and college on these articles. Articles that featured physics 
students over the past year include: 
https://www.syracuse.edu/stories/astrophysics-activism-ruell-branch/ 
https://www.syracuse.edu/stories/catherine-campbell-honors-science-research/ 
https://www.syracuse.edu/stories/hong-beom-lee-physics-mathematics-experiments/ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lxy2PuAk5r0 
 
Undergraduate research is a major strength of our department and program for students and their 
parents. Despite our small number of majors, a majority of the senior students are engaged in 
research of some sort. The recent numbers have slumped due to the pandemic, but we anticipate an 
increase in undergraduate research in the next few years as people will again bring undergrads into 
research. For those with NSF funding, remember that you can apply for additional supplements for 
summer undergraduates every year on your grants! It is easiest to apply for these funds in December 
– January, but any time in the spring semester is usually fine for many NSF programs. I posted a 
quick “how to” in Answers: 
https://answers.syr.edu/display/physics/Undergraduate+Research+Supplements  
 
Our undergraduate research excellence was on display this year at the College of Arts and Sciences 
virtual Undergraduate Research Festival. We had 15 undergraduates present their research in a 
virtual Gather.Town event on April 30. Multiple people outside the department remarked on the 
number of undergraduate participants we had and the quality of the presentations from our research 
groups. The college will likely continue this event, in person, and we will be there to show off the 
amazing work of the undergraduate researchers from Physics.  
 

Service Courses Committee 
A major part of our teaching comes from large courses that are in service of other programs or 
departments. In these courses, the material is not challenging to cover or deliver, but the large 
numbers of enrolled students cause hurdles for handling student communication, supervision and 
management of teaching assistants, and workload management. The following courses are 
designated as service courses and what they “serve”: 
AST 101 Our Corner of the Universe serves the liberal arts core requirements for a physical 

science class 
AST 104 Stars, Galaxies, and the 

Universe 
serve the liberal arts core requirements for a physical 
science class 
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PHY 101 Major Concepts of Physics 1 serves pre-med and life science majors 
PHY 102 Major Concepts of Physics 2 serves pre-med and life science majors 
PHY 211 General Physics 1 serves engineering and science majors 
PHY 212 General Physics 2 serves engineering and science majors 

 
In order to create a team effort to update and sustain the methods we teach these courses, I started 
a new service courses committee. The committee started in Spring semester 2021 chaired by Walter 
Freeman. The committee consisted of the current faculty members teaching these courses: Tomasz 
Skwarnicki, Alison Patteson, Denver Whittington, and Sam Sampere, and folks working on an update 
to PHY101/102: Mitch Soderberg (chair), Jen Schwarz, Scott Watson, Liviu Movileanu, Eric Schiff, and 
Kenny Ratliff. 
 
For more information and a great overview of the committee and agenda, please see Walter’s 
summary statement, which he submitted to the faculty on May 12, prior to the faculty meeting. I 
have also pasted it in here: https://answers.syr.edu/display/physics/Service+Courses+Committee  
 
Peer Mentoring Group. One purpose of this committee is to serve as a peer mentoring group for 
people currently teaching these classes to give them a space to exchange ideas. This was basically 
launched in summer 2020 when people teaching these classes would gather weekly to discuss how 
they would design remote classes. Now that we are going back to in person, we still need this 
support group. The group will not only trade information, but also serve as a resource for gathering 
information about best practices for teaching these types of classes. This collective knowledge will 
be shared and documented by the group to be passed down to future instructors.  
 
PHY101/102 Revamp Group. It came to my attention this year that PHY101/102 was in need of an 
update. As you can read in Walter’s document in Answers, one issue we have had with these classes 
is that individual faculty members get assigned the class and proceed to teach it in whatever fashion 
they want. This is (1) a lot of work! And (2) not good for our students or the programs they are in. I 
would like these courses to be updated in a way that (1) addresses the needs and standards or the 
programs they serve and (2) is sustained past a single instructor teaching them to give continuity. 
The best sustainability model for teaching is to have a group of faculty commit to designing and 
teaching the course in a certain way and then passing down the method to future instructors through 
a co-teaching/mentoring program. The method of co-teach/mentoring to tech these classes was 
already established for junior faculty, but the new sustainability method will continue this practice for 
ALL instructors.  
 
The revamp for PHY101/102 started in spring 2021, but will really get underway this summer. The 
kick-off was the colloquium from Prof. Eugenia Etkina who visited from Rutgers on April 22. 
Excitingly, she also stayed for a second day to have a long Q&A session on April 23. Her method of 
an inquiry-based approached to teaching physics will be adopted by the group and designed to 
work at Syracuse University this summer. On May 27-28, Eugenia is returning to have a workshop for 
faculty working on PHY101/102 and Experiencing Physics, which has a similar strategy. After this 



 30 

date, the PHY101/102 group will meet weekly to work on updating the curriculum and Prof. Etkina 
will remotely join this group every other week for the entire summer. This group is being 
compensated for their work on this over the summer of 2021. 
 
Summer Courses. Each year, Syracuse Physics has taught summer courses. The summer courses 
taught in the past were: PHY211, PHY212, PHY221, PHY222, AST101, AST104, PHY663 (qual prep 
class). Prior to 2020, these courses were taught in person on campus and had very low enrollment. 
Because the courses were in the summer and paid as part-time instructors, we preferentially hire 
graduate students to teach these courses. Last year, when I was still the Associate chair in April and 
May, I worked to select the students to teach these courses. For summer 2020, these courses were 
to be taught remotely, and the enrollment boomed. I was surprised at the tight turn around and the 
lack of training for the students to go from TA to instructor practically overnight with no help. To 
help make students aware of what they needed to do to teach their own class, I created a short 
workshop for students selected for this. In the first year, we focused on basics, had a student panel 
of successful summer instructors, and made sure everyone had the equipment they needed to run a 
remote class.  
 
This year, several changes were made to the summer courses. First, we added PHY101/102 to the 
line-up to give students more summer options to get ahead or catch-up. This also gives more 
opportunities for our students to teach in the summer, as many want to become physics educators. 
Second, we changed the hiring process to make it quicker. Grad students applied by emailing 
application materials (cover letter, name of a faculty member who could support their application) to 
the department. Mitch made selections based on student (1) need for summer funding, (2) 
appropriateness for class, and (3) previous teaching work. The students who were selected were told 
that they would be required to attend a two-day training on May 24 and 25. Th agenda is pasted 
below:  
 
DAY 1: Monday, May 24, 2021 
10:00am Welcome and overview of summer classes and who is teaching what. 
10:30am Physics teaching pedagogy – Backwards design 
11:00am Break 
11:15am Panel of recent summer instructors to address pre-written questions and questions from 
2021 instructors. Moderator: Sourav Roy, Panelists: Ohana Rodrigues, Sourav Roy, Kenny Ratliff, 
Bharath Sambasivam 
12:30pm Lunch break 
1:00pm Class Calendar – what are you teaching when in the 6 weeks? 
 
DAY 2: Tuesday, May 25, 2021 
10:00am Teaching team work – Exams – What do you want to assess students on? 
10:30am Teaching team work – Homework – practice, practice, practice 
11:00am Break 
11:15am Short discussion on groups 
12:00pm Lunch break  
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12:30pm Best practices for teaching – Stereotype threat and wise criticism 
1:00pm Remote teaching plan  
 
As you can see, there is more emphasis on teaching pedagogy and best practices this year. Less 
emphasis was made on the logistics of teaching remotely, since we have all been doing that for over 
a year. Content from this workshop will also be used for the grad student orientation training in 
August, as well.  
 

Pandemic 
I started as chair in June 2020, three months into a world-wide pandemic that threw everything into 
disarray. I asked to start in June instead of July to get a jump on the work I anticipated the 
department would need to do in order to get ready for fall classes. Looking back, it is surprising how 
much time and effort we had to expend, but a lot of work was done. I want to acknowledge the work 
of Sam Sampere who got PHY221 and PHY222 labs ready to be available 100% remotely and his 
help with getting room 208 and 202/204 ready for in person offerings that were socially distanced. I 
used the opportunity of the pandemic to create inclusive signage around the building to remind 
people about social distancing and mask wearing.  

  
 
Social distancing. In order to enable in person learning that was socially distanced, we had to either 
(1) limit enrollments of classes or (2) change the location of classes into larger rooms. The physics 
department is lucky to have versatile space that was able to accommodate classes that could enroll 
up to 29 people. Specifically, the colloquium room, which is 202 and 204 opened up was set with 
tablet (arm chair) desks that were 6 feet apart in a hexagonal packing to accommodate 29 seats in 
the room. We had to bring up tablet seats from the classrooms on the first floor to accommodate 
this (see picture of room). 
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Similarly, room 208, was able to have 13 students with tablet desks staggered in a hexagonal array 
within the room. These were our main classrooms. The lab spaces normally have tables that seat 
three, but they could only have one student at a time. They also had clear plastic dividers around the 
tables to separate the students. Finally, the department purchased individual room HEPA air purifiers 
for each space to make sure that the air was turning over often in the rooms. The university also 
replaced the filters for the building with high grade HEPA filters. 
 
Other spaces could have people but only with smaller numbers in the spaces. Each space had a sign 
put on the door like this:  

 
Phil Arnold in the machine shop made these signs that hung around the department in common 
spaces and seminar spaces. Undergraduate and graduate students used these spaces to access 
classes from on campus. 
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Teaching. In addition to updating the rooms, we changed the teaching schedule and who was 
teaching which classes. All graduate classes were remote, so that international students were able to 
join remotely to the classes and not get behind. That also allowed me to place physically vulnerable 
faculty to teach these courses in a remote fashion to keep them away from younger people 
(students) who had higher incidence rates of COVID-19 with fewer symptoms. Teaching outdoors in 
the fall because popular among the faculty: 

 
They used the tents provided and rolled out moveable whiteboards that we purchased for this exact 
purpose. These whiteboards will be used for in person teaching to facilitate group work in the 
coming semesters. 
 
Research. Research labs were shut down in March 2020 until June when labs were allowed to return 
at a reduced capacity. The number of people in a lab room was determined by the square footage, 
but resulted in a reduced capacity for most spaces. Also, students were not comfortable working in 
the building, so many stayed home in Syracuse or even left town to live with family or friends.  
 
Several of the faculty who work in biological physics were able to make positive gains in their grants 
through special calls to examine COVID-19 and related research questions. Specifically, Alison 
Patteson and Jen Schwarz were awards NSF funds to do this work. They are studying the intact of 
virus particles and how that depends on intermediate filaments called vimentin. A news story was 
written about this work here: https://www.syracuse.edu/stories/physics-fight-against-covid-19/  
 
Mental Health. The most troubling thing for students and faculty was the mental health toll of doing 
physics alone. Although the stereotype is of physicists working as lone figures, the reality is that 
physicists work as collaborative teams – small and large. Over the past year, I noticed that people, 
faculty or students, who were working remotely were the worst affected by the pandemic. Even if 
they were meeting via zoom for collaboration meetings, that was not the same as walking down the 
hall or to the coffee shop discussing science in person. Yet, these students and faculty, because they 
COULD work remotely, almost universally worked apart from others for the longest. Further, I saw 
that teaching helped to counteract this depression because people could engage with a wider 
variety of people. I also noticed that students and faculty with labs that were opening up and 
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coming in, even in limited capacities, were much happy and mentally resilient during the pandemic. 
This story is perhaps not surprising, but it is a trend I noticed as the community leader. I am excited 
that we are now able to get together, and I STRONGLY ENCOURAGE all grad students and faculty 
to begin to return to campus in person at least a few days per week. I think you will be happy that 
you can see real people in person. 
 
Faculty Considerations. Many faculty were put into an incredibly difficult situation when we went 
remote. Faculty with young children were especially affected. The university has granted extensions 
to tenure clocks for those pre-tenure. Unfortunately, there were no good mechanisms to give 
parents safe methods to take care and home school their children when schools were shut or 
remote. This took a huge toll on women faculty with children, which has been documented:  
https://www.newswise.com/articles/pandemic-is-pushing-women-in-stem-past-the-point-of-no-return 
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/covid-has-laid-bare-the-inequities-that-face-mothers-in-
stem/ 
https://www.engineering.com/story/covid-19s-negative-effect-on-women-in-stem-fields 
 
In our department, we have a lot of fathers of young children who are active parents and were also 
greatly affected. It was difficult to reduce teaching or service for these folks, as this is work that 
needs to be done, and these people are excellent instructors and highly active in the department 
work. Further, there was the issue that money didn’t seem to be able to solve these problems, which 
made it hard for universities to do anything helpful. Regarding productivity of these folks, especially 
those moving toward tenure or promotion evaluations, I am worried about longer-term effects. We 
are seeing that 2020 itself is not affected, but negative impacts on grant submissions, paper 
publication, and student completion rates are expected over the next 1-5 years. As the department 
chair, I will work to try to support these people and make sure they are getting the support they 
need as they progress in their careers. 
 


