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TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 19, 2008

6:00 P.M. RECEPTION, 6:45 P.M. DINNER/PROGRAM

It’s said that God himself would have trouble getting tenure at a major public institution. Why?

Because he only had one publication, it had no references, and it wasn’t published in a refereed journal. Further, the scientific community has a hard time replicating his results. Finally, he never applied to an ethics board for permission to use human subjects. And when one experiment went awry, he covered it up by drowning the subjects.

[PAUSE FOR LAUGHTER]

Some of you might have had trouble replicating your results. But I am quite confident that none of you has drowned your subjects. 

As for your critics, reviewers? Well, let’s not go there…
[PAUSE FOR LAUGHTER]

Tenure, of course, is important to all professors. But tenure is a byproduct of academic excellence. At the University of Illinois we have spent the past 141 years defining and redefining academic brilliance. Those efforts have not been spent in vain. According to U.S. News & World Report, we are ranked as the 8th-best public university. Many of our individual units are among the Top 10 in the nation. 

Academic excellence takes women and men with superior intelligence, passion, and creativity. Women and men who are not content to idle in the arena of the pedestrian, but are driven to always extend their boundaries, to explore unknown territories in which outcomes aren’t known. 

But I want to also stress something else that I am proud of: Illinois is at the delicious stage where the institution itself is creative and is itself a seedbed of discovery. Where the university is now known as one of the leading institutions for the creation of new works. 

This creation is present in the work of Richard Powers, a National Book Award Winner for fiction. (I know he won it for The Echo Maker, but my favorite was Time of Our Singing); it is present in the work of Todd Martinez, our Gutgsell Chair in Chemistry; it is present in the work of Nick Holonyak, just inducted in the Inventors Hall of Fame; and it is present at the Krannert Performing Arts Center under the incredible stewardship of Mike Ross. Dancer Liz Lerman said of Krannert: “Among its many wonders is the way inquiry lives at the core of its presentations making the work central to questions about democracy and what it means to be a citizen of an institution, and of our country.”
Creation is present in the work of our 22 Nobel Laureates and our 19 Pulitzer Prize winners; our MacArthur geniuses, our endowed chairs; our esteemed Crafoord Prize winner Carl Woese. And it is present in all of you sitting here today. 
Creativity needs an environment that nurtures and challenges people with intellectual drive and courage. We are living and researching and teaching in that environment right now. This is our great moment in time. How shall we use it?

That creative environment is the very heartbeat of this university. It is the very essence of who we are. It attracts the very best professor, researchers, and students from around the world. No wonder the University of Illinois is one of the world’s leading research institutions. We are ranked twenty-sixth in the world, according to the most recent survey at Shanghai’s Jioa Tong University’s Institute of Higher Education.

This seedbed of creation we call Illinois, along with a small handful of institutions, has virtually defined the public research university of the last century. Now, at this critical moment, public higher education is in the midst of reshaping itself with a greater emphasis on institutions like ours to meet the public good. And we, you, need to be in the forefront of that change. 

Why do I say these things to you? Because you are the leaders. You will take us to that next level.

Let me illustrate where we are going with a road trip story. Last summer I traveled to Piracicaba in Brazil to visit the University of Sao Paulo, where we are working collaboratively, among other issues, on bioenergy. While I was there I learned of an Illinois connection with deep roots. Eugene Davenport, who was our Dean of Agriculture from 1895 to 1922, had started an agricultural college in Piracicaba in 1890. In Brazil, more than a century ago, he crafted a curriculum and structure in scientific agriculture that would become our modern-day College of ACES. 

This story is repeated throughout the world. In India, faculty from the U of I helped establish the Indian Institute of Technology in Kharagpur and agricultural universities at Pantnagar and Jabalpur decades ago. And it continues to this very moment. 

What I am saying to you is that your job and what you create is no longer just about the nation. Your job and what you create affects the world.
If that sounds like a weighty responsibility, well, I suppose it is. But I also know this about you: 

There isn’t a lightweight among you.

Thank you.

[PAUSE]
OPTIONAL CODA

While I purposely haven’t mentioned names tonight, because to do so would extend this into the wee hours, I do want to recognize one person. Chip Zukoski, Vice Chancellor for Research and Professor of Chemical and Biomolecular Engineering, was recently inducted in the National Academy of Engineering. Chip will be presenting the awards tonight. He might not want to toot his own horn, so I’ll toot it for him. The National Academy of Engineering is saluting Professor Zukoski for his lifetime dedication to the field and for leadership in education.

I mention this in case Chip decides to slip his award in his pocket without mentioning it.

[PAUSE FOR LAUGHTER]

But before Professor Zukoski begins presenting awards, we will hear from Dr. Linda Katehi, Provost and Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs. 

Dr. Katehi?
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