Remarks for Yale Engineering Alumni on October 18, 2002


Let me begin by welcoming you to the first alumni reunion for Yale Engineers since the 1980s; both Yale College and Graduate School alumni are in attendance, and you represent every decade since the 1940s. We are delighted that you are here on campus this weekend to join us in saluting the sesquicentennial of Yale Engineering. On this occasion, we celebrate Yale engineering’s great past, we take pride in the accomplishments of recent years, and we embrace with seriousness and excitement the challenges ahead.


Let me take a step back.  From its founding three hundred years ago, Yale has been one of this country’s great universities.  In its earliest days, that greatness lay in theological education. Science and engineering became an important part of the mix in the nineteenth century. In the twentieth century, Yale became known and distinguished for its strength in the arts and humanities. Writing about his vision for Yale’s fourth Century in 1996, President Levin emphasized his strong belief that for Yale to remain great in the years ahead, we must both renew and expand our commitment to education and research in science and engineering. The grounds for his belief are clear.  

First, our daily lives are profoundly and increasingly influenced by advances in science and technology. We live in a society and a world that is literally being made, and remade, by scientists and engineers. Indeed, with the rise of biomedical engineering, our prospects for life itself can hinge on advances in engineering. As citizens, we are regularly bombarded with new “truths” about the world.  Some of these supposed truths stand up to scrutiny and some do not.  The best of liberal education today must integrate science and technology more deeply and broadly into the curriculum than in the past, so that Yale undergraduates, no matter what their particular interest, can go forth “literate” in a new and broader sense of that word.   


Second, Yale takes pride in educating leaders. Among those leaders, we want there to be Yale-trained scientists and engineers on the cutting edge of their fields.  And we want Yale to be an exciting place for the best faculty in these fields to do research, and to teach the next generation.


These strongly held convictions about society, and about Yale’s role in society, are the bedrock on which we have been building for almost a decade and on which we will continue to build in the years ahead. Our strategy has had four primary thrusts:  to appoint outstanding leadership for the engineering enterprise, to recruit great faculty, to support the faculty well with better infrastructure for teaching and research, and to enhance both the educational experience of students and the opportunities for research by leveraging Yale’s broad spectrum of excellence in our graduate and professional schools.


Well, (she says modestly) I am happy to report that our strategy is succeeding.  Yale engineering is “on a roll”--and it’s an unstoppable roll. Appointed in 1994, Allan Bromley first “led the charge” as Dean of Engineering, and last year his successor, Dean Paul Fleury, picked up where Allan left off.   


We have recruited six world leaders to the senior ranks of Yale engineering in the past five years, in the face of near universal skepticism that we would be able to do so.  And at the junior level, we have been quietly but successfully recruiting the stars of the future.

I believe I can tell you without exaggeration that no other program in the country, none, has enjoyed the awards and recognition that we have done in recent years. I will leave it to Dean Fleury to describe these awards to you, but I cannot resist expressing our special pride in two great honors – to John Fenn, Yale alumnus and Emeritus Professor of Chemical Engineering, winner of the 2002 Nobel Prize in Chemistry, and to Jerry Woodall, C. Baldwin Sawyer Professor of Electrical Engineering, winner of the National Medal of Technology this year.   

But let me emphasize that awards and recognition follow substance. The best global measure of that substance and its exceptional quality I can give you is that Yale Engineering ranked first in the country with respect to citations per research publication between 1996 and 2000, the most recent years for which the ranking is available. This is a remarkable achievement, of which we are exceedingly proud.

With this growing powerhouse of faculty, we are creating programs in two of the most important arenas in 21st century engineering–biomedical engineering and environmental engineering. As we hoped and anticipated, in addition to pioneering research in new and important areas, these faculty are attracting increasing numbers of students into the engineering major.

To house our growing ambitions, we have a strategic facilities planning effort under way for engineering, and the first horse–perhaps I should say house–out the gate will be the new facility now being designed for the site on the corner of Prospect and Trumbull Street. This building will house labs for faculty from all the engineering departments, with two of its floors dedicated to the biomedical engineering initiative on this side of town. 

We have much more to do to realize our aspirations. We must continue to enhance and enrich our undergraduate teaching. As Allan Bromley was fond of saying, we need “to get more Yale students into engineering and to get more engineering into Yale students”. We must continue to leverage the excellence of our professional schools, particularly Medicine, Management, and Forestry and Environmental Studies, both to develop innovative curricula at the undergraduate and graduate level and to foster more boundary-crossing research. And we must continually strive for research excellence in those fields in which Yale chooses to concentrate.

Let me end with one further observation. Advances in science and technology have fuelled the economy of this country for decades. Here in New Haven, we see this national dynamic playing out on a local level. New Haven has been experiencing an economic renaissance in recent years. I hope that you will see this for yourselves during your visit to campus this weekend. One reason for this change has been the transformed relationship and increasing partnership between Yale and the city. Engineering, and the inventions and entrepreneurship of the faculty have played a role in this partnership, a role that will, I hope, continue to flourish and grow in the years to come.

These are in many ways difficult and frightening times for this country and the world, as political events intersect with and drive new economic and societal realities. My message to you today, however, is that we are in this for the long haul.  Science and engineering are absolutely integral to the future of this University. We are buoyed by all that we have achieved and the distinguished past on which we build, and we are also steadfast in our deep and abiding commitment to continue this effort into the future.

