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ROBERT A, ALTENKIRCH AMBLES THROUGH THE HALLS OF WJIT AT & LEISURELY
PACE, MEETING NEW COLLEAGUES AND GREETING STUDEMTS AMD STAFF.
WITH AN UNASSUMING SIR, HE HAS QUIETLY TAKEW THE HELM OF MJIT AS ITS
SEVENTH PRESIDEMT. WHO 15 THIZ SOFT SPOKEM, AFFABLE MAMN IN THE
STRIPED REP TIE, AND WHAT ARE HIS PLANS FOR THE UNMINVERSITY?

Altenkirch is a mechanical enginesr who rides a motoreycle and shares his
home nat only with his wife bat also with thres large dogs and three cats,

Borm and raised in Missour, he was educated at Purdue Liniversity in
Indiana where he received a bachelors degree and a doctorate in mechanical
enginesring; and at the University of California at Berkeley where he earned a
master’s degree, He has spent his professional career in teaching and adminis-
traticn at the University of kentucky, Mississippi State University {M5U] and
'|".'.|5I11|1$|:n|| State University.
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Altenkirch brings to MIIT a wide background in university research, teaching
and adiministration with extensive experience in program development,
fund-raising and federal relations. During his tenure as M50 vice president
for pesearch, science and engineering, expendituees as feparted to The Mational
Science Foundation {M5F) increased 75 percent from 19497 to 2001, In addition

to the research progranm, his responsibilities encompassed congressicnal
relations, intellectual property managernent and economic development.
While dean of engineering at ML, he led the effort to secure N5F funding
for the establishment of the M5 N5F Engineering Research Center for
Cormputational Field Simulation. The center was instrumental in adsisting
the State of Mississippi attract a one-billion-dellar Missan manufacturing
plant now under construction.

o shoret, its no wonder Alten kircl was selected by the thirteen-member
presidential search commitmee. With his background and experience, he's ideal

fiar M]IT.

Bt listory is just one part of this story. Everyone wants to know where
he plans to take the university and his vision for its future. To answer these
questions, we caught up with Prestdent Robert Ao Altenkirch for an exclusive

NIIT Mugazine interview.

INTERVIEW

Wainstein: What atiracted vou to NITT?

Albenkirch: [ think two things: NIIT s technological
tocus and its location.

Thee fscus s attractive Because it offers a dear
direction and matches m own background and
experienoe. The location offers a large popalaticn
base and that’s impartant. The larger the Eh:ll“lll
tion base, the more people working in technology
and the more ideas you're going to generate. You
can't have three hundred thousand square feet of
i11-::||h-c41|:|r.1|_1.1n'. as MIT does, at a wmiversity sill'ing
im a rural ares, There ane also so many labs around
here, in the pharmaceatical industry, in electrmnics,
even in transportation. Statistically, with those
ingredients, you have a good chance of develaping
new techinology

Wednstaln: Will you rmiss amything about Mississippi?
Alsenkirch: Ooe thing thats mice about Mussissipga
is that yom have a lof of open space; you heave a lot
of lind and everything 1 kind of spread our. Bat
yoru kmw, there is a down side o that: you's god
1o g a1 Do way e et somewhere,
Wednstaln: Howw do vou see MIIT a5 an agent of
chiange for Meswark?
Alsanklrch: Interacting with the public schools,
developing a pipeline enticing a diverse miy of
students to pursue technolegically crented educa-
T amed assisting them in succeeding = a major
element of what the instituie can do for Mewark.
Another element is NJTTS tmgpact on the lecal
ecomommy. We impact the local economy through
employment at the university and business
developmient — through the incubators, local



pecruitmient and the funding that cormes in to
supprart research and the commer: aalization o
rescarch resulis through copyrights and patenis.

The architecture school provides another way
in which MIIT impacts the citv. Sudentz and
la |.'I.1||'!¢' |111|I_I|I be involved in variows '|'-n|in'|1,
sssisting neighborhoods in developing plans o
create tunding streams that would ultimately pay
fer architects to improve the built envirenmsent,
I've been ireolved in some of that in lackson,
Mississippi, through the architectural school
there, as well as something: called the Small Town
Center that was akin to an extension operation
That program basically I'll.'ll"-!'l.l rural commumnities
develop plans to preserve historic structunes.
Wainstein: YWhat abour the State of Mew fersev?
Altenkirch: Well, [ think for the stave the elements are
e suhstantally diberent. ﬁ'r|1il|"i the ccomamix
impact ansd developrmsent activities tend fo stand
aut mare. Providing a technologically educated
workloroe For the state i a pipeling to maintzin and
recruil indwstry: Industry will not come to a place
wiithaut workers.

I think = r-!';'I|11-:||-:||l_iL':I unmversity can also geneTate
intellectual property that can be commercialized
Ih'r-::-u.r_h start-up -.|||1'r|'n.1|'|i;'s. Start W COMpEanes
help recruit existing companies and that, in tum,
creates a rich environment that constantly generates
e producs, But you have 1o focus the effort so
that you et a kim«d ol rll.lsh'nny_.|r|'-||.|'u:| |1arl1|.'||.lnr
inclustries. That was the general concept behined
Silicem Valley and Research Triangle Park in Morth
Carolima, What vou don't want to do s hase one
tvpe of every kind of business.

Wainstein: Do you envision bringing massive
research centers to MIIT the way you did at
Mississippi Stated

Altenkirch: Yes, the reputation of an insHtution
oftentinmes is built on s research program and its
fculey and their national seature.

[F wou wamnt 1o generate a robust research prograns,
my expreriense B that you've gob to develop |:|Tg-:'
scale activitios to solve very complicated problents,

It umed toy be that mdivduals would geta prant and
carry out research projects and then publish their
results. Tt the problems that society metes out
tolay and the ones funding agencies ane willieg to
pay lor are ruech maore comiges — Hiey're maore
interdiscipdinary.

ALTENKIRCH AT A GLANCE

Academic programes are configured for the
purpise of awanding degrees; we need 1o configure
a research program that's set up tor the purposs
of solving todays protdems. That nequires gener-
ating blacks of tunding to supgsort center-typs
aclavalies.

That's the sort of thing in which e been
vodved. 1 was avolvied in setiing wp an MSE-
tunded engineering research center. At that time
it was the only gose o the Southeast. 1t ran a
succesaful eleven-year oycle and is now a stand-
alome research woit watlout MSEF funding,
Weinstain: 50 the M5F funding was seed money?
Albenkireh: Yes, seed money 1o get things moving
until the center could sustain itselt This is the path
thiar allowss am mstituwbion e grow mataonally, Tl
stratepy is straightforward; the trick is finding the
right tactics to make 11 sucoessiul.
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Weinstelne MIIT has a long-standing commitiment
i 1:".1|.-|'ﬁ|1f1'. buat WO Are wery frcused on research.
What is vour view on the connection between
research and teaching?

Alrenikirch: This question has been around For ages,
It's really a philosophical debate. The research and
teaching games are linked, The teaching and learning
prart is a transfer of knowledge. Bot knowledpe
changes, so i you'ne not imvalved at a wniversity
level in developing the knmwledge, then sooner or
Later what vou're trving to transker is nob going te
be up-toedate.

What yau've got to realize, though, is that the
commaen currency in the academic community is
research productivity. So if vow want to enhance
vour career, your salary and vour stature, it's based
on what vour research productivity has been,
People can argue whether that's good or bad, bt
i a prachical sense, s just a Fact,

Wainstain: There's a lob of building geing on here
at MIIT, What di yvou think abowat i

We’ll grow the research program in a focused way,
emphasizing large-scale, interdisciplinary efforts,
building on strength, or the opportunity to

grow strength....

Alsankirch: 1 think the building geing on here is
quite lealthy. Az the institution’s cemplexion
|:|1:4113¢'.':, TH hu.ildl.ing.-: like residence halls are
feded. [V a process of chamge and moving Fos-
ward that's appropriate. And |.'|1ﬁ||:|i|1gs like the
administration building and the student cenber
that's updating the physical plant. You don't want
o b stuck letting things go for a long period of
time. You just won'l be competitive. Scienee Park
is atrong. The incabator prograny is streng, They
minke BT very attractive.

Wessnteln: What are vour goals for BICT?
Alsankirch: [ have six goals that T just wrote up.
First, [ want us to start with the steategic plan

divelaped for the Middle States [ Accreditation
.ﬁ.ul'-:.'inﬁl'-n] visit, and mave toward dt'wh:pinf;
a crisp, focused plan with measurable goals and
allcate resources consistent with our f_|'|r||:-:.

[ want to make sure that the edacational
programs are sound, contine o serve a diverse
stusdent population as they do new o well, and
are coupled with nur research programs at both
the undergraduate and graduate kevel. That will
ensure we move upin the rankings and that the
revaginition we get is built on solid Footing, How
high are we going to move in the rankings? 1 don'’t
koo at this paint, bar we will, and that will be a
measurahle paal.

Wie'll gronw the research prograrm in a focwsed
way, emphasizing large-scale, interdiscplinary
elforts, building on strength, or the opportunity o
grow strength, taking inte account becal, state and
regional needs that will allow partmerships to be
developed that will impact the economy. Rescarch
capacity is important; the larger the effort, the
greater the chance of commercializing results,
beimg a playes i industrial partmerships and
impacting the econony.

Wie'll gronw the endowment te levels comprarable
by peers 4 md competitors to enhance the institute
and finandal support for students,

Wi also need to 'I'igl.lrr our hy 1o 1|.nt'||:||_1 a
semse of commmuanity that will bring alwinmi and
friends back, keep them enpaged and ensure MIT
is a Fum plaoe o be At some of the institulions
where 1 have worked, the key has been foothall and
at some it's been basketball, 1t doean't have to be
athletics baet there has to be something.

[ hope to expand the intellectual property com-
rmercialization effort te make it something in which
thee faculey warnt to be ivebeed amd to enhance rela-
I'in|1.':|1i|_1= with Science Park incubator tenants. That
willl impact the local and regional econenny and
dt'wlup a rewvenue strem for the institule.
‘Weinsteinz That sounds like a pretty good starr,
Alankirch: [ think that's a pretty good start. We're
in a pretty good positien already. | want te say that
President Perster, Saul, has dome a0 marvelous job
of positiening the institutien. His and work and
vision over the vears, a vision [ share for N1, is
nothing short of what a successor could hope for, m





