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November 25, 2003

Dr. Michael Holland

Office of Science and Technology Policy

1650 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20502

Dear Dr. Holland:

Colorado College is pleased to be able to submit comments for the OSTP’s request for information regarding National Science and Technology Council/Committee on Science/Subcommittee on Research Business Models.  As background, Colorado College is a nationally-ranked selective liberal arts college that enrolls approximately 1900 undergraduate students per year.  The college has only one graduate program, a masters of teaching degree.  We have a student/faculty ratio of 12:1, and a unique curricular structure whereby each faculty member teaches, and each student takes only one course at a time.  Each course is taught for three-and-a-half weeks, and faculty members and students, in classes of no more than 25, meet for several hours each day.  Classes frequently do field study for days and even weeks at a time, and many if not most courses engage in interdisciplinary, hands-on learning.

Like many liberal arts colleges, Colorado College is a model for students doing science while learning science, and for faculty members doing research while also teaching research.  Such a model is, according to many studies published by the National Science Foundation, the National Academies of Science and others, the best means to equip students with the skills necessary to continue as members of the STEM workforce.  Indeed, while only 8% of four-year college graduates attend liberal arts colleges, liberal arts graduates make up fully 17% of students who go onto graduate work in the sciences.  Furthermore, the practices of close student-faculty interaction, small classes, and inquiry-based learning are precisely those most closely correlated to attracting and retaining women and underrepresented minorities in the sciences.  Colorado College, for example, had three graduates named in last year’s Discover Magazine’s issue highlighting the 50 most influential women in science.  Only M.I.T. had a higher number, with four graduates, and liberal arts colleges such as Swarthmore and Wellesley were well represented in the list.  

When examining the question of how public funding mechanisms can encourage innovative approaches to research, therefore, it is worthwhile to explore the pipeline of scientists who will go on to graduate school and make a substantial contribution to scientific research.  Schools such as ours seldom undertake large-scale research with multi-million dollar laboratories staffed by legions of graduate students.  Instead, faculty research is often collaborative with researchers in other institutions, frequently involves undergraduates in research design and data collection, and takes place during times when 
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the faculty are not teaching in the classroom (such as summer time).  Paying attention to the funding mechanisms that support this type of research, such as the NSF ROA grants, faculty stipends for supervising student summer research, and providing other incentives to continue research in conjunction with research training would be very valuable for our type of institution. 

Another area of substantial need is in facilities and research infrastructure.  Federal funding for facilities modernization is difficult to attain, and thus virtually all of our funds for bricks-and-mortar must come from private sources including our alumni and private foundations.  For example, for a recently completed science building on the Colorado College campus, more than 60% of the funding came from private foundations and the remainder from individual contributions.  There was no state or federal funding.  As private foundations continue to grapple with many urgent social needs, these funds too are increasingly difficult to obtain.  Thus, it is a serious challenge to keep pace with the innovations and needs of the scientific community, including graduate schools and the needs of STEM employers.  Revising federal granting mechanisms to support educational infrastructure will be critical to our ability to continue to contribute to the STEM workplace.

Finally, in areas of innovation, it is worthwhile to use the rubric of a business model to address issues of who innovates and how.  Because institutions such as ours have relatively small bureaucracies, are faculty governed, and have a high degree of faculty autonomy, they frequently act as small businesses might in the larger economy.  That is, as faculty are not required to get research grants in order to gain tenure, nor are they required to pull in “sure thing” grants in order to support the overhead costs of the institution, they are thus more willing to engage in riskier strategies for research and teaching.   Continuing to invest in this type of institution, then, is likely to have impacts far beyond the level of funding provided.  For example, when our senior capstone environmental science course examines local environmental issues such as forest use or the re-commissioning of a gravel pit and provides detailed impact studies on these issues for local citizens and state and federal agencies, the small investment in the research creates substantial economic and quality-of-life benefits for the state.

We at Colorado College look forward to the work of the subcommittee, and, if we can be of any further service to you, I would hope that you would contact me directly.  My phone number is 719-389-6982, and my e-mail is RStorey@ColoradoCollege.edu.  Thank you.  

Sincerely,

Richard Storey, 

Dean of the College

