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I SHOULD MENTION THAT THIS IS APRIL 22, 2010. GREG DOWNEY IS THE INTERVIEWER. AND IF YOU COULD STATE AND SPELL YOUR NAME, JUST FOR THE RECORD.

John Denu, D-e-n-u. 

AND WE’RE IN JOHN’S OFFICE, AND I’M GOING TO START BY READING JUST THE INTRODUCTION FROM MY SCRIPT HERE.

WE’RE COLLECTING INTERVIEWS FOR A HISTORICAL ARCHIVE. WE’VE TALKED ABOUT THIS. THIS MEANS THAT I’M GOING TO ASK QUESTIONS THAT WILL SEEM KIND OF BASIC. EVEN THOUGH I KNOW SOMETHING ABOUT YOUR WORK, WE’VE TALKED BEFORE, MANY OF THE PEOPLE WHO USE THE ARCHIVE MAY NOT, AND IT IS USEFUL FOR THEM TO HAVE THE INFORMATION IN YOUR WORDS. SO, THAT’S WHY THIS INTRODUCTORY INTERVIEW IS GOING TO BE STRUCTURED THE WAY IT IS. 

SO, I WANT TO START WITH A QUESTION MORE ABOUT YOU THAN THE WORK OR THE INSTITUTES THAT WE’RE BUILDING HERE. BEFORE WE GET INTO THE DETAILS OF YOUR WORK, CAN YOU TELL ME A LITTLE BIT THAT WILL HELP ME UNDERSTAND WHO YOU ARE AS A RESEARCHER AND/OR AN EDUCATOR AND HOW YOU GOT HERE. 

Okay.

I KNOW, VERY BROAD.

How many minutes do I have?

IT’S A VERY BROAD QUESTION, BUT WE’RE CURIOUS ABOUT SORT OF HOW YOU WOULD DESCRIBE YOUR TRAJECTORY, HOW YOU MANAGED TO ARRIVE AT THIS JOB THAT YOU HAVE NOW.

Right. Right. You mean the WID, in particular, the being director of a theme in the WID?

I WOULD PHRASE IT MORE AT HERE AT UW-MADISON AT THIS POINT IN YOUR CAREER.

Okay. Let me…

WHAT HIGHLIGHTS WOULD YOU KIND OF PUT?

Okay. So, I was an undergraduate here in biochemistry in the ‘80’s. And I went to a warmer climate for my Ph.D. Went to Texas A&M. Got my Ph.D. there in biochemistry and biophysics. Then, did a post-doctoral training at University of Michigan Medical School, again in biological chemistry, which is sort of biochemistry. And then, took my first faculty position at Oregon Health and Science University. So, that’s where I sort of started my own independent career, my own lab. And that lasted for about seven years out there in Portland, Oregon. And my interests…well, we can talk more about my interests, but let me just provide sort of my training and why I decided to come back to Wisconsin. So I think what I…once you’re away from Wisconsin…you know, I grew up in Wisconsin, so I always heard the University of Wisconsin was a great place to be educated and to do research. And I think I learned that…that was emphasized even more so when I was gone, when I realized all the Ph.D.’s that are out there that have their degrees from Wisconsin or Bachelor’s degrees, and you know, everybody talked…I mean, I already knew this was a great place to do research and to live, and I think that just in my own mind solidified…you know, when something’s in your own back yard, you don’t always think it’s the best thing because it’s in your back yard, someone else has a better place. So, I think after seven years at Oregon Health and Science University, it was clear to me that I was limited in what I could do, in terms of the science, the kinds of research that I wanted to do. And I was really very interested in, even though I’m trained as a very basic scientist in biochemistry, I’m interested in many aspects of biology and chemistry. And I wanted to be able to have colleagues to talk to that are just next-door, right? So, the place I was…where my degree was…oh, sorry, my first faculty position, it was just a professional school, really. It was a medical school. There’s no undergraduates. They have basic science departments in the medical school, but there’s no formal physics department, there’s no arts and humanities, there’s no chemistry department. And I missed that. And so, I had an opportunity, there was a position opened in the medical school here, in this department, and I said now’s the time to do it. And this is really my dream job. 

I also thought, when I was an undergrad, I didn’t know exactly what I wanted to do, but I knew that coming back and being affiliated with this university would be a great thing, in some capacity. And you never know, along the way, are you going to be successful at each stage in your training, and is that going to enable new opportunities for you or not, or closed doors? And you never know, right, if you’re going to be successful. You want to be successful. Right? And I was lucky enough to be successful and have those doors open up. And so, coming back to Wisconsin – and all those things that make Wisconsin super-strong and the reasons I came back have all come true. In fact, the WID is really the manifestation of all of that. Okay? 

[Timestamp: 5:33]

OKAY.

And, I mean, three things that were most important for me to do research at Wisconsin and to be able to develop the programs that I wanted to develop, and that is: The strength of the overall infrastructure doing science here, doing research on campus, that was one. There’s no…there’s far…there’s very few places in the world that are as strong as we are, with respect to that. I mean, we’re always in the top five in terms of research expenditures over the last two decades. You don’t get to that point without being…without having the momentum for that. And so, the second is the quality and quantity of graduate students. These are Ph.D. students. Very few places in the country have this…that strength, and that’s something. I love training graduate students, so being at a place where most of the workers in the laboratory are graduate students, that’s very appealing to me, because much of what I do is to train graduate students, train the next generation of scientists. And you can do that in spades here because there’s so many great graduate programs that can feed into our laboratories. And the third component of that was the strength and numbers of colleagues and potential colleagues. I mean, when I came here, of course, I knew a good number of people but I didn’t know who would be my colleagues five years down the road. So, anyway, that…all those kinds of things have happened. I’ve already graduated, I think, four or five Ph.D. students since being here, almost five, sorry, almost seven years now. 

So, a couple years ago when the WID opportunity became available, I thought this was…you know, this is something unique to Wisconsin. I don’t know many places where you could actually write a proposal and have a chance to be in a brand-new building and develop a program that no one from the top is saying “This is what you’re going to do.” And this is what makes Wisconsin very unique. It’s very organic. It’s very bottom-up kind of control of your own destiny. And so, obviously, that’s competitive but that’s okay. And so, a couple years, I guess about a year-and-a-half, two years now, maybe, the opportunity of the WID proposal became available. And this is something I’ve thought about, in terms of the theme that I was interested in, which is epigenetics and understanding how environment and how other kinds of things, diet, affect our epigenome, which controls whether…which genes are expressed in different tissues, for instance. So, this was an opportunity to bring new faculty to campus and to create something that didn’t exist here before. And so, our…perhaps I’m getting into other questions you’re going to ask me?

NO, THIS IS GOOD. YOU’RE WORKING RIGHT THROUGH.

You can stop me. You can actually stop me if I’m going off topic and this isn’t relevant to the question, to the pointed questions. But, so, the WID was an opportunity to bring new faculty to campus that are interested in the similar kinds of area that I am. And epigenetics is probably, you know, it’s really biology, because it’s the way we understand, it’s the way we interact with our environment. Our genome is sort of the blueprint, but the epigenome is what can really change more quickly and allow you to adapt to your environment. And so, it’s those two working together that really dictate who we are, versus we share 98 percent the same genes as the mouse, but we’re certainly…one can distinguish between us and mice. Usually. Right. So…

[Timestamp: 10:18]

NO, THAT’S REALLY GOOD. YOU’VE LED RIGHT INTO WHAT MY NEXT TWO QUESTIONS WERE.

Then, I’ll be quiet.

FIRST OF ALL, A BRIEF DESCRIPTION, ALMOST THE COCKTAIL PARTY VERSION OF YOUR WORK FOR NON-SCIENTISTS, WHICH I THINK YOU JUST LAID OUT VERY NICELY. AND THEN, STARTING TO ASK WHY DID YOU DECIDE TO SUBMIT A PROPOSAL FOR THE WID PROJECT. SO, LET ME KEEP GOING WITH THOSE, KIND OF KEEP THAT TRAIN OF THOUGHT GOING. NOW THAT YOU’RE INVOLVED AS A THEME LEADER, WHAT DO YOU SEE AS THE RISKS AND BENEFITS OF BEING INVOLVED WITH THE INSTITUTES? AND YOU STARTED TO GET INTO A LITTLE BIT OF THAT ALREADY, I THINK.

Right. Risks and benefits?

YEAH.

Let’s start with the benefits, because that leads off from some of the things I was just saying. The benefits are that I see our theme and the ability to bring those faculty to campus will act as a catalyst, I’m hoping, and as a hub for the rest of campus to be interested in epigenetics, so understand…not only to do research but to educate not only the rest of campus but the public in what that’s all about, why we should care. And this…my hope is that the WID will act as that centerpiece on campus in this particular theme, an epigenetics theme, that will attract future faculty candidates’ funding, both private and federal funding to show that we are…we’re…take us seriously because we want to be a major player in this research. And I don’t think we’re there yet. I don’t think campus is there. And, again, that was the reason I thought this was a great opportunity for campus to really catalyze this interest in epigenetics. And I see the WID really as the catalyst, as a start, because throughout campus in the biological sciences, and many important deans and chairs and important investigators throughout campus have all expressed a genuine interest in this area. And many of them are actually tangentially or directly involved in this area…I mean, they have interests in this area. They wouldn’t necessarily call their work epigenomics or epigenetics, but they’re interested. They understand why that’s important to know and how they could benefit, how their research could benefit by having excellent people and excellent researchers that complement what they’re doing. So, that’s how I see the benefits, the major benefits.

The risks? Well, there’s…I mean, there’s the risks we could fail, generally, right?

WHAT WOULD FAILURE MEAN? I MEAN, WHAT WOULD FAILURE LOOK LIKE? WHEN YOU SAY, “WE COULD FAIL…”

I think failure would be that we bring…well, there’s different levels of failure, right?

RIGHT.

I guess it depends what our goals are. I mean, I really want this to synergize and with people already here. And if it doesn’t turn out that way, I will feel it was a bit of a disappointment. I mean, we could certainly…I think we’ll recruit wonderful pe[ople]…I think we’ll recruit the right people, I should say the right people. But we’ll recruit people into the WID, and it’s…whether they’re dynamic enough, whether they’re interactive enough, is probably the word I’m saying – I mean – how interactive are they with other groups on campus? So, again, this is why I think the WID is very different from a departmental hire. It’s more like you’re familiar with the cluster hires that have taken place on campus. I think it’s a bit more like that, maybe a little bit more directed. But the idea would be that they interact with many folks on campus, with many different kinds of researchers that, again, are greater than the sum of the parts. And if that doesn’t happen, then it’s no different than any department or…I mean, which would be fine. To some extent, that’s a success. If you have a successful department in a particular area, that’s great. But that department can succeed without particular faculty being very collaborative or very interactive. They can kind of build their own silos and still be okay, right?

RIGHT. 

[Timestamp: 15:13]

But I don’t want people building silos, I want people building bridges between their work and the rest of campus. And within the theme, within the four investigators that will be in that particular theme, they have to connect in unique ways. So, I think…so, my, you know, success to me would be that they are highly interactive, that they enhance the research of other people already here or within the theme.

RIGHT. OKAY. SO, AS YOU…I MEAN, THIS LEADS…YOU’RE FOLLOWING MY SCRIPT EXACTLY.

You didn’t let me read it beforehand, so….

YES. WE HAVE NOT PREPARED THE SUBJECT! LET’S…I WANT YOU TO KEEP GOING WITH THAT IDEA A LITTLE BIT, IN TERMS OF AS YOU TRY TO FILL OUT YOUR TEAM WITH NEW FACULTY. SO, YOU MENTIONED THIS IDEA OF YOU WANT THEM TO BE BUILDING BRIDGES, NOT SILOS; YOU WANT THEM TO HAVE THAT INTERACTIVITY.

Right.

HOW DO YOU…WHAT ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS AND CONCERNS FOR DOING A SEARCH LIKE THAT? HOW DO YOU FIND PEOPLE LIKE THAT? HOW DO YOU KNOW IF YOU’VE GOT PEOPLE WHO WILL HELP WITH THAT DEFINITION OF SUCCESS?

Right. That’s a great question, and I don’t know that I have…I mean, the evidence will be five, six years, probably, from now. But I think you look for a history of that within the investigator, depending…I mean, if it’s a senior investigator that we’re hiring, so another, say someone at the associate level, associate professor level, they’ll have a particular track record that indicates their ability to collaborate with others, okay? And that will be clear in their publications, who have they reached out to to better their own science, to improve their sciences? So, I think you certainly want to look at investigators that have embraced interdisciplinarity, I guess, if that’s a word and collaboration. But also, it’s important that they have their own identity, right? You don’t want to risk someone that basically depends solely on (laughs) the kindness of strangers, if you will, because that’s also potentially dangerous. Because you want someone creative, that’s coming up with their own ideas, but they see how interactions with, say, a computer scientist or a chemist or an engineer would move the project beyond what they’re capable of doing. And I think you have to be…that will…part of that comes out during the interview, during the negotiations, during the discussions that you have when you’re sitting down face-to-face with someone and getting that sense. You know, they can say one thing, of course; they can say, “Yes, I’m very collaborative, I’m very interactive,” and you can presumably get a sense of that from the person themselves. But also, you have to look at the evidence, you know, is there evidence in their past and in their publication record? Another thing we can do, too, is contact their collaborators, contact people that they’ve interacted with, and, hopefully, people are forthright and say, “Well, it’s a real pleasure working with this person,” or you get other comments that say, “Well, you know, they take…they’re on the receive end of most of this.” Then, you think, well, maybe this is kind of a saprophytic relationship.

JUST HAVING A LIST OF COLLABORATORS, YOU KIND OF HAVE TO FIGURE OUT WHAT KINDS OF COLLABORATIONS, WHAT KINDS OF RELATIONSHIPS HAVE BEEN BUILT UP WITH THAT.

Right. Right. Right. So, and, again, that’s, I think, so that’s this human component. I think it’s very hard to take the human component out of a researcher. I think people are…their personality comes through in their research, and you just have to be able to interpret that when you meet folks like this: Are they going to be a good colleague or not? A lot of it’s, I mean, there’s the tangibles that you can go with, but there’s also the intangibles of: Is this somebody that you’d want to sit down with and have a cup of coffee or a beer with, at the beginning of the day versus the end of the day, and to discuss science? Would that be an enjoyable experience (laughs)? If it doesn’t seem like it’s going to be an enjoyable experience, then maybe they’re not the right fit. Maybe they’re an excellent scientist but, again, the WID, I see the WID as something different. And if we make it like, just like another department, it’ll be successful but it won’t reach what I think it’s capable of. 

[Timestamp: 20:22]

RIGHT. SO, LET ME ASK…SOME OF THE QUESTIONS I’M GOING TO ASK NOW ARE GOING TO SOUND A BIT REPETITIVE, LIKE COMING AT THE SAME IDEA FROM DIFFERENT ANGLES.

Okay.

AND THAT’S INTENTIONAL. RATHER THAN THINKING ABOUT HOW THE TEAM WILL EVOLVE AND HOW COLLABORATIONS AND SYNERGIES AND THE KINDS OF THINGS YOU MENTIONED WILL WORK BOTH WITHIN WID AND ACROSS CAMPUS, HOW WILL THE WORK ITSELF, HOW WILL YOUR WORK, YOUR RESEARCH LOOK DIFFERENT, DO YOU THINK, AS A RESULT OF BEING INVOLVED IN THIS? WHAT’S GOING TO BE THE…?

Right. That’s a great question. Because that is, I mean, that is the hope of this, is that we’ll be able to expand the kinds of things, the kinds of work that we’re doing within epigenetics and chromatin research that will feed off of what these other investigators that come in can do. And so, I look at this as…so (pause 5 seconds), I’m interested in a lot of different types of science, and just to back up a second, I’d say maybe about half my lab is interested in epigenetics and chromatin…I mean, more of a chromatin focus, so this is the DNA protein entity that controls which genes are expressed, which ones are not. Half, about half my lab works on that. The other half is a bit separate, and so this is only part of…I mean, it’s a good part, it’s, I mean, a large part of what I’m interested in, and I’d like to be able to connect those two in the future, too. And that is how does metabolism, how does controlling metabolic pathways link to changes in chromatin? And we know, almost, they have to be, but we don’t know the mechanisms behind that; how direct changes in diet and metabolic pathways, how they influence directly chromatin structure and function. But, so, my goal is to…it’s difficult for me to answer that because I want this to be kind of organic. I don’t want to…I could give you an answer and give you a bunch of specifics of what I would love to be able to do, and bring in colleagues that have that kind of expertise that I could collaborate with, but I’m really hoping that there’ll be natural connections that come out of having these people right next to each other and hearing about the way they approach the problem. Okay? Which is probably going to be different, I hope…I mean, I don’t want to clone myself (laughs), I don’t think that would be good, and to have three additional faculty members that look like me. I want people that are interested in the field but take very different approaches to solving the problem. And that’s, as a scientist – I mean, this is the fun part of being a scientist, is being continually challenged and having to learn a bit more about a different area that in the end may allow you to look at your own problem differently and to solve it in a way that you’d never…’cause that’s not your training. So, I really think that I want this to develop organically, where you bring high-quality researchers in. You create this group that each, they have overlap but they also have…each of them brings something unique to the problem. And there’s so many things I want to learn still about the field, and I think by having colleagues right next-door that are doing that, that’s the best way to learn that and see how we can create, again, something greater than the sum of the parts. 

YEAH. WELL, THIS LEADS DIRECTLY INTO THE NEXT QUESTION. THE INSTITUTES – AND NOW THINKING MORE BROADLY ABOUT WID AND MIR TOGETHER AND THE TOWN CENTER – THEY’RE KIND OF AN EXPERIMENT. LOOKING AHEAD FIVE YEARS – AND YOU’VE TOUCHED ON THIS A LITTLE BIT BUT FOCUS ON THIS NOW – LOOKING AHEAD FIVE YEARS, HOW WILL WE KNOW IF THAT EXPERIMENT IN ALL OF THE SUM OF ITS PARTS HAS SUCCEEDED OR AT LEAST THAT IT’S GOING WELL?

[Timestamp: 24:57]

Right. Right. This is similar to this…similar to the idea of the department, of the silos versus the bridges. I think the Institute will probably…Institutes, and its many components, will likely be successful in acquiring grants and, you know, people publishing their work and finding…and making new discoveries. But I think in terms of seeing the connectiveness, how well are they going to connect, the way to assess that, I think, is going to be how many of those people have published papers that hadn’t published papers before together. Okay? So, that’s one criteria. And I think the second would be, which is linked to that, is funding; how many of them have written grant proposals together? That’s another. Another might be teaching. Have we developed a joint course that actually involves, maybe a grad-level course that involves some connections between the stem cell and the stem cell initiative and the epigenetics initiative, which would be MIR and WID, respectively? 

RIGHT.

That would be a success. You know, so, how well all of these develop will be, I think, it will be the amplitude of that, I think, which will be some criteria to judge the success of the Institutes and the interactiveness of that. 

OKAY. SO, IT LEADS, AGAIN, IT LEADS INTO THE NEXT QUESTION. ONE OF THE KEY FEATURES OF THIS EXPERIMENT YOU JUST POINTED OUT, THE HYBRID NATURE OF THE INSTITUTES, THE PUBLIC-PRIVATE SIDE, THE WID-MIR SIDE. HOW DO YOU UNDERSTAND THAT RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WID AND MIR AND HOW WILL THAT AFFECT WHAT YOU’RE TRYING TO DO?

I don’t have a good answer for that, because (laughs) I think we’re still trying to figure each other out. I think we’re still…because there are resources that it makes sense to share, and I think there’s this concern, probably on both sides, the donors from Morgridge and the state on the other side, where you have…there’s different rules apply. And so, are certain resources going to be shared? And if they’re going to be shared, who pays for them? And so, there’s…so there’s the tech…not technical, the… maybe logistical or policy type things that I think are going to be made more clear as we…as we proceed. But my hope is that…so, I see some potential concerns there in how we’re going to play, how we’re going to work together to the benefit of both Institutes. I think regardless, though, if you put researchers together, and it doesn’t matter who they’re affiliated with, if they’re in close proximity, if they share some interests, or even if they don’t necessarily initially share interests but they bump into each other in the Town Center, wherever, or are right next to each other on the same floor, you’re going to naturally build some connections there. And, again, I think those were going to be something that we want to develop organically, and we don’t want to necessarily, for lack of a better term, over-engineer in the beginning. So, I don’t have a great answer for that, and I don’t know that many people do. I could be wrong (laughing), I could be wrong, but I think that relationship is one that could benefit both. And I…and we’ve already discussed…I’ve had meetings with MIR investigators, and we’ve been discussing things like shared equipment and going together when we apply for centrifuges, when we need centrifuges for the building. It’s like it makes more sense to, in terms of saving money, to buy all from the same manufacturer, if everyone is okay with that, because there’s a bigger discount. That bigger discount then allows that money to spill over into other things that are important for purchase. And, again, we’ve talked about sharing resources, sharing equipment, which makes sense. And, again, I worry…I don’t…I hope that that is going to continue, that idea that there’s…that MIR has a facility that is maybe not equally accessible but is very accessible to the public investigators, and vice versa. So, we’ll see. I don’t know how this is all going to work out. It is an experiment.

[Timestamp: 30:29]

AND PART OF THE REASON FOR ASKING QUESTIONS LIKE THIS UP FRONT, I MEAN BEFORE THE BUILDING IS FINISHED, OBVIOUSLY, AND YOU’VE MOVED IN, IS TO KIND OF GET THAT SORT OF FIRST ASSESSMENT OF: WHERE DO WE THINK WE’RE GOING? AND IT MAY BE SOMETHING THAT WE WANT TO COME BACK AND TALK TO FOLKS AGAIN IN A COUPLE OF YEARS, ONCE IT’S PLAYED OUT AND WE’VE GOT SOME EXPERIENCE WITH IT.

Right.

LET’S KEEP GOING ON THE QUESTION OF THE BUILDING AND THE SPACE; WE WANTED TO ASK A PARTICULAR QUESTION ABOUT THAT. HOW, IF AT ALL, DO YOU THINK THAT MOVING INTO THIS NEW SPACE IN THE NEW BUILDING IS GOING TO AFFECT YOUR WORK? YOU ALREADY KIND OF TALKED ABOUT IT A LITTLE BIT, BUT CAN YOU KEEP GOING WITH THAT IDEA?
I think…well, let’s see, maybe I’ll mention some things that I haven’t already talked about. I think that the public visibility of the building is going to influence day-to-day operations, and I think in a good way, though. That’s how…I mean, that’s at least how I see it. And with the Town Center being, I think, a focal point for campus – and I hope it is, that’s what many of us hope, that that’s going to be the case – but I hope the Town Center is reflective of what’s going on upstairs in the research buildings. And certainly, we’ve had this discussion with the people at WARF, and that’s certainly their hope as well. Because this building can’t be all things to all people, and I think it has to have some continuity with the research that’s going on upstairs, so people feel connected. So, we feel connected, also, to the building, but the people coming in say, “Wait. You’re showing us some…you’re showing us an astronomy…you’ve got a telescope in here, and who is doing astronomy (laughs) in the building?” Right? I mean, it’s like, well, gosh does that make sense? I think, personally, I think not. I think keeping a theme throughout the building is the best way, best utilization of that space. So, having said that, then, a lot of us want to be involved in sort of the outreach and the exposure of what we’re doing within the public space, which means maybe we, maybe investigators themselves give a short, little…give, every once in a while, a little spiel about what’s going on in the building, either through the Forum or through, it would probably be through the Forum, the auditorium in the center. But it could be smaller groups of people that come by at all levels. I think we’ll probably be more involved in doing that and talking about our work and what our vision is for WID than we ever would be now. I mean, I get…you know, because of the WID and its presence in the public’s mind now and on campus, I’m doing all kinds of things, like this interview, that I wouldn’t, obviously, I wouldn’t be doing had I not been connected with WID. And now, but once the building is here, I think a lot of focus will be on that building and using it as, hopefully, as a tool to explain, to get people excited about research, people excited about the work that’s going on in there, and that there’s both public support for future, the importance of understanding what we’re doing, both with technology development and basic science. And so, people will talk to their congress persons and senators that they convey this message, that this is something we value here at Wisconsin, and this is kind of the manifestation of that. 

UM-HMM. ARE THERE OTHER THINGS…AGAIN, YOU DEFTLY ANTICIPATED THE QUESTION I WAS GOING TO ASK NEXT.

You know, what you could say is that the script there is absolutely perfectly aligned, right, in order…

YES, WE PLANNED IT SO WELL! (LAUGHING) I WANT TO PUSH YOU ON THE SPACE QUESTION A LITTLE MORE, MAYBE THINKING THEN LESS ABOUT THE WAY THE SPACE WILL IMPACT THE SORT OF PUBLIC CONNECTION TO UNIVERSITY RESEARCH. ARE THERE THINGS JUST IN THE DAY-TO-DAY CONDUCT OF WORK, TEACHING, LAB PRACTICE…I MEAN, THINK ABOUT THE SPACE YOU HAVE HERE AND LOOKING ACROSS THE STREET AND WATCHING THE BUILDING GO UP, WHAT KINDS OF THINGS DO YOU HOPE YOU’LL SORT OF HAVE THERE THAT YOU WON’T HAVE HERE, OR THE FEAR THAT YOU MIGHT NOT HAVE HERE OR MIGHT NOT HAVE THERE THAT YOU DO HAVE HERE? WHAT ARE THE OTHER CONSIDERATIONS?

[Timestamp: 35:39]

Right. It’s very different. It’s very different, the space. (Exhales) And I’m not sure how well it’s going to work. I’m excited about trying this, the way the labs are constructed in the WID versus what they’re like here. And as you know, my office is right outside the laboratory here in this MSE building, and I have people stacked like cordwood (laughs). I mean, every student has a desk that’s about like that, and they have a bench where they…so that’s where the computer is.

LET THE RECORD SHOW HE’S GESTURING ABOUT THREE FEET FROM ME.

Oh, sorry. Sorry. Sorry. And a similar linear feet on the bench, where they can actually do their wet lab experiments.

OKAY.

So, we’re really tight in here. And it’s…the space I have here is all…I mean, they’re little rooms. This is the old hospital, so there’s lots of little rooms that I have, where I have equipment and other things, but I try to keep all the people in this contiguous space, which that’s why they only have a tiny bit of space to do their lab work. And everyone gets along pretty well, so it’s not been…it hasn’t been an issue of just cramming a lot of people in a small space. But they like it. They like being close to each other because, you know, it’s a community, and they also learn from each other. And if you overhear…and not everyone in my lab is doing the same. I mean, I have people that are more chemistry-oriented. I have people that are more interested in mouse physiology. And they all hear each other talk about their projects, and they learn from one another, whether they’re actually doing that experiment or not. Okay? I don’t know how much of that I’ll lose, because in the WID, all of the wet lab, the way we’ve configured it, and really the only way to maximize efficiency, is that all the pods, all the wet lab pods are essentially wet lab bench space. So, this is where the experiments are going to be conducted.

The students and the post-docs’ desks are not adjacent to the lab bench, which they are now. Instead, they’re going to be out in the open space, in these cubbies or carrels, or whatever they’re called, in the WID space. And so, we’re going to do the best we can to put their desk next to the lab space, because it’s glass, the pods are glass – but that’s not going to be possible for everybody – so they can actually see their experiments or see if something’s on fire or falls, you know. So, that’s going to be a trick. And so, getting, too, back into their space, you’ve got to go through the doors and the pods, and they will probably keep them propped open so that there’s an easy flow back-and-forth. But that’s a new way of doing science for me. 

OKAY.

And I’m not…I’m hopeful that will work well, but I don’t know. I don’t know. And I don’t know where students are now going to chat. Right? We kind of have break-out rooms and break-out areas in the WID, and I hope that they will be used for that; but in some cases, those break-out spaces are pretty close to where the student desks are, so is that going to create a distraction for people who do want it quiet? So, I’m not sure. I’m not sure. It’s wonderful space, the WID has wonderful space, but it’s a different kind of space, different than what I’m used to. But, you know, we all adapt pretty well to the research infrastructure or the building space that you have. So, I think it could be good, it could be…actually, it’s just going to be different. I don’t know how, if it’s going to improve the way we do science, I don’t know.  I don’t know. I mean, the way the pods are set up, we tried to keep them as open as possible, in my theme in particular. I didn’t want a lot of closed rooms, where you have special equipment or where you have benches, so people would feel isolated. And my hope is that among the three new faculty members that we’ll bring on, that they will also like this open space. Because the whole idea, again, not the silo-building but have graduate students next to other graduate students from different labs, or post-docs from different labs, so they have to listen. You have to converse with the person right next to you in the lab bay, even though they’re not from your lab.

[Timestamp: 40:47]

RIGHT. 

And, again, that depends on the dynamics of the group of people that you have. There’s still that human component that…and I think the students and the post-docs take on the personality, generally, of their advisor.

OKAY. THEY FOLLOW THAT LEAD?

They do! They do. And so, we talked earlier about the kind of person that you want in this space, that you want interacting and collaborating with others, and that, you know, I mean, I actually think I select students based on how dyna[mic]…how interactive they are with other people. And, because a lot of being successful in science is a large percent actually doing the experiment, but it’s the facilitating the work by communicating with others, is really where I think the big leaps happen. And if you just kind of keep yourself isolated and do your experiments, you might be okay but you’re never going to reach your potential. And, again, I want to encourage that as much as possible in this new space, with the way the space is arranged. And it’s different, it’s very different from what we have now.

OKAY. WE’VE WORKED OUR WAY THROUGH THE SCRIPT, WHICH IS GREAT, IN ABOUT 45 MINUTES. I WANT TO TAKE THE OPPORTUNITY THEN TO ASK YOU, AS WE’VE BEEN TALKING ABOUT THIS, SOME IDEAS HAVE BEEN OCCURRING TO YOU, AND YOU’VE BEEN THINKING SORT OF WITH A LITTLE BIT OF DISTANCE ABOUT THIS NEW VENTURE. ARE THERE ANY OTHER SORT OF TOPICS OR THOUGHTS THAT YOU’D LIKE TO BRING UP THAT WE HAVEN’T TOUCHED ON THE SCRIPT? ANY OTHER AREAS OF…THAT HAVE BEEN ON YOUR MIND THAT MIGHT BE GOOD TO LET US KNOW THAT WE SHOULD BE ASKING ABOUT AND THINKING ABOUT AS WE CONDUCT THESE ORAL HISTORIES?

Let’s see. If you can provide one area that you think…just give me a point…point me in a direction. Because, I mean, I could say more about many different things.

WELL, WE’VE JUST LEFT OFF TALKING ABOUT GRAD STUDENTS, AND SO MAYBE SOMETHING, IF I ASKED YOU TO TALK ABOUT HOW YOU THINK YOUR TEACHING WILL CHANGE AS YOU MOVE INTO THE NEW SITUATION, RIGHT, ARE THERE THINGS YOU CAN SPECULATE ABOUT THAT?

Yeah. So, in the foreseeable fu[ture]…so, the next one or two years, I don’t see that my teaching would necessarily change. I teach an undergrad biochem course, and I don’t think that’s going to be changed at all. I mean, I may try to not teach in there and maybe develop grad level, additional grad level courses that would be more germane to the theme that we’re developing. And, I mean, that could still be a team-taught lecture, not lecture course but a didactic, or it could be hands-on course that could be developed by two or three members within the WID. I mean, it could be within the theme, which would make a lot of sense, and then it could also be – we mentioned this before, too – is the measure of success would be after three, five years, are we…are there any courses that have been jointly developed by WID investigators?

RIGHT.

I mean, in terms of the grad student pool, you know, each of the faculty members will have an affiliation with a department. And so, likely, the faculty in that department, however they have access to graduate students, that will be the mechanism. Because we won’t have a separate, at least not in the foreseeable future, a separate graduate program that would be WID-sp…. I mean, that would be kind of fun in the long term, maybe, is develop some kind of interdisciplinary program that, again…but I think we have to have success initially just to indicate that the faculty members have created something new from this interdisciplinary approach. And then, naturally from that would be, I think, the development of a, maybe, graduate program that had that as a focus.

[Timestamp: 45:40]

Yeah, I guess you mentioned earlier about challenges, and I think the biggest, I guess the biggest concern I have, and I think this is shared by my colleagues, is the amount of time it’s going to take to do this. And I think most of us are reluctant administrators. Not everybody of this group (laughs). I mean, I would categorize myself as I try to minimize the amount of administrative kinds of things I do. Because I always want…I want to keep the science…if you keep a science focus on everything, then I think you tend to make decisions that will benefit the research. And if we go…if myself, or maybe I should speak more generally, that as soon as one says, “Well, I’m an administrator now,” how much time are you spending thinking about the science? And so, I’m a little concerned about the amount of time and my duties as an administrator, because I can’t deny the fact that there’s a large amount of administration that’s part of this, being director. But, again, we should keep…I always want to center myself back into thinking about the research, thinking about that’s what drives this. And as soon as you start getting beyond that, it’s dangerous territory for me. And so, that’s a bit of a concern. There’s a lot that I want…that I want to continue to develop, in terms of research projects, in my own laboratory that would go on independent of WID. And I want those to continue, all right? And I think WID is also, as I mentioned earlier, a way to expand a good portion of my lab into exploring chromatin and epigenetics. But at a time when you want to expand your own research enterprise, you’re also being asked – well, not being asked, you have to (laughs) – take on this role as director that involves negotiating with department chairs and deans about startup packages and faculty appointments. You know, everybody in the WID has to have a faculty appointment with a department, and so the department…so, you’re having to convince a dean and a department chair that this hire is worth their while, okay, and that it makes sense. So, there’s a lot of people you have to convince. It’s not just convincing the dir[ector]…yourself or your advisory group, but it’s beyond that. And so, that’s an additional hurdle, I would say, in making these hires happen – and I’ve run into that already – is making sure that all of the appropriate people are on board with the hiring of this particular person. Because the department has to vote, of course, the hiring department, even though they may never…I should say, they won’t have space, they won’t have an office, and their startup primarily would be through the WID startup packages. But the department, everybody in the faculty has to, in that particular department, has to agree, has to vote that that’s the person they want in their department. So, they’re an equal member…zero percent salary, but a full voting member. And, so, there’s these different levels of administration that I’ve had to learn in the last, like, four months. I think a lot of us…I mean, I know Patty is a chair of environmental engineering or industrial engineering, sorry. So, she’s already…she understands administrative aspects of things and how things work here at Wisconsin. And so, a lot of us have been thrust into this, and finding out what are the hurdles to get through, to make, to basically do what we were charged to do in the beginning, which is develop this theme. 

[Timestamp: 50:37]

But, you know, we’re having to develop this theme in the context of how you do things at Wisconsin. And I never had a course that said: This is how we do things at Wisconsin, in terms of getting those things done. And so, it’s been a tremendous learning experience, but it’s taken me…it’s taken a lot of time that I would be…I should be writing papers that my students are writing; I should be helping them write and direct their projects. That’s taken a little bit of time away for that. Also, writing grants. I think if I hadn’t been a part of WID, I probably would have had time to write another grant. The chances, of course, of getting it are, you know, 1 in 25 now. But, still, if you don’t enter…it’s like playing the lottery. I don’t play the lottery (laughs). I know that buying two tickets doubles your chances (laughs). So, anyhow.

THOSE WERE REALLY HELPFUL, TO HEAR THOSE PERSPECTIVES.

Those are the things that…so, here’s a nice comparison. So, if one had…so, I was interested in taking a chair position at a different university like a year-and-a-half or so ago. I explored. They contacted me, and I was really tempted because it was a way to create something. There were like seven or eight positions I could have hired and really developed, which is what I was going to do, develop and epigenetics theme within that department. And I thought, well, that would be awesome, but, you know, I could stay at Wisconsin and do something similar to that, create, you know, create something like that here. And the problem with…the issue…I shouldn’t say the problem, but there’s already infrastructure for administration in a department, right? There’s a finance person. There’s a grants management person. There’s the IT person. It’s already there. They’ve developed that over the years. The WID and MIR or the WIDs, that hasn’t all been defined yet. Like, what are the administrative…what’s the administrative structure and who are we going to pop…those people don’t exist yet. Okay?

RIGHT.

So, we’re trying to hire people and get this thing moving with, again, focusing on the research. But you can’t do that without having the administrative infrastructure there – not for very long, anyway. So, that’s been a challenge. That’s been a challenge. And so, in some ways, it takes a little bit more time because that hasn’t been figured out yet. You don’t have an administrator to go to. You don’t know who that person is that can make it happen. And so, those are some of the growing pains early on, I think, that we’ve experienced. And we understand them. It doesn’t make it any easier to have to deal with them, but it’s…so, that’s something I didn’t quite appreciate writing a proposal, that the amount of time it would take on the front end, just to get to a point where you can hire somebody. So, we’ll see.

WELL, THIS HAS BEEN FANTASTIC. I APPRECIATE YOUR TIME AND THE INTERVIEW.

My pleasure, my pleasure. Hopefully, there were some kernels of some importance there.

AND WE WILL GET THE TRANSCRIPT BACK TO YOU AS SOON AS THAT IS PRODUCED.

[End of audio and end of interview at 54:30.]

