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MEMORANDUM 
 
To:   Professor Avery August, Vice Provost for Academic Affairs 

 Kristin Walker, Manager of Academic Program Review 
From:  Professor Beth Ahner, Senior Associate Dean, CALS  
Date:   June 19, 2019  
Re:   2018-19 SIPS Program Review 
             

Below, please find summary or recommendations by the external review committee pursuant to the 
April 7-10, 2019 site visit for the School of Integrative Plant Science in CALS. First, we include the 
executive summary by the committee, followed by a chart of their specific recommendations and 
responses by SIPS, to which CALS has added a college-level response. I look forward to discussing 
these results with you in our meeting this summer. 

 

External Review Committee’s Executive Summary 

• Plant Sciences at Cornell is internationally known for achievements from basic through 
applied science that span disciplinary boundaries. Its assets include extraordinary diverse 
resources including highly ranked programs, world-class faculty, biological collections of 
historical and scientific significance, and extensive field, greenhouse and controlled growth 
facilities, as well as a complementary relationship with the USDA-ARS and Boyce Thompson 
Institute. Both basic and applied scientists report feeling as though their areas of interest 
and faculty numbers were diminished in the current climate. While numbers in both 
categories may have decreased, Cornell in general and SIPS in particular has done an 
excellent job preserving strength in both the basic and applied sciences. 
 

• Faculty losses coupled with a new campus budget model that emphasizes tuition, increased 
costs for faculty startup, and a need to renovate outdated facilities jeopardize the 
preeminence of Plant Sciences at Cornell. 

[CALS note to the Provost: It is not our view that the university budget model was a significant driver 
for the formation of the new school. The intent of the transformation was to enable a greater emphasis 
on strategic faculty hiring and a reduction in redundancy. In both areas, the creation of the school has 
driven success. Furthermore, centralization of teaching assignments within SIPS has enabled greater 
oversight and better coordination of teaching for the plant sciences major.] 

 
• The ambitious plan to create SIPS and the outstanding leadership provided by both Alan 

Collmer and Chris Smart has paid off by increasing the interaction and integration of 
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research, extension, and education in Plant Sciences at Cornell and the fears of a loss of 
disciplinary focus have not been realized. Furthermore, strength exists for both basic and 
applied sciences within SIPS. 
 

• However, for SIPS to lead Plant Sciences at Cornell to further prominence, it must be 
empowered to take the next steps in integrating the collective strengths of the community 
in addressing the monumental challenges of agriculture and environmental sustainability 
while sustaining basic research. If the first five years of SIPS represents Phase One, the 
review committee believes Phase Two will require further integration, cohesion, and 
resources. We recommend this could this could take the form of additional faculty lines 
(tenure track and non-tenure track) and new financial resources to enable strategic 
initiatives that coalesce excellence in research, teaching, and extension. Care should be 
taken to preserve and bolster the tremendous strengths in both basic and applied sciences 
that are at the core of the school’s strength. 

 
• The review team applaud SIPS for the proactive Diversity Survey that enumerated 

inequities in gender and diversity, particularly at the professorial level.
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ANALYSIS OF REVIEW TEAM’S RECOMMENDATIONS

External Review Team Recommendations SIPS Response CALS Response 

GENERAL 

Encourage continued collaborations and 
make opportunities available by incentives, 
such as seed grants to establish cross-
Sectional research projects. Hatch funding 
can also provide opportunities for 
translational collaboration. 

SIPS agrees that funds for seed grants would 
be great. There has been an increasing 
number of Hatch projects that have been 
cross-Sectional, and we will continue to 
encourage these collaborations. Other 
internal grant opportunities for cross-
sectional foundational research would also 
enhance integration. 

CALS agrees that more cross-section Hatch grants should 
be encouraged. This is an existing pool of resources that 
college faculty can use to spark new collaborations. Some 
new research funding within SIPS has been made available 
through efforts of CALS AAD. Consolidation of section funds 
into a central SIPS fund for investment in cross-SIPS 
projects is a possible strategy that could be investigated.  

The committee recommends that some 
faculty positions be awarded across 
Sections with both primary and secondary 
Section appointments. 

SIPS completely agrees and we hope to hire 
additional SIPS-wide faculty (Carlyn Buckler 
is a SIPS-wide faculty member focused on 
science communication). The Provost 
Radical Collaborations are providing an 
opportunity for SIPS-wide faculty hires with 
mid-career scientists that can unite faculty 
from all sections under a critical 
research/teaching/extension theme. We 
hope CALS and the Provost agree that some 
SIPS-wide hires would strengthen the 
school.  

CALS fully agrees and will support new administrative 
arrangements for faculty hiring in SIPS. We currently have 3 
on-going conversations with possible hires into SIPS via 
Provost Initiatives (Genome Biology and Sustainability) and 
we agree with SIPS that these might be most attractive to 
some candidates as SIPS-wide hires.  

Clarify mechanisms for proposing, 
prioritizing, and hiring Senior Extension 
Associates, Senior Research Associates, 
Lecturers, and Professors of Practice. 

SIPS would appreciate guidance from CALS. 
It is our understanding that non-tenure-
track faculty positions are hired using the 
same process as tenure-track (thus the loss 

Though there is no formal, annual call for non-tenure-track 
positions at the current time, CALS is responsive to hiring in 
these titles when priority needs are brought to our 
attention or when dual career hires are required to retain or 
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of a tenure-track hire), or are hired via soft 
funds of a program or section. 

recruit top talent. We make a concerted effort to align 
appropriate titles to specific responsibilities.  

The review committee recommends 
capitalizing on opportunities such as 
provost and other campus initiatives to 
leverage resources outside of the school, 
e.g., recruitment of senior faculty in the
Genome Biology Initiative, Digital
Agriculture Initiative, International
Programs CALS, etc. At the same time, the
committee noted that more could be done
to increase excellence in key areas among
BTI and USDA-ARS, collaborators essential
to the success of SIPS. SIPS could
orchestrate synergy among the
organizations by promoting discussions
about challenges and future hires.

SIPS agrees that we would like to capitalize 
on campus initiatives, and are working 
towards that with Sustainability and Genome 
Biology. 

SIPS values our partnerships with BTI and 
USDA-ARS and will work with leadership of 
both groups to orchestrate additional 
synergies, in particular about future hires. 

CALS agrees with the unit response. 

Additional opportunities for communication 
include the formation of multi-Section 
groups around research challenges.  

Faculty enthusiasm for such groups is 
critical, and having the groups established 
from the ground-up rather than the top-
down is more likely to be successful. The 
SIPS executive committee is exploring 
opportunities to form multi-section research 
groups.  

CALS agrees with the unit response and reiterates that 
Hatch funding could be viewed as a resource to seed 
nascent groups; likewise, a consolidation of section reserves 
into a central SIPS fund could focus attention and resources 
on particular research challenges across sections. 

The graduate recruitment could include a 
visit to the Geneva campus for all 
prospective students, not just those 
expressing an interest in Cornell AgriTech-
based programs. 

The five Directors of Graduate Studies 
within SIPS will identify opportunities for 
students to visit AgriTech. 

CALS agrees with the unit response. 
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The development of SIPS was a bold and 
forward-thinking decision within CALS, and 
the benefits of the school are already 
evident both within and without the SIPS 
community. Nevertheless, there are aspects 
of SIPS that will require attention for it to 
fully realize its potential. If one were to 
think of the first five years as Phase One, the 
review committee believes that Phase Two 
will require additional integration, cohesion, 
and resources….It was clear to the review 
committee that the Sections are still 
functioning, to a large extent, as their 
former departments (e.g., tenure decisions, 
budgetary units, locations of graduate fields, 
etc.). The review committee identified a 
number of significant elements that 
transcend the Section level which coupled 
with multiple efforts including seminar 
speakers and a valued newsletter add to the 
sense of community. However, until the 
Director is given additional authority and 
budget to make SIPS-wide decisions, 
Sections will still continue to dominate, 
slowing the pace of integration. Therefore, 
we encourage the college administration 
and SIPS leadership to provide additional 
authority and resources to the Director to 
foster more integration and cohesion in the 
plant sciences.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Over the next 6-12 months the SIPS 
executive committee will discuss options for 
greater integration. We will also work with 
CALS to identify ways to foster more 
integration and cohesion in the School. We 
want to make sure that in an attempt to 
make changes that provide additional 
authority to the Director, we do not 
unintentionally destroy the trust and unity 
that has been developed over the first five 
years of SIPS. The SIPS founding document 
provides guidance with respect to the role of 
the Sections and the Director. 
 
SIPS has and continues to strategically 
reorganize and align administrative staffing 
to more comprehensively support the school 
as a singular unit. In support of that, what 
was previously five department offices and 
the SIPS office (six in total) will be reduced to 
two offices by the fall of 2019–one in Plant 
Science and one in Emerson. This co-
location promotes identity, collaboration, 
and keeps support functions close to faculty 
activity centers. 

CALS agrees with the unit response and will be supportive 
of their continued internal discussions. CALS leadership will 
also continue to work closely with the director to develop 
new ideas for greater administrative and financial 
unification.  
 
In addition, we are funding the administrative co-location 
renovations to promote integration. We also funded the 
recent space planning study that was completed for SIPS 
and encouraged the group to think outside of historical 
space occupation in planning for the future. To facilitate 
long term integration and success of SIPS, CALS prioritized 
the renovation of the Plant Science building in our capital 
plan and enabled the project by making a matching 
commitment, enabling the college to utilize support from 
the State University Construction Fund (SUCF).  
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TEACHING 

Teaching-General 

Teaching expectations should be School-
wide, valuing teaching contributions made 
to the Plant Sciences major, Fields, as well 
as non-SIPS programs, such as the 
International Agriculture Program. Teaching 
assignments might be made within the 
School, perhaps advised by Sections, rather 
than by the Sections themselves, to increase 
the parity. The Director could set teaching 
expectations and the consequences of not 
teaching. We realize that some SIPS faculty 
and staff teach courses outside of SIPS that 
reach students at the broader university. 
Additional conversations about the balance 
between SIPS-focused and non-SIPS-
focused teaching could be fostered by the 
Director.  
 

SIPS agrees that all teaching contributions 
should be valued, and the Director will 
certainly reiterate this to the entire SIPS 
community. The SIPS executive committee 
will discuss the way in which teaching 
assignments are made and will make changes 
if necessary. SIPS would appreciate advice 
from CALS on setting teaching expectations 
and the consequence of not teaching. SIPS 
follows the current CALS guidelines found 
here. There are no guidelines explaining the 
consequences of not teaching, or not 
teaching to the appropriate FTE. A CALS 
policy would be very helpful. 

CALS generally expects that faculty with a teaching 
appointment of 50% will serve as the instructor of record 
for at least two courses. For appointments less than 50% 
there is a proportional decrease in expectation.  
 
Furthermore, CALS requires a periodic review of faculty and 
academic staff which includes a review of teaching 
responsibilities. If a faculty member is not meeting minimal 
teaching responsibilities, this should be documented in 
writing, as written documentation with evidence of 
supervisor follow-up at the unit level is critical to address 
performance issues. With appropriate documentation, CALS 
can reduce faculty effort (and associated pay) for non-
compliance. The preceding guidance is taken from the 
college’s “Periodic Review of Professorial Faculty” 
guidelines; which are posted with other helpful resources 
regarding faculty performance at:  
https://cals.cornell.edu/about/leadership/sad/academic-
policies/faculty-performance/. CALS HR can provide 
further guidance as needed. 
 

Teaching-Undergraduate   
The Plant Sciences major should be 
provided the resources necessary to further 
flourish and expand. We understand this 
may require new space and course changes. 
As the only major housed entirely within 
SIPS, which has more than 80 faculty, an 
undergraduate major with just over 100 
students, is perhaps still too small. Funding 
of critical TSS positions should be a priority. 
 
 

SIPS agrees that additional funding is needed 
for the Plant Sciences major. We were able 
to add an additional four TAships through 
our ALI grant which has helped. While the 
Plant Sciences major has about 110 students, 
we would welcome more. Additionally, our 
159 courses serve thousands of students 
from across Cornell. 
We have a large number of laboratory 
courses and teaching support specialists are 
critical to our ability to continue these 
important courses. 

CALS has a limited number of freshman and transfer 
student admits allocated by the provost. The plant sciences 
major has grown as the quality and quantity of applicants 
has increased, but this necessarily comes with decreased 
enrollments in other majors. It is unlikely that numbers will 
increase substantially unless applicant numbers and quality 
continue to increase.  
 
CALS uses a formula based on enrollment numbers in 
lectures and labs to allocate TAs. We are pleased that SIPS is 
using the ALI funding to cover additional TAs. Furthermore, 
the college typically only funds TSS (teaching support 

https://cals.cornell.edu/sites/cals.cornell.edu/files/shared/documents/SAD/CALS_Faculty_Effort_Distribution_Guidelines.pdf
https://cals.cornell.edu/about/leadership/sad/academic-policies/faculty-performance/
https://cals.cornell.edu/about/leadership/sad/academic-policies/faculty-performance/
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specialists) for large enrollment courses that require 
significant prep time (e.g. BIOMI 2900, BIOMG 2801). CALS 
will continue to review the distribution of teaching 
resources in the college and make adjustments as needed.  
 

Teaching-Graduate 
  

Development of greater SIPS’ identity 
among graduate students will be beneficial. 
An opportunity for increased interaction 
across fields could be through shared 
courses and workshops in areas of 
professional development, as not all Fields 
provide this opportunity. This could satisfy 
the need stated by students for a course in 
scientific writing as well as other 
courses/workshops, e.g., grant writing, 
presentation development, navigation of 
graduate school, basic skills in literature 
searching, data organization, opportunities 
in Extension and outreach, as well as 
introduction to the diversity of available 
resources from germplasm to those at the 
Geneva campus, etc. 
 

There are professional development courses 
available for grad students including LEAD 
5100 Leadership Skills for Graduate 
Students), and also PLSCI 3940 Skills for 
Public Engagement. The public engagement 
course is planning to expand to have one 
semester on written skills and another on 
oral skills. We will be certain that these 
courses are publicized to students. 
Additionally, we will work with the SIPS 
Graduate Student Association to better 
publicize workshops and professional 
development opportunities with visiting 
policy makers, industry representatives, 
teaching faculty, NGOs and other academic 
researchers. 

CALS agrees with the unit response. SIPS faculty should also 
be certain to guide their students to take full advantage of 
resources offered through the Graduate School: 
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/resources/.  

SIPS and the graduate field programs should 
work together to increase opportunities 
that encourage interaction between the 
graduate fields and two campuses. A 
suggestion is to host a SIPS Graduate 
Student and Postdoctoral Research 
symposium in Ithaca and Geneva in 
alternative years. 
 

The SIPS executive committee and DGS 
group will work to identify additional 
opportunities, and promote the 
opportunities that currently exist. Several 
fields have research symposia on opposite 
campuses, and the Schmittau-Novack grants 
program has been very successful in bringing 
students together.  

CALS agrees with the unit response. 

Ithaca-based faculty are encouraged to 
work with students at Cornell AgriTech on 
communication technologies such as Zoom, 
and strive to be present on the Geneva 

SIPS agrees that we can work to promote 
cross-campus activities. 

CALS agrees with the unit response. 

https://gradschool.cornell.edu/resources/
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campus whenever possible. Perhaps SIPS 
could play a role in this space by actively 
sponsoring events and programs that 
encourage all faculty to participate in 
Geneva-based programming. 
 
PERSONNEL 
 

  

Although the review team has not 
conducted a thorough analysis, the team 
recommends that SIPS strive toward an 
increased balance in gender and diversity at 
all professorial and staff levels throughout 
SIPS.  

SIPS continues to work very hard at diversity 
and inclusion. Since our gender and diversity 
audit in 2018, we have created the Achieving 
Belonging in our Community (ABC) working 
group. The SIPS director has developed a 
fund to support diversity initiatives in the 
school including the Graduate Student 
Diversity Preview weekend. We will continue 
to strive for increase balance in gender and 
diversity.  

CALS is also committed to a diverse community. We have 
created a new associate dean position, the Associate Dean 
for Diversity and Inclusion, to help the college and 
individual units increase diversity and inclusion at all levels. 
We hope to appoint the position within the month. We 
expect that this new position will be instrumental for 
increased diversity in SIPS.  
 
In addition, all new CALS searches launched in 2018-19 
managed through Academic Jobs Online were updated to 
capture a diversity statement from each candidate, which 
references our statement of commitment, articulated here: 
https://cals.cornell.edu/about/leadership/ofa/hr/statem
ent-contribution-diversity-equity-and-inclusion/. 
 

FUNDING AND RESEARCH SUPPORT   

The review committee perceived that 
Sections were not entirely certain how 
much and how fast they were being 
encouraged to spend their discretionary 
funds. In addition, the committee perceived 
a lack of transparency as to the strategic 
direction of the college with respect to the 
disposition of these funds and encourages 
the college’s administration to more clearly 
articulate the goals and plans for these 
funds.  
 

SIPS leadership will work with CALS to 
articulate goals and plans for discretionary 
and other section-based funds. 

CALS agrees and will work with SIPS to formulate 
reasonable reserve targets for future discretionary spending 
and FFEs. It is our goal to inspire units to use their reserves 
to advance their academic priorities.  

https://cals.cornell.edu/about/leadership/ofa/hr/statement-contribution-diversity-equity-and-inclusion/
https://cals.cornell.edu/about/leadership/ofa/hr/statement-contribution-diversity-equity-and-inclusion/
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The review committee identified an 
important success of the college’s 
administration to obtain a commitment 
from commodity groups and agricultural 
stakeholders in New York to pay the 18% 
minimum indirect cost rate on grant 
proposals. The review committee 
encourages the college administration and 
SIPS leadership to more widely publicize 
this conversation and these issues, as there 
may still be misunderstandings among the 
faculty.  
 

SIPS will work with CALS to publicize 
information about the 18-22% minimum 
indirect cost rate, however the SIPS director 
feels that the faculty understand the 
minimum indirect cost rate, but they 
disagree with it. 

CALS will continue to convey the rationale behind our 
minimum IDC rates to faculty. We will also make sure that 
they understand that there are special cases (e.g. 
prestigious awards and foundation grants) for which we will 
consider waiving partial or full IDC.  

FACILITIES   

The Plant Science building renovation 
should include several elements that would 
foster the mission of SIPS. The review 
committee perceived that a plan had been 
shared about many of these issues within 
the SIPS community. We encourages the 
development of a transparent plan within 
SIPS to address these issues. If a plan to 
incorporate these elements into the 
building does not yet exist, the review 
committee recommends that one should 
exist.  
 

There is a SIPS building renovation 
committee with representation from faculty 
and staff. This committee has absolutely 
discussed the inclusion of elements to foster 
the mission of SIPS. Preliminary ideas have 
been shared during Director meetings with 
the SIPS community. SUCF is only now in the 
process of selecting a consultant and that 
consultant will work with SIPS/CALS/CU to 
develop a plan. This plan will be shared with 
the SIPS community.  
 

CALS agrees with the unit response and will be as 
transparent as possible as the design process unfolds. 

The review committee became aware of a 
number of concerns about the 
environmental issues and access in of some 
of the greenhouses, Bradfield Hall, and both 
the Fieldhouse and Leland Lab. Faculty 
reported their concerns about the health 
and safety of some of these facilities. The 
committee encourages the college 
administration to prioritize the health, 
accessibility and safety aspects of these 

SIPS is working with CALS facilities to 
address faculty concerns about health and 
safety. SIPS faculty and section chairs have 
been extremely helpful in working with CALS 
facilities to develop a plan to ensure that 
everyone has an appropriate workspace with 
no adverse effects on personal health and 
safety. This is a critical issue and we 
continue monitor the progress of facility 
upgrades.  

CALS agrees with the unit response and is also committed 
to a safe and heathy work environment. We encourage all 
faculty and staff to register their concerns and request 
medical accommodations if they are unable to work in 
various facilities for specific health reasons. Doing so allows 
the college to respond promptly, including in areas like 
Bradfield, where dust from renovation can be an irritant.  
[nb: The college interprets “the Fieldhouse” to mean Love 
Lab.] 
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facilities and expedite plans for their 
renovation.   
 
EXTENSION   

Strengthening alliances among the various 
campuses where SIPS faculty and staff work 
(Ithaca, Geneva, Long Island, etc.) will 
enable SIPS to continue to effectively serve 
New York stakeholders and thus “provide a 
visible entity to match the College’s 
investment in the plant sciences.” 
 

SIPS agrees. Finding ways to strengthen 
connectivity between campuses has been 
difficult but is improving. Upgrading 
technical capabilities at all locations has 
been critical. There are several cross-
campus commodity projects including apple, 
hemp, ornamentals, and grape. We will 
continue to work to strengthen connections. 
 

CALS agrees with the unit response and has been investing 
in new technological upgrades as we can. We will continue 
to do so as funding is available.  

The review team encourages SIPS 
leadership to make Extension hiring a 
priority to ensure the opportunity to secure 
Smith-Lever funds. 

SIPS appreciates this comment and we agree 
that extension hiring is a priority. 

CALS has approved recent requests from SIPS for 
prioritized faculty hiring in extension and will continue to 
do so. CALS has also asked for work plans from individual 
units to help guide extension hiring. These plans will help 
the college to prioritize extension hiring among our various 
units.  
 

In addition, cross-Sectional Extension hires 
may significantly advance the SIPS mission 
and reduce duplication of effort. 

We have not yet considered cross-sectional 
extension hires, but will bring this option up 
to the SIPS executive committee and faculty. 
 

CALS would like to see SIPS investigate this approach. The 
development of an extension work plan (mentioned above) 
should inform this suggestion. 

The new digital agriculture initiative, for 
example, would benefit greatly from an 
Extension connection. 

SIPS agrees that while there is lots of 
exciting digital ag happening in CCE, and 
also through CIDA on campus, the two do 
not always dovetail. The SIPS director has 
met with the CIDA director to ensure there 
is cross-fertilization. Additionally a CCE 
Digital Agriculture Program Work team was 
initiated in 2018 to ensure an open 
dialogue/connection between CIDA and 
extension. 

CALS agrees with the unit response and will also work with 
CIDA leadership to ensure connections with extension. 

 


