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New Task Forces On Education, Climate
ACS president-elect establishes groups to study graduate education and communicate climate science

By Sophie L. Rovner

Department: ACS News | Collection: Climate Change
Keywords: ACS, Shakhashiri, education, climate, environment

An assessment of the state of
graduate education and development of
tools to help chemists discuss climate
science within their communities are the
mandates for two task forces that ACS
President-Elect Bassam Z. Shakhashiri
has formed.

Shakhashiri, a chemistry professor who
holds the William T. Evjue Distinguished
Chair for the Wisconsin Idea at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison, says
the task forces’ objectives relate to the
theme of his presidential year:
“Advancing Chemistry/Communicating
Chemistry.”

The ACS Presidential Commission on Graduate Education in the Chemical
Sciences will be chaired by Larry R. Faulkner. “We haven’t looked at the goals
and the concepts for graduate education in chemistry in the U.S. in decades,
and I think it’s time that we take a close look,” says Faulkner, who is president
of the philanthropic Houston Endowment; former president of the University of
Texas, Austin; and a former chemistry professor. He hopes the commission’s
work will “create the best possible experience for future students.”

Shakhashiri says the commission will examine questions such as, “Has the
current practice, where the educational experience is largely influenced by a single professor, served us well in terms of the
conduct of research and education? Is it suitable for the 21st century? We make promises to graduate students—about jobs,
about support, about duration of program, about preparing them for serving society. Do we keep those promises? What happens
after they graduate?”

By next December, the commission will suggest an array of strategies to modify graduate education so it serves the needs and
aspirations of graduate students and of society as a whole.

Shakhashiri is quick to point out that the commission will not decree what professors should do, nor will it devise standards such
as those developed for undergraduate education by the ACS Committee on Professional Training.

Instead, he says, the commission will serve as a “platform for a thoughtful conversation about the purposes of graduate education
and research in the chemical sciences,” including fields such as biochemistry, chemical engineering, and materials science. “We’ll
have listening sessions at national and regional meetings,” Shakhashiri says. “People can also express their opinions via
electronic means.”

Chemists certainly know the science underpinning their own fields of discipline, Shakhashiri notes. But, he says, “many may not
have a similar understanding of the basics of climate science.” And that’s where Shakhashiri’s second task force comes in. The
ACS Presidential Working Group on Climate Science will “provide Web-based tools to help chemists in diverse fields understand
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and communicate the basics of one of the great global challenges of the 21st century.”

This effort is crucial, Shakhashiri believes. “If, between now and the time I die, I don’t succeed in having an intelligent
conversation with my neighbor about evolution, that would be very sad,” he says. “But if I don’t succeed in having an intelligent
conversation with my neighbor about climate change, the consequences later in the century could be catastrophic.”

Before chemists can carry on that type of conversation, however, they may need some help with the fundamentals of climate
science. “Those include an understanding of the value and limitations of climate models, for instance, and the natural and human-
related factors that can impact Earth’s climate,” Shakhashiri says. “Chemists might not be aware that any molecule with three
atoms or more in the gaseous state is a greenhouse gas,” he adds. But only some of these molecules pose problems, and only
because their levels are too high. In fact, he notes, if it weren’t for greenhouse gases, the Earth would be uninhabitable.

The working group will stick to climate science and will stay away from other climate-related topics, such as the politics or
economics of climate change, Shakhashiri says.

Jerry A. Bell, a noted chemistry educator who is a faculty associate with the Wisconsin Initiative for Science Literacy at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison, chairs the working group, which began meeting in October.

The group has two goals: to assemble by early 2012 a tool kit of information about the fundamentals of climate science for ACS
members and to suggest strategies for engaging others in dialogue on climate science.

The tool kit will serve as the basis for conversations in which chemists communicate climate science to the public. Shakhashiri
hopes it will help ACS members engage with members of the public in a productive way.
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The members of the two task forces are listed below.

ACS Presidential Commission on Graduate Education
in the Chemical Sciences:

William F. Banholzer, chief technology officer, Dow Chemical

Jacqueline K. Barton, professor of chemistry, California Institute of Technology

Stacey F. Bent, professor of chemical engineering, Stanford University

Ronald Breslow, professor of chemistry, Columbia University

Gary S. Calabrese , senior vice president of science and technology, Corning Inc.

Pat N. Confalone, vice president of global R&D, DuPont; member of ACS Board of Directors

Michael P. Doyle, professor of chemistry, University of Maryland

Larry R. Faulkner, commission chair; president, Houston Endowment

Marye Anne Fox , chancellor and professor of chemistry, University of California, San Diego

Joseph S. Francisco, professor of earth and atmospheric sciences and chemistry, Purdue University; ACS immediate past-
president; member of ACS Board of Directors

Paul L. Houston, commission executive director; dean of the College of Sciences and professor of chemistry, Georgia Institute
of Technology

Chad A. Mirkin, professor of chemistry, Northwestern University

Larry E. Overman, professor of chemistry, UC Irvine

Hunter Ripley Rawlings III , president, Association of American Universities

Geraldine Richmond, professor of chemistry, University of Oregon

Richard H. Scheller, executive vice president, Genentech Research & Early Development

Joel I. Shulman, professor of chemistry, University of Cincinnati

Peter J. Stang , professor of chemistry, University of Utah

Matthew Tirrell, director, University of Chicago Institute for Molecular Engineering
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George M. Whitesides, professor of chemistry, Harvard University

Mark S. Wrighton, chancellor and professor of chemistry, Washington University, St. Louis

Mary Kirchhoff, ACS staff liaison for the commission; director, ACS Education Division

ACS Presidential Working Group on Climate Science:

Jerry A. Bell, chair of the working group; faculty associate for the Wisconsin Initiative for Science Literacy, University of
Wisconsin, Madison

Joseph S. Francisco, professor of earth and atmospheric sciences and chemistry, Purdue University; ACS immediate past-
president; member of ACS Board of Directors

Peter Mahaffy, professor of chemistry, King’s University College

Kathleen M. Schulz, president of Business Results Inc.; member of ACS Board of Directors

Susan Solomon, professor of earth, atmospheric, and planetary sciences; Massachusetts Institute of Technology

John Wiesenfeld, professor emeritus of chemistry, Florida Atlantic University

Michael Woods, ACS staff liaison for the working group; assistant director of science communications, ACS Office of Public
Affairs

Katie Cottingham, senior science writer, ACS Office of Public Affairs

Rudy M. Baum, consultant to the working group; editor-in-chief, Chemical & Engineering News

Barbara J. Finlayson-Pitts, consultant to the working group; professor of chemistry, UC Irvine

Thomas R. Karl, consultant to the working group; director, National Climatic Data Center

Mario J. Molina, consultant to the working group; professor of chemistry, UC San Diego
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