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OVERVIEW 
 
The Research Support Task Force was charged with describing the current and 
future needs of COE faculty, staff, and students engaged in research for support 
from core/shared facilities. The scope includes mechanical shop, electrical shop, IT 
support for research, core facilities and physical infrastructure (not including space 
considerations). 
 

The deliverables are: A plan for performing an assessment throughout the 
college of our research support needs and how they are currently met. This 
assessment will inform consideration of COE resources. 

 
The committee analyzed data, collected input from faculty, and discussed several 
options with respect to the committee charge. Data are included in Appendices A 
(Core Facility Usage), B (Equipment Listing), C (Centralized Shop Statistics), and D 
(Example Web-site Analytics).  
 
This work led to the following recommendations (no priority order):  
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STATUS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Core Facilities 

Status: Currently, there is no written description or policy that details the college 
or departmental commitments to core facilities. These commitments are 
necessary in order for cores to receive funding from ORED and the Nebraska 
Research Initiative. Faculty currently receive a subsidized rate for usage of 
facilities because of the external NRI support. A document describing basic 
support is important with respect to the long-term stability of core facilities. 

 
Recommendation: The committee recommends that the dean, in conjunction 
with department chairs, establish a consistent policy of support based on usage 
and impact of each core with respect to the COE research mission. Example data 
are provided in Appendix A for the Nano-Engineering Research Core Facility, the 
Nebraska Water Center, and the Holland Computing Center. Usage and impact 
should be evaluated based on a three-year rolling average of metrics (on a total 
and per faculty basis) that includes users, user department, usage hours, number 
of students trained, number of active research groups, number of papers with 
core acknowledgement, and number of proposals submitted/funded that include 
core usage. Support for cores that have primary sponsors in other units, such as 
those in the Biotechnology Center, may also be appropriate depending on the 
level of usage by COE faculty, staff, and students. 

 
Start-up Equipment 

Status: Currently, there is no written policy with respect to large equipment 
purchases that are made by new faculty as part of his/her start-up package. Such 
equipment should be viewed as a resource of the entire university community 
and steps should be taken to ensure that all equipment is accessible to all within 
research laboratory constraints. In addition, future maintenance costs require 
advance planning with respect to such purchases. 

 
Recommendation: The committee recommends that the dean, in conjunction 
with department chairs, establish a policy for high-dollar equipment purchased 
as part of start-up funds with core facilities and wide-spread usage in mind. 
Factors to consider include the equipment cost, ongoing maintenance costs, 
usage interest, usage needs of the requesting faculty member, and alignment of 
equipment with core facility goals. In addition, a clear plan of usage credit for 
new faculty, including the number of hours and years of duration, should be 
recorded when new equipment is purchased. For example, Dr. Who requests an 
X-ray microscope as part of her start up. The microscope will be managed by a 
core facility, but the microscope may reside in Dr. Who’s laboratory space (if 
agreed upon). Dr. Who’s offer letter includes details of the funds to be made 
available for the instrument purchase as well as a credit of 300 hours/year for 
the first three years of her appointment. The offer letter would also clarify the 
need for Dr. Who to secure external funds to support ongoing instrument use. 
Partial support for an instrument operator based in Dr. Who’s laboratory would 
be outlined if sufficient usage is documented. 
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Equipment Database 

Status: Currently, there is no database of equipment residing within the college. 
Because all equipment is a resource for the entire university community, it is 
critical that faculty, staff and students can find necessary instruments to assist 
the COE research mission.  

 
Recommendation: The committee recommends that a web-based searchable 
database tool be created (possibly as a computer science senior design project 
or UCARE project) that integrates inventory information available within SAP. 
Output from searches should include the make, model, and year of each 
instrument, its location and faculty point of contact, a photo, and a brief 
description of its use. The database design should also include a method by 
which new equipment can be added easily by staff after such purchases are 
made. The committee recommends that a single COE department be used for 
the initial tool development with expansion to all departments to follow after 
testing is completed. 

 
Software 

Status: The college currently has no clearly defined policy for purchasing 
software licenses for researchers or core facilities. Thus, this expense is often 
borne entirely by the individual PI using grant or other funding. At the other 
extreme, the university provides a site license such as the current case with 
Matlab. More expensive software licenses such as those for Comsol or Abaqus 
have at times been purchased individually or by groups of researchers at a total 
price that is most likely higher than if a joint purchase were made. However, 
aggregate purchase arrangements can be complicated. The Holland Computing 
Center, for instance, purchases software that is clearly of broad use with central 
core funds (e.g., compilers) but otherwise leaves the costs of licenses to the 
discretion of the individual researcher. 

 
Recommendation: A college-wide policy should be formed, with perhaps a board 
to decide in which licenses the college should invest. A voluntary joint 
purchasing option may prove economical and efficient given sufficient 
communication within the college. 

 
Centralized Shop Support 

Status: Currently, the Electronics Shop and Engineering Machine Shop provide 
centralized support for all departments within COE. These services include both 
research and teaching aspects but it is not clear if changes within COE during the 
last two decades are reflected in the organization and management of these 
facilities. Example work-load distribution information, shown in Appendix C, 
provides the context for discussions regarding current staffing needs. The 
integration of new technology (e.g., 3D printers) and hiring plans due to staff 
turnover through retirement cannot be made effectively without a clear picture 
of the current status and COE future needs. 
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Recommendation: The committee recommends that COE examine the 
departmental research and teaching needs relative to the services provided by 
the Electronics Shop and Engineering Machine Shop. These reviews should 
consider current needs as well as projected needs for the next three years. The 
review should also include a plan for evaluation of personnel and services based 
on usage statistics with respect to departments. A funding plan should then be 
developed that accounts for the appropriate split of services. The plan should be 
reviewed annually based on a three-year rolling average of available data that 
includes user department, usage hours, student project hours, research/teaching 
split, and specific equipment usage. 

 
Research Group Websites 

Status: Currently, websites that are organized for research groups are difficult to 
develop and maintain over time. Because web-based content serves as the entry 
point for potential students and research partners, investment in web content is 
important for the COE research mission. Also, current analytical tools that can 
assist with the optimization of website hits are not used effectively to reach 
target audiences nor to identify changes that could be made to improve research 
growth. 

 
Recommendation: The committee recommends that the college establish a 
marketing-based approach to assist faculty with web content and to market their 
research to external constituents including funding agencies and potential 
students. COE communications staff could provide feedback to chairs and 
faculty with specific recommendations for improvement. Faculty should be 
encouraged to update web content at least once per year, possibly as part of the 
annual evaluation process. In addition, analysis tools should be used to provide 
data to faculty regarding hits to their content with advice to improve visibility. 
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APPENDIX 
 

Appendix A: Usage Data from Core Facilities 
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Appendix B
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Appendix C
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Appendix D 
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