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June 23, 2011 

 
Dear Pat,  
 
First, I wish to thank the Graduate Division, the Graduate Council, and especially 
the review panel for their time and effort in generating this review.   
 
I am of course pleased with the positive comments from the review panel, and one 
of the perks of directing the Biophysics program is basking in the wonderful 
achievements, creativity, and dedication of our students and faculty.  But I would 
like to highlight the central roles of Joe DeRisi, in his role as head of the systems 
biology training grant, and program administrator Rebecca Brown, in developing 
and implementing many of the innovative aspects of the program that were praised 
by the panel.  I also wish to highlight the leadership of Carol Gross and the 
Minority Graduate Student Organization in addressing diversity issues across the 
graduate programs.   
 
I thank the panel for their thoughtful suggestions, which I briefly address here.  We 
have already held an Executive Committee (EC) meeting in which we distributed 
the review and discussed some of the key recommendations.   
 
The Committee strongly recommends that there be no further cuts to the 
administrative staff of the Program made by the School. 
 
We are hopeful that the Integrated Funding Model will continue to provide funds to 
support our administrative staff at an appropriate level. 
 
the Committee believes that it would be desirable that the training grant support 
begins in the second year after the students have chosen their faculty mentor and 
their research track 
 
We agree.  EVC Jeff Bluestone is providing leadership on this issue, and this may 
actually happen.   
 
such a large entering class now introduces new challenges for the Program, in 
particular in regards to teaching, student-mentoring, and matching the incoming 
class to labs 
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We discussed some of the key issues in the EC meeting and implemented a more 
formalized system for students choosing rotations, which requires input from 
faculty advisors, and caps the numbers of students rotating in one lab each quarter, 
among other changes.   
 
the Biophysics Program should develop means to provide greater guidance to the 
post-qualifying exam students. 
 
This is an important issue, but a tough one to solve.  We have modified the thesis 
committee report to include a question specifically addressing progress toward the 
degree, which becomes especially critical for the most advanced students.  We can 
also provide more explicit guidance to the students about how to use their thesis 
committee meetings (they frequently delve too deeply into technical details, for 
example).  The students do in fact already meet with academic advisors (not their 
thesis committee) yearly.  My best idea at the moment is meeting with advanced 
students as a group at the beginning of each year, as I already do with the 1st and 2nd 
year students, to discuss academic progression.   
 
The Review Committee concluded that some enhancements in helping students 
learn about career options, perhaps through greater connections with alumni of the 
Program would be desirable. 
 
There are ample programs from the Office of Career and Professional Development 
on various career options, which are advertised to the students, but I like very much 
the idea of involving alumni more, through career panels and scientific talks.  Initial 
steps are underway.   
 
there is nonetheless a void in the curriculum because of the departures of Dill and 
Voigt. 
 
Bo Huang has agreed to take ownership of the Stat Mech course, starting this Fall.  
Teaching in the systems biology area remains a serious concern with way too much 
of the burden falling on a few faculty, notably Hana El-Samad and Joe DeRisi.  
Leor Weinberger, who was recruited to the Gladstone, is now a member of the 
program and wishes to contribute to teaching systems biology.   
 
Given the diverse background of the students, the Committee also suggests that the 
Program, with student input, evaluate the pros and cons of offering the first year 
courses as Pass/Fail. 
 
The EC discussed this option and we have decided to try it this year, pending 
approval by the course directors (most are supportive).   
 
Regarding biology in the curriculum, we will work on integrating more into the 
Macromolecular Interactions course, but we have also modified the first- and 
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second-year course options to also include more ‘biology’ options, taught by the 
Tetrad program.   
 
it is important that the newly minted Systems I (Interactive lab group challenges) 
course that is to replace the Team Challenge course in the new curriculum, provide 
some of the same team-effort experience that the students found so attractive. 
 
I have no concerns whatsoever about this being the case.  It’s basically team 
challenge without the sleep deprivation.   
 
several of the concerns voiced by the students about the current curriculum could 
be alleviated if they are encouraged by faculty to pursue additional course training 
during the second year in graduate school or later, as needed 
 
I think the best way to address this is in the context of preparing for the oral exam 
at the end of the second year (which is a big deal in our program).  The students, 
and their advisors, should identify areas of knowledge they will need for their thesis 
work, and take courses to address any holes during the second year.  In that context, 
coursework in the second year is flexible and not strictly required, but will be seen 
as important preparation for the exams.  
 
Finally, regarding diversity, all I can say is that we will keep working hard on this 
issue.  We have already signed up faculty to represent our program at SACNAS and 
ABRCMS next year, diversity training has been scheduled, etc.  The one new 
direction I’m thinking about involves local undergraduate institutions SFSU and 
USF, which have diverse student bodies.  Other programs, notably CCB, have 
gotten good students from SFSU, and it’s worth exploring greater connections with 
faculty in biophysics, computational biology, etc. at those institutions.   

 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Matt Jacobson 

 
 
 


