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The Committee met twice during the Fall 2008 semester and three times in the Spring
2009 semester prior to reporting to the Faculty Council. This year’s focus was on
barriers to doing interdisciplinary or cross-disciplinary collaborative research at UNCCH. We explored several issues, but eliminated those on which other university
committees were working (e.g., tenure criteria). Our chosen issue was to investigate
means of developing ways in which we could more easily identify faculty and
researchers with expertise in specified areas and to locate resources (e.g., equipment,
labs, and software) on campus that would meet the research needs of others at UNCChapel Hill.
Similarly, it would be helpful to have a searchable system that would enable students
and faculty to locate courses on particular topics regardless of the department. For
instance, there are a number of methodology or theory courses that might be of interest
to a diverse group, but currently it is difficult to locate them and when they are taught.
Finally, it would be worthwhile to have a system that matches researchers and research
assistants (RAs). A student could register on such a system listing skills, interests, and
experiences that they have and a faculty recruiter could search the list for a match. Or
a researcher could list a job opportunity and students could search for appropriate
openings.

Having this information readily available would address several problems we face on
campus. For instance, suppose that you are a researcher in environmental studies with
an interest in the human environmental impact in rural settings. Researchers in this
area are dispersed throughout the campus and it would be very difficult to find out who
shared this interest. Or suppose a state agency or a newspaper reporter wanted
information on health disparities. It would be helpful to have a list of UNC-CH faculty
and researchers with those interests. Students are often looking for courses or
research opportunities. A searchable list of course offerings for the semester and RA
positions would be an invaluable asset.
It was our good fortune to find out that Andy Johns’ (Associate Vice Chancellor for
Research) group was developing an information system along with RENCI and others to
accomplish some of the above goals of the University Research Committee. We met
with Andy Johns several times and were tremendously impressed by the work.
This system, as it is presently designed, allows a user to search by a research topic
(disorder, disease, condition, procedure, population, etc) or by an individual researcher
to retrieve a representation of expertise for that individual researcher or topic. The
search draws from data that has been collected and aggregated from existing research
processes such as grant preparation/submission, intellectual property disclosure and
patenting, clinical trials as well as several public repositories of academic publications.
The tool can also be used to help determine where researchers are performing their
research. An example would be if an end user wanted to identify all locations within the
United States where UNC researchers were conducting diabetes research. The system
would enable this type of search and display a map of the results.
The best way to understand the power of this system is to see a demonstration. We
have arranged for Andy Johns to do that at the April 2009 meeting of the Faculty
Council. We also include an appendix of screen shots of the system as part of this
report.
The features of the system are impressive. The planned improvements and expansion
to other fields besides medicine and the natural sciences are just as remarkable.
Although the current system only includes data for research in the life sciences, work is
already underway to expand the system to the basic sciences, social sciences and the
arts & humanities. With proper funding, it would be possible to have the basic sciences
included in this repository by late 2009 and social sciences could follow in early 2010.
The Arts & Humanities would follow.
The main challenge to completion of this work is that this is not a formal project that has
been allocated resources to proceed. There are many competing priorities, and without
proper funding, this project can only progress when resources are available to focus on

it. In the present environment of tight budgets and more than ample workload, this
unfortunately translates into little ‘bandwidth’ available to advance it. The University
Research Committee recommends that UNC-CH take the necessary steps to make this
a formally commissioned university project with some budget/resources allocated to
advancing it. Specifically, we recommend that
•

The university officially commissions this project, providing budget/resources to
advance the work.

•

Appoint a project director to advance the development and maintenance of this
system.

•

Form an Advisory Board representative of the UNC-Chapel Hill community to
help guide the work on the project

Appendix: Screen Shots from Searchable Data Base that is being built begins on
next page.

