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GSOIS Dean Response to the 2017 OR Department’s Academic Program Review


    The OR’s department’s Academic Review Committee (RC) offered good news and bad news in its report. The good news is that, in its estimation, the OR department is the country’s “unquestioned leader in military OR” and is “widely known for its work in the broader category of applied OR.” The bad news is that the department is facing a number of significant challenges that could undermine its standing and associated ability to effectively support Navy and DoD needs. The RC put it bluntly: the OR department, it suggests, is moving toward the edge of a cliff. To keep from going over the edge the challenges that face the department must be resolved.

    I refer you to the RC report itself for the details of these challenges. In general, however, these can be grouped in two areas. 1) Pressures that are currently facing the OR department internally, and 2) constraints imposed on the department externally that are reducing its efficiency and effectiveness. -- I consider the most important of these observations below.

Internal Challenges:

    1) The first of these challenges boil down to the issue of faculty. The OR department, according to the RC report, does not have enough high quality faculty. It has lost faculty over the past 4-5 years at a rate that is faster than its ability to replace them. The faculty it has lost, furthermore, have (in general) been some of the Department’s superstars. It is nearly impossible to replace faculty of this caliber on a one to one basis. Most of these losses have been due to retirements, but some have been due to other reasons, some of which might have been avoided had NPS not been put through the post-IG inspection ‘ringer’ since 2013.

   * The bottom line, here, is that the OR department must replace its losses as soon as possible with the highest quality faculty or it will not be able to retain its current (already somewhat mortgaged) standing as one of the top departments of OR in the United States. -- This is one of the key findings of the RC report. -- I fully agree with this finding.

    * To aid in this effort, and to ensure that the department employs its scarce resources to best effect, the RC report also recommends that the department review and update its “strategic plan.” Where does it want to be in five to ten years? The OR department must ask and answer this question to ensure that future hires maximally support its goals. -- This is a second (internally focused) recommendation of the RC. -- Again, I fully agree with this finding.

   * One key area that the RC highlighted for further emphasis is that of ‘data science and analytics.’ Without stating so explicitly, the committee suggests that the OR Department is weak in this area and needs to give further emphasis to this “new methodological development.” Data science, in its view, needs to be “infused” into the department’s teaching and research programs. This will require new hires in this area. -- Again, I fully concur with this finding.

    Comment: Since this report was issued progress has been made in the area of faculty recruitment. The department has a standing recruiting committee and is actively interviewing and attempting to hire high quality faculty. We are also making significant strides to expand NPS’s capabilities in the areas of data science and analytics. I have had preliminary discussions with the OR Chair and faculty about this and fully expect OR to play a key role in this initiative.

    Threats: The single biggest constraint facing the OR department’s ability to replace its faculty losses is mission budget. The department has the allocated FTE it needs to do so, but as with the rest of GSOIS, it is budget starved. To the degree this continues to be the case, the department will be forced to limit its efforts to replace its faculty losses.

   2) The RC report also noted that there is a tension within the department between the resident and non-resident (DL) programs. The tension arises from the fact that both programs must be maintained with the same diminished faculty pool. The report notes that this has created the perception of a ‘zero sum’ tradeoff. -- I agree that this is an issue, but it is one that will naturally resolve itself if the department is able to regrow and reinvigorate its faculty base.

   3) A final, significant internal issue that the RC report pointed out was the department’s lack of organic staff support. This was, indeed, a serious matter. It remains a serious matter across GSOIS. Every department lost all or most of its staff support between 2013-17. Replacing these losses as they occurred was made impossible because of the hiring freeze and due to the (truly gross) inefficiencies of the GS hiring process, which requires us to work through the GS processing office in Mississippi, known figuratively (but not affectionately) as “Stennis.” This office is broken. After two years of actively pursuing this process we were finally able to break the log jam and begin to hire. -- While the rest of GSOIS is still waiting for “Stennis” to respond on a number of its hires, the OR department is now fully staffed up with four full time staff personnel which are now able to help relieve the faculty of administrative burdens.

External Challenges:

  1) Again, I refer you to the RC report for the details, but in general the committee received an earful from the faculty about the many barriers to progress that have been thrown up in front of them since early 2013. I do not need to list these because we all know what they are. Some of these are impossible to avoid, given the federal regulations that we are all forced to operate under. Many, however, are arguably unnecessary or over narrowly interpreted restrictions that might easily be eliminated or more liberally interpreted with a more mission oriented attitude. -- Some of these restrictions are external to NPS and will be harder to change, but many are generated internally. Among the latter, the contracting office, the comptroller’s office, the purchasing office, and the general counsel’s office, were singled out for ‘special mention.’

    The RC noted that all such restrictions, whether necessary or not, impede the department’s ability to do its job and become all that it can be. Indeed, the inefficiencies and opportunity costs here are significant. This occurs both directly, when some of the simplest tasks become hard to accomplish because of bureaucratic restrictions, and indirectly when faculty depart NPS (or would-be faculty choose to accept alternative offers) because it is too hard and frustrating to work and advance one’s career and standing in one’s profession in such a resistant medium.

    The RC noted correctly that the NPS OR department is competing (in a tight market) against civilian counterparts that operate under no such constraints. The report recommends that every effort must be made to eliminate or, where this is not possible, relax or mitigate these constraints. -- Needless to say, I fully agree with this recommendation.

    Comment: I believe we have made significant progress in this problem area since last March. Certain processes that significantly impact faculty, such as conference travel and the work acceptance cycle have seen major improvements. Additionally, we are no longer working with an FTE constraint, given the pool of reimbursable FTE harvested by the Provost. While not directly highlighted in the RC, we were experiencing significant problems in HRO. That is no longer the case internally, although dealing with the GS hiring system beyond NPS is still exceptionally difficult. Now that the OR department is fully staffed, much of the routine bureaucratic nonsense that once frustrated the faculty will be handled by the OR front office, which will help allow faculty to focus on what they do best. In these and other similar ways, the working environment today is substantially better than it was at the time of this review.

   Having said this, however, significant challenges remain. The most notable internal challenge, in my view, is the contracting office (and the comptroller’s office, as the latter relates to contracting). The contracting process at NPS must be streamlined, significantly. Apart from this, I know the office of council has been a particular thorn in the side of some OR faculty. This is reflected in the RC report. For my part, I have personally witnessed a greater effort by this office to find a way to get to ‘yes’ or propose a ‘work around’ if the answer still needs to be ‘no.’ We need to encourage this trend to achieve the greatest (legal) room for faculty maneuver.

    A final externally generated problem pointed out by the RC that is particularly significant is the decline of the NRC postdoc program. As noted in the RC report, this program has been a major source for faculty hiring in OR (and elsewhere across NPS) in years past. Junior scholars would join the department as postdocs, they would be vetted, and some sub-set of those who ‘made the grade’ would be subsequently hired as mainstream faculty. Due to the elimination of “interim accounts” that allowed faculty to bridge fiscal years when new year funding was delayed, this program is now effectively defunct. As the RC points out, this is a major loss. 

    The NRC postdoc program, historically, has been so important to the OR department (and several other programs at NPS) I think it is time to take a fresh look at how this program might be reinvigorated. What options might we have for solving the NRC funding challenge, with and without interim accounts?  Are interim accounts definitely off the table? Might this ruling be subject to a waiver? If not, are there other ways in which NRC postdocs might be funded that do not require interim accounts? I do not have the answers to these questions, but the importance of the NRC postdoc program for NPS (and, by association, the Navy) warrants a fresh look at this problem.

    A Final Comment: If the Academic Program Review process is to be anything other than an elaborate paper work drill (and waste of time), a real effort must be made by NPS to consider and address the issues identified in these reports. We do not have to accept these findings uncritically, but we do need to take them seriously. I have not seen any real effort to do so in the past. In my experience, these reports are filed away and that is the end of it.

    In the case of this review, I believe the burden for action rests with NPS leadership, less so the OR department. The OR department knows what it is doing and what it needs to do to retain its top-tier status. The only specific guidance I offer, keying off the RC report, is to get serious about (big) data science and analytics. The good news here is that there is already a strong constituency within the department that recognizes the importance of doing so and I will be working with the department to help make this a departmental comparative advantage down the road. The real, enduring challenges the department faces involve the (diminished but still extant) external constraints that continue to restrict its potential (along with every other program at NPS) and, very importantly, the budget situation. Continuing to relax these external constraints and freeing up additional resources (at the margin) will go a long way toward helping to ensure the quality and health of the department as it rebuilds itself over the next 3-5 years.


