Macalester College
Digital Commons@Macalester College

Chemistry Department Oral Histories Chemistry Department

5-22-2007

Interview with Paul Fischer, Professor of Chemistry

Paul Fischer

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/chem oralhist

b Part of the Chemistry Commons

Recommended Citation

Fischer, Paul, "Interview with Paul Fischer, Professor of Chemistry" (2007). Chemistry Department Oral Histories. 3.
http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/chem_ oralhist/3

This Oral History is brought to you for free and open access by the Chemistry Department at Digital Commons@Macalester College. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Chemistry Department Oral Histories by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons@Macalester College. For more

information, please contact scholarpub@macalester.edu.


http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu?utm_source=digitalcommons.macalester.edu%2Fchem_oralhist%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/chem_oralhist?utm_source=digitalcommons.macalester.edu%2Fchem_oralhist%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/chemistry?utm_source=digitalcommons.macalester.edu%2Fchem_oralhist%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/chem_oralhist?utm_source=digitalcommons.macalester.edu%2Fchem_oralhist%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/131?utm_source=digitalcommons.macalester.edu%2Fchem_oralhist%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/chem_oralhist/3?utm_source=digitalcommons.macalester.edu%2Fchem_oralhist%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarpub@macalester.edu

I nterview with:

Date:

Place:

Interviewer:

Edited interview

& MACALESTER COLLEGE

Macalester College Archives, DeWitt Wallace Library

Oral History Project

Paul Fischer

Professor of Chemistry, 2001-current; receitgdire 2007
Tuesday, May 22" 2007, 9:00a.m.

Macalester College DeWitt Wallace Libratgymon Room

Laura Zeccardi, Class of 2007

52:45 minutes

run time:
Accession: 2007-12-21-12
Agreement: Signed, on file, no restrictions
Subjects
Personal and educational background before @ptoiMacalester
01:49 What led to interest in chemistry
02:54 What the hiring process was like
05:14 Prior knowledge of Macalester
06:11 Differences between being at University ohiMisota versus small
schools like Macalester and St. Olaf
08:19 First impressions of students and differethet®een Macalester and St.
Olaf, wide-ranging interests of Macalester students
11:18 First impressions of Chemistry Department rodessors, academic
freedom
13:10 Reputation of Macalester's Chemistry Depantimneollaborative research,
department size
16:01 Number of chemistry majors
16:25 Courses taught and how they’'ve changed
18:47 Relationships with and impact on students
21:52 Macalester environment
22:41 Tenure process, publication
27:14 Research with students in organometalleraktry
30:51 What it’s like working with students



32:59 Student honors projects

34:14 Being a younger professor, rapport witllsiis

36:21 Student and faculty issues and activisne€gtNblind”

40:32 Changes in and future of Chemistry Departpsdntt from chemical
education research to chemical research

44:39 Longevity at Macalester, Twin Cities

46:30 Standout memories or experiences, reseaaciisgpublishing, setting

Olin-Rice fire alarms off
50:17 Looking to the future, anticipating going sabbatical



edited

Interview with Paul Fischer
Laura Zeccardi, | nterviewer
May 22, 2007
Macalester College

DeWitt WallaceLibrary
Harmon Room

LZ: My name is Laura Zeccardi and I'm a new graelwdh Macalester College conducting
interviews for the Macalester Oral History Projebday is Tuesday May 22 2007 and I'm
interviewing Paul Fischer, Professor of Chemistryhe Harmon Room in the DeWitt Wallace
Library. You can just start by stating your naraeg where you born, and how old you were

when you first came to Macalester.

PF: So my name is Paul Fischer, and | was boNein Ulm, Minnesota, a small rural
community in the Southern part of the state. Wheame to Macalester, that was 2001, | would

have been thirty-one.

LZ: What is your educational background and whatesyou doing prior to coming to

Macalester?

PF: Educational background? | grew up in New W#mnesota. | went to public schools in
New Ulm. And then | went to the University of Miesota for my undergraduate degree. | gota
BS degree in chemistry in 1993. And then | wennhiediately to graduate school in chemistry.

So | started in the Fall of '93, and | took fiveayeto get my PhD. So | was at the University of
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Minnesota for nine years consecutively for those ti®grees. From there, | taught at St. Olaf
College in Northfield for three years, to kind @tgome experience with small liberal arts
college teaching. Because I really, as | mentiphbdd no experience at all at small liberal arts
colleges. And since | thought | wanted to go thiegction for a career, | wanted to test the
waters and see how | would fit in that environmsirice | had never experienced it myself. |
taught at St. Olaf for three years. And actuallysing my second and third year at St, Olaf | did
searching for tenure track positions—because lav&. Olaf in a visiting position—and then in

my third year at St. Olaf | landed the job at Mastér.

[01:49]

LZ: What led you to go into the field of chemistry

PF: Well, | guess from a very young age | reakgd science. | was in a lot of science fairs
starting in fourth grade, really fourth grade ttghuenth grade | was in science fairs. | went to
the state science fair a couple times, and reajlyyed thinking about experimentation. | also
had some really excellent teachers in science dlongvay, especially at the junior high level. |
had an excellent person in ninth grade that rgathpelled me more specifically into chemistry.
Really due to just excitement | had in that pataceourse. And | was kind of a rare person in
high school that | took chemistry right away a®pl®omore. Most people waited until they
were seniors to take chemistry, but | wanted fuaskly as possible. So | took it as a
sophomore, and that further kind of propelled nte ahemistry. So, when | came to the
University of Minnesota in 1989 as an undergraduatad declared a chemistry major in the

first quarter. | never turned back from that diecis—it was the best decision | ever made.
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Chemistry is a great field for me.

[02:54]
LZ: What was the hiring process like? You had samu were seeking a tenure track position.

What was that like?

PF: Yeah, the hiring process is actually quitesstful because, if you think about it...well

within chemistry there are different specialty areé&nd I'm an inorganic chemist. There's
organic, analytical, physical, biochemical, difietareas. And generally speaking, at a small
liberal arts college, there might be just one pasifor an inorganic chemist. So essentially for
my field there's one person per small liberal edltege. And there's not that many small liberal
arts colleges. So it's actually quite challengmaj, only find a position, but also find a position
that is kind of suitable for you—where you wangtow and develop—and also if you have a
preference in kind of geographical location, iterea greater challenge for all of those things to
coincide. So actually, | was really fortunateemts of how it fell together for me. In my
second year at St. Olaf | had a number of diffenetetrviews at different schools, and none of
them panned out for various reasons. And the@&f.renewed me for a third year. And then
in the third year | had a series of interviews &l w the Fall, and | had applied to Macalester as
well. And also, none of the earlier interviews pad out either. | remember being home over
Christmas break, wondering where am | going with, twhat's going to happen. | had pretty
much thought that the Macalester application wastymuch over because | hadn't heard from
them in such a long time. And then | got backratbristmas break and | got a phone call in

January that the position was still open. And semiember interviewing in January. | only slept
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three hours the night before, | was so nervous taheunterview. Because the position was in
Minnesota—it was the only job that I'd interviewied in my home state, of all the jobs I'd
interviewed for. Plus it was really was what | wethin terms of the size of the small college.
And so | was really full of adrenaline. | remembewring up here from Northfield and hoping it
would go well. It was kind of odd, because whamtérviewed school wasn't in session, so there
were no students on campus. There was only oderstat my interview presentation. They
kind of roped someone into coming it. It was pretiuch just faculty, so it was kind of an

interesting experience when | interviewed, you knbeing in January. So it all worked out.

[05:14]

LZ: Had you heard about Macalester, were you famvith Macalester before you applied?

PF: Yes and no. | certainly knew about the ingth. But | had never been on campus until |
interviewed. And it was kind of ironic because wheavas a second year graduate student, my
teaching mentor at the U of M—kind of my boss wheras a teaching assistant—she was
telling me about where might be a good fit for mearms of my career. And she was the first
person that mentioned to me small liberal artsegas. And | basically said, “well that sounds
good to me, but | don't really know what that is"é+hever experienced one. It turned out that
this person had taught at Macalester for one yAad so the very first liberal arts college that |
really was told about was Macalester. It's indvdironic that | ended up here, later on in my
life. 1 guess it's amazing. So | had never visttee campus until | actually set foot here for the

interview.
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[06:11]
LZ: What was that like going from such a huge sthi&e the U of M to a place like Macalester

and St. Olaf?

PF: Well, it was really amazing seeing the differ@ At the U of M, which was all | knew,

there was very little interaction between studemis faculty members. Actually, for the most
part, | put my faculty members on a pedestal.ltitfat | was kind of this low meager person,
they were this expert, and | was getting as mudtcasld from them. But there wasn't really
much give and take. It was more of just takingrfrwhat they knew. And it wasn't really a part
of the culture, at least in the sciences, to alstug to office hours. Faculty had office hours,

but people just didn't go to them. | don't knowust wasn't part of the culture. Most students,
if they had questions, would go to the graduatdesits—the TA's—and ask questions of them.
So that was kind of my mode of operation. Theeepdnses and minuses because at the U, since
it was that way, it forced me to learn a lot onown. So | gained a lot of self-reliance in
learning. | really didn't have a lot of help, skind of just had to do it on my own, and spend a
lot of hours in the library, independently learninbhen | went to St. Olaf and | realized what it
can be like, where you have a lot of give and takk faculty members. And there's a kind of
culture of going to office hours and getting assise. And so, certainly, looking back on it

now, | would have had a very different experierfdeniould have gone to a small liberal arts
college. But | mean, I still got to the same desion by both paths. Sometimes I think that at a
small school the activation barrier is so low t6 lyelp. There's so much help available that |
think sometimes that can kind of perturb attemptseH reliance. Because in the real world

usually you have to tackle problems independerfily.if you're working in a group on a
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problem, you don't necessarily have an expertitastall the answers. You have to kind of
ferret it through yourself. So there are kind lnfgses and minuses that way. But definitely at

the U, you're kind of on your own, for most of ydearning and things like that.

[08:19]
LZ: What was your first impression of the studebtsth in terms of the overall general student

body, but also specifically the Chemistry Departtfien

PF: | had an interesting time, because my vesy Wieek of classes was 9/11. So that event
really dramatically colored my first semester atdslaster. Classes were cancelled that day.
That was my very first day at one of the lab cositbat | teach. And so the emotions on campus
were relatively somber during my first semesterdeffinitely impacted my initial impression of

Macalester. But overall, you're asking about theents, impression of the students?

LZ: Yeah, kind of what your first impression oktktudents was...how they maybe compared to

the students at St. Olaf, or other people you leshlwith at the U of M...

PF: Yeah, | think at St. Olaf, the comparison lestahere and St. Olaf is that the students here
have kind of wider...a wider array of interests;, Kind of a wider agenda. At St. Olaf, even
though it's a small liberal arts college, studéetsled to specialize a little bit more in what they
were looking at academically—Ilike within their miajd think at Macalester there are many
more double majors and even triple majors, whereestts want to get a lot of knowledge in a

lot of different areas—a lot of diversity of acadesa—where at St. Olaf, more students were
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more focused there. One reason might be thatnmesic program is so strong. They're kind of
nationally known in music, and there were a lopebple there that were majoring, getting
Bachelors of Music degrees, BM degrees. And tivatiedibly specialized. So there were a lot
of students with kind of point of view. And eventhe sciences, most of my advisees were just
chemistry majors. Where certainly, like in OlineRj a lot of the students are Chemistry majors
and History. And so | think that's good. | metésall a trade off. But since so many of our
students go on to graduate school, if they chobeencstry as a career, they’ll still get the
additional knowledge they need if they're goingpecialize down the road. | think at
Macalester a large percentage of the studenty tedkk advantage of the liberal arts
opportunities that are available to them, and kihdiversify their background. 1 also think that
between St. Olaf and Macalester, | don't know howwut this best...I think students here are
more assertive. Like they're more...they ask myoestions, and they're more outwardly curious
about areas of academics. And they're more liteebhallenge you as a faculty member to
support your claims, and kind of really prove itlhem that you're correct. |think that at St.
Olaf there's a little bit more of a passive natarapngst the students, not that that's a bad thing.

It's kind of a different personality in the studéody.

[11:18]

LZ: What was kind of your impression of the Chemyi®epartment and other professors you

were working with, and the immersion into a newlegp¢ and a new department?

PF: |think Macalester professors put a huge valutheir own autonomy. And so | think at

Macalester, academic freedom is kind of valued al@\else, among faculty. So | could
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definitely detect that when | arrived. The faculgre definitely wanted to do a god job in the
teaching realm, but had a very strong kind of...treslly held on very strongly to their own
scholarship. And really kind of defined themselpesfessionally based on their scholarship.
Even in the language of Macalester. | remembefirstyweek or two here, people would refer
to me as the “new chemist”. Like a “new chemistthe Department. Where, at St. Olaf
College, | would have been referred to as newuiessdr or a new teacher. | would have been
defined more educationally, or the more educatisitd, where here it's more disciplinary, kind
of how we’re defined. And I think that extends beg just semantics. | think that faculty here
are more focused on their scholarship than mayb#hat places. So, it's a challenging place to
be, because the priorities are high. The expecistre high, in both of these traditional realms
of academia, in both teaching and in scholarshigsearch. Like in my area the research side in
chemistry. So, | definitely detected that verylyan, that, you know, teaching was important,
but also it was very important to continue the motam in your own research and your own

scholarship. That was very clear to me from eanly

[13:10]
LZ: Does the Macalester chemistry department laavany sort of reputation outside of this

college or even this state? Is it, how does itllohrank in terms of...

PF: Well | think it ranks quite highly. It's hatd quantify departments, especially at small
liberal arts colleges because they're relativelslsim size, with a relatively small number of
faculty members. But certainly | think Macalessegrowing all the time in terms of its

reputation, in terms of undergraduate researchypptes, and the kind of interactions that are
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going on in the department. | think that Macalesealefinitely in the upper crust in terms of
how much we do with students with collaborativej@cts, where the aim is actually to publish
results in scholarly journals. | think that's wheur profile is growing all the time. When | was
growing up in New Ulm, Minnesota, everyone kindoat the words “excellence” and
“Macalester” together. And it was regarded as ¢pemaybe the top liberal arts college in the
state, | mean with all respect to Carleton. Mastaleand Carleton were kind of put at equal
footing, kind of within the state. And so defirjtéor me that was kind of intimidating when |
came here. | knew about the reputation of the@¢choping that | could live up to that
expectation that I'd heard about growing up. Btltimk that chemistry—there’s kind of been a
paradigm shift at the college since maybe the ngltees, of going to more of a research model,
where collaborative research with students is ggtihecoming more and more a vital part of the
overall student experience that we provide. Attdrik as that takes hold, takes root in the

department, our profile has risen a lot more, matlig.

LZ: How big is the chemistry department?

PF: Right now, currently we have five full timectdty. Starting in the Fall we'll go to six.

Well, traditionally, for many years we were offityg5.5. So we talk about FTE's, full-time
equivalents, so for many years we were 5.5. Andhagka position that was biochemistry—it
was shared fifty-fifty between Chemistry and BigtogBut now there has been a move to
increase the amount of biochemistry available tdetts at Macalester, so now chemistry has
now expanded to be 6.0. So, starting this Fall wave a new person coming in that will be one

hundred percent chemistry, within the field of iemistry. So we'll be at six people. And
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that’s, | would say, for a small liberal arts cgie about in the middle for department size.

[16:01]

LZ: How many majors can you generally expect tmemut of one graduating class?

PF: This year we had thirteen. And I think, sifice been here, | would say the average is
between ten and fifteen. One year we were indihetiventies and that was very high for us. So

but, normally, this year is pretty average, lik&ihg thirteen majors.

[16:25]
LZ: What courses have you taught, and have yon #esn change over time since you've been

here?

PF: Yeah, most, I'm kind of teaching, I'm kinctlo¢ bookends person in the department. So |
have a lot of classes for first years. So I'vglaa lot of general chemistry, which was my first
love. |teach that, so the first semester gerdramistry, and the second semester general
chemistry. And then | also teach advanced inogyaviich is my specialty area and that's the
very last course for majors. So for most studahtdacalester, if you're a chemistry major,
you'll have me in your very first semester, andryaery last semester of chemistry. Both of
those courses have changed quite dramatically beas#ume since I've been here. Not only in
terms of what is covered in lecture, but also whabvered in the laboratory components of
those courses. The laboratory parts of all thfébase classes, the general chemistry one and

two and advanced inorganic, have all changed & dezd with many new experiments in all of
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these classes. Also a different way in which sttslare evaluated on their laboratory work.
Now in all of these courses students actually naamntaboratory notebooks, and they are graded
on the quality of their notebook entries. Wher¢hi& past, it was more of reporting your own
data—your collected data in a very straight forwaey. Now the students have to do more
writing and kind of generating their own way ong®eting their results. So more models, kind
of real chemistry, what chemists would have to doetninent their work in a real formal way
and then present it clearly, kind of making an argat as to what you believe happened within
the work. So that's one thing that's changed mltite lab, as well as new experiments. In the
advanced inorganic lab for the seniors, | have sprogcts that are more open ended, so the
results are not necessarily clear cut at the baggnnSo it's more like a research model to the
project, and the project will extend over a pembadveeks, you know, over the course of the
semester. Soit, it also is trying to model bedtgraduate school research experience. A lot of
our majors are thinking about going that path,itwllof give them a feel for what that would be
like, when you don't really know the answer, yowwnkind of going into unchartered territory

within chemistry.

[18:47]

LZ: What is that like, having students as freshraed then seeing them again as seniors?

PF: Oh, it's really fun. | really really like geral chemistry the most. That's my favorite
teaching assignment just because | really likedalvie to introduce students to chemistry. So,
well for many of the students that | have, not aslit their very first college chemistry course,

but for a lot of them it's their first college sete course overall. Actually for a lot of the
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students it's their first college class of all timRecause | tend to teach a lot at 8:30 a.m. gnd
they'll have their very first class with me. Anceklly take a lot of enjoyment out of that, being
the first person to interact with college studeatisut chemistry. And so | really like trying to
show students why chemistry is exciting, and wisyatfield worth pursuing. So I like that.

Also it's a chance to try to get people hooked lmemustry as a major, because I'm forever
indebted to my teachers in high school who did thiatme. For me it's been a very enriching
career being in chemistry. So | like to tryingoethe catalyst to try to help people move in that
direction. And just beyond that, also just to sHmw anyone can benefit from chemical
knowledge. | think that chemistry does fit int@ tiberal arts mentality, that having chemical
knowledge does enrich our lives. There's lotslatgs where knowing how something works at
the molecular level just makes like more satisfyidgd | try to point that out as much as | can
in class, with kind of real world things, like undnding the weather from a chemical
perspective, and what it means when you watchex&st and hear about a dew point—what that
actually, what they're talking about chemicallyo, Stry to bring those things in. It is fun to
teach advanced inorganic because you can see holw students have grown over their time,
over the four years at Macalester. That's realyfor me because | like to make connections
back to the first year courses that | teach, amgvdiow much more they can do now that they
have more background. So that's really fun, tddmnake those connections. I've actually tried
to design advanced inorganic to make it tie intoadt all of the other classes that are part of the
chemistry major. So students can see that alettitesgs come together. | think it's easy for
students in courses—I think | was the same way-#td &f compartmentalize. Not only course
SO course, but also chapter to chapter. That Wayster ten, I'm going on to chapter eleven,

we're kind of going into a new thing. But | thittkbe an effective chemist that's when you start
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to see how things correlate, and how it kind obéhds together. And to really be effective,
you have to understand things in a more global kingense. | try to help students make that
transition in advanced inorganic, where they cantkat "oh, | learned this in my second year,
now | know where this fits in into a broader corntéxSo it is fun to help them in these different

stages like along the way of their development.

[21:52]
LZ: In your time here, have you felt that the fialgand the students have accepted you and that

it's been a comfortable environment to be in?

PF: Oh definitely, definitely. There was defityta transition for me, which it is for anybody
that is new. | think, the first year, admittedlyyas a little bit homesick for St. Olaf in my firs
year just because | had... Well it's just like amdh| was there three years and you get to
know a lot of people, and suddenly you don't knoytedy. And you're trying to find
connections with people, and trying to... And alsa yon't know any of the students at all,
kind of thing. So it definitely takes some time &verybody to get re-acclimated to a new
situation. But | definitely felt accepted from theginning. You know it was definitely a good

healthy environment to work in. So | have no caagk in that regard.

[22:41]

LZ: You recently received tenure. | guess I'maws about what that process was like for you.

PF: Well, it's a stressful process. But, | walyghat it's very clear at Macalester. There are n
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ambiguities about what's expected. As a candidatenure, that was definitely appreciated.
Even though the standards were very high, at leagts very obvious what it was. | think that
when | talk to people at other schools, a lot wiets faculty will talk about it being relatively
nebulous. They're not really sure if they're hgtthe target or not. It's kind of nerve racking i
that way. It definitely wasn't that way for mekhew coming in that you know, to meet the bar,
beyond being as good as | could be in teachingshoding development in that regard, | had to
get external funding so | could support researnt,then be able to carry out original research
with undergraduates here. | was given very cl@action in the early part of my time at
Macalester that to really focus on work completiiyne at Macalester. There's definitely a
drive, by faculty members, here and other placedptcollaboration work. So to have a
collaborator at a larger university, and do a porof the work at Macalester, and have a portion
of the work done elsewhere, maybe even by othekaevsy and have this collaborative effort. |
was definitely given advice early on to try to puggprojects that are totally Macalester based.
So | took on that challenge, and | was able toighlilvo papers where all the work was done
here, and it was all done with Macalester undenggiges. And that was very well received, like
when the tenure committee read my file, there veasamfusion at all as to the contribution to
the work. It was a hundred percent Macalesterth8g didn't have to work very hard to ferret
out what was done here, what was done elsewheezgvthe intellectual ownership was of the
work. They really wanted to make sure that it wesstly Macalester ownership of the work. |
think the biggest stress in the process was gaptitdjshable work accomplished within the
timeframe that you have. Like the time is alwdyes inost precious thing that you have, because
for me, during the academic year my focus is almasthundred percent on teaching and trying

to help my students. So most of my research wak&d place in the summer. So | looked at it
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that | have these, kind of putting together all saynmer periods into one block, and that's how
much time | have, and | have to be able to get s@sdts out of this so that | can actually
publish. Trying to make it work in that kind otiene frame was definitely challenging. And
definitely | grew a lot, when | tried to make tlzame to fruition. | think that anything, whether
it's a course or getting tenure, whenever you laavexternal body—whether it be a professor or
an institution—that is making demands on you ietlially, it definitely encourages you to
grow. | think that in terms of human nature, hthill of us need something there externally to
kind of get the maximum out of us. And definitalyMacalester that's very much there, trying
to promote faculty growth to the fullest. So thats kind of the biggest challenge, and definitely
for me—I knew once | got my second paper publishéelt pretty confident going into the
tenure process. So for me, getting that secondragrepted and published, that was maybe
more exciting than actually getting the tenureeletbecause | knew at that point | was pretty
much safe, to get tenure. It was kind of, you knomithin chemical research you always have
these lull periods where you're trying to get ressahd a lot of the things don't work, and you
have these days that are very exciting when yoe hesults that you maybe didn't even expect.
So it's a roller coaster ride. | think that, tha'good description of the tenure process at
Macalester. You have ups and you have downs.chakenge is to not get too down
emotionally when things aren’t really going yourywal' hen kind of keep the effort going and

get up to the high stages again, and keep the momegoing.

[27:14]

LZ: This might be a good time to talk a little more in detail about the research you've done

and also how that's involved students.
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PF: OK. Research that I do, it's in the arearghnometallic chemistry, which, organometallic
chemistry just means molecules that contain boetlsden metals and carbon. And so that's a
huge field within chemistry. So, in my area, wefgegng to make new molecules with metal-
carbon bonds. The most common group that we'lkwoth in my lab is carbon monoxide. So
carbon monoxide can pretty readily bind to a métain a metal-carbon bond, and so we're
trying to make new molecules with these types aifdsoand that. All of the molecules that we're
making are reactive towards air and moisture, $ocgm't make them in an open beaker because
they'll just react with the air——components of tlire &0 we have to use special equipment and
techniques to avoid air contact with all of our eratls that we're using. It's kind of a whole art,
like in my kind of my research, of being able totdese things successfully. Everything that
you would learn, like when you're in a general cistrg lab, you can't really do it that way in

my lab. You can't stir anything in an open beakéou can't pour one liquid from one beaker to
another. Everything has to be done in a diffeveay to avoid air contact. So that's the greatest
challenge for my students, is to get those skibbst@red, before they can really make new
molecules. Usually for me | try to have studentsra two summer period, since the first
summer is predominantly technique training. Thegt some results, you know, they'll do some
chemistry, but a lot of it is just getting usedhe techniques. Then usually in the second
summer they can make more progress chemicallyaugecthen they’ll have their feet wet and
they'll know what they're doing. Since I've beéMacalester, we've made some
organometallics with metal bonds to tin. That \&dsg part of my first paper that | published at
Macalester. Then in the second paper, we mad&pentedly, some new molecules that have

what's called hydrogen bonding. Hydrogen bondsgary common in water. Most people
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think about hydrogen bonding exclusively with wat&ut it's a more broad phenomenon.
Hydrogen bonding is quite rare involving metalse Wade three molecules three summers ago
that had—we were able to prove that they had hyalrdgpnds where the metal center was
playing a very critical role within that hydrogeard. That was very novel. That's probably my
biggest claim to fame, if you will, for my Macalestscholarship, is our discovering those new
hydrogen bonds. And that was kind of the critmale piece of the second paper that |
published. In that paper there were also somemelgcules with metal to gold bonds, were
also in that work as well. It was kind of a compdintary study to the hydrogen bonding.
Actually just on Saturday | submitted my third, kéydly my third, Macalester publication. It
was work done by one student during last summea, ®ammer’s worth of research. And that
had some new molecules with metal to iodine bondeem. So, I'll know in about eight weeks.
It takes about eight weeks for it to be revieweftbteel find out if it will be accepted—that's

kind of in the hopper right now.

[30:51]

LZ: What is it like working so closely with studsrin this research?

PF: Oh, it's really great. It's definitely chaligng, because you don't get to work with any
given student very long. When | was in graduateet| worked for four years on a project, or
a series of projects, where | was working essdyntisler forty hours a week. | was kind of
devoting all of my time to this thing. Where héne time frame is so different, and therefore
you have less time with each student to actuallskvem projects. So, the challenging part is

always having to teach your techniques anew topeaple. And that's part of our mission, but
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you know it's more fun when you can get studenss fheat stage, and then start tackling the
chemistry that you want to try to tackle. It'sligéun to see students grow in my lab, in terms of
their confidence in doing chemistry. Because wymnwalk in my lab it's very intimidating.
You know, | admit that, because the equipmentliBeatign. Students have never seen what's in
my lab. It's very different kind of equipment. dthey've never seen it in any of their classes.
It's like totally new to them. So, | can watchstliansformation of being a little bit intimidated
to actually becoming comfortable, mastering thesaértiques. | think that that process really
builds confidence in a lot of my students. Thetihk extends not only in my lab but also
outside of my lab, like into their other chemistgursework. That they can do things that are
really hard. Maybe if they didn’t think they could it at first, they can really do it once they
learn the basics—they can actually succeed iAlgo, in my lab, since the compounds are air-
sensitive, every one that a student will make aflyean accomplishment. Because it's really
hard, it's hard chemistry. So | think that deéhitin my lab it's really a great place for stugent
to kind of prove to themselves that they can beerist—that they can actually make new

molecules and they can do new techniques thatlthdyever dreamed of doing before.

[32:59]
LZ: Have you had the opportunity to work with stats on honors projects, more in depth with

them?

PF: | guess certainly what | do over the summergauld classify as being an honors project. |

haven't had any of my students write the honorsethieso | haven't actually participated formally

within the Macalester honors program. | guessihiyatayed away from that pre-tenure more
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strategically, that | knew | needed to work on mynawriting to try to get things out. | didn't
want to spend too much time editing other thingd tiouldn't directly tie in to my tenure case.
So, I didn't really encourage students that strptagho formally into the honors program.
Although a lot of students, really everybody thetsghonors in chemistry, will do the same kind
of experience that my students do—work in the haér dhe summer, and then formally
document their work into a thesis and then giveesgntation. So my students essentially do all
those pieces except the final one. Certainly rfeat k have tenure I'm more open to doing

formal honors projects, so that may be more in atyre at Macalester than it has been so far.

[34:14]
LZ: Given that you're a younger professor in terjust comparison to others, do you feel that

you're more able to connect with students?

PF: Ithink so. | mean | really have no basisdomparison. I've always had good rapport with
students. And I kind of think, | don't know, basedwhat I've seen over the years, | don’t even
know if age really matters that much. It might teato some students, in terms of comfort zone.
But | think that the faculty, just by how they pees themselves, can kind of provide a safe
atmosphere for students to come and talk with themad, of independent of their age. So I'm
hoping over my career I'll be able to maintain rirgrsg rapport with students as | go through,
even as | get older. It's kind of fun, | don't kindike when you're a college faculty member,
you're always in school. | kind of feel like forenhstill haven't really been in the real world.

I've been in school my whole life. It's kind ofhffor me because | don't really feel like I'm

getting older. I'm always interacting with the saage group. You know the students will be
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here and then move on, and a new group comesnia. sA it's kind of a fun career because you
don't really feel like you're getting older. Whiemas an undergraduate, | interacted with
undergraduates all the time. And I still do thatwn So it's kind of a fun thing. So I'm hoping
that it won't really change as | get older. Bitliihk certainly it plays a role. But | think a lot

it depends on your personality, and how...you knowtalle about the word approachable—like
some professors being more approachable than ptbssors. | think that approachability
mostly depends on how you project yourself as agrerand not just necessarily your age.
Certainly when | was at St. Olaf there were faculigmbers that were quite towards the end of
their careers, that still had long lines of studemitside their office. Like it really, I think it

really varies—it depends on a lot of different tsn

[36:21]
LZ: In the six years that you've been here, whstiés have you seen students be particularly

engaged in, and also have there been issues éhtdhity has really taken up?

PF: Well, I think in terms of the most emotiorel'seen from students, certainly at Macalester
students are really into activism. More so thaBtaOlaf College. And | would say more so as
well than the University of Minnesota, at leasterms of students working together collectively
towards of activism. | think at the U there waswasm, but it was more individuals. Where |
think here it's more people getting together irugs | guess that's just part of being a smaller
school, it's easier to get to know people. | thmkerms of causes, | think | probably saw the
most emotion from students towards the change fMeed Blind Admissions to Need Aware. |

was really surprised with kind of how much the stuid got into that. Certainly most students
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were against the change, they didn't want to se&aémsfer to need aware. So | kind of enjoyed
watching that as a tenure track faculty membeilingd®ow the administration responded to
those comments—that they really did listen toAhd that it really factored in the final outcome.
Even though the need aware was voted in, and isanpart of Macalester policy, the student
voices were definitely heard. And that was deéilyiregistered as an opinion that was
considered. So that was kind of fun to see thapéa in front of me while | was here. | think
also, certainly issues of war and peace are réajlpn this campus. | mentioned my first week
was 9/11. So my whole Macalester experience hadvied the US present in Afghanistan and
Irag. And seeing students interacting to thoseasiins has definitely been a common theme
since I've been at Macalester. Those are prolibblywo—in terms of a more global issue and a
more local issue, those are the two main areastnigm that I've seen. In terms of faculty, you
asked about that as well, | would say, | don'tlyesde a lot of... Like within the science
division, I don’t see a lot of outward activism tals global issues. I'm sure faculty have, they
do their thing outside of work. But | don't readlge it as much on campus. Within the science
division, when faculty are on campus it's very mimtused on their work and their teaching and
their research work. So where | see more facultiyiam would be more on college issues.
That's where | see more of that. Certainly with tleed aware there were definitely faculty
voices that were raised as well. Students wereéomayore active in that than faculty. | get a
sense that a greater percentage of faculty werhéochange. Where | think it was different
amongst the student body. Definitely amongst thdest body there's a very strong theme in
terms of trying to quell economic disparities, pt locally but also globally. Certainly the
issue of Coca-Cola. That issue kind of boiled doavtrying to have a fair gain situation for

economics across a broader scheme. In termsufyactivism, I'm trying to think of one good
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thing there, where faculty really got engaged anething. Yeah, | guess beyond the need
aware one, that’s the one that probably had the awive faculty intrigue. | guess also since
I've been here, there's been talk about, talk swdegction, of removing some departments. And
that's always very much of a hot button issue wjwrre doing that. So that was definitely an

issue—those issues always have a lot of conversatimongst faculty.

[40:32]
LZ: What changes have you seen within the Cheyni3#partment and where do you see the

future of the department going in the next few g@ar

PF: 1think there's been a transition in the ClstrpiDepartment within the last eight years or
S0, to get a lot younger. In the ‘60s there wpsrgod of time when a number of faculty were
hired and they stayed at Macalester their wholeerar Truman Schwartz, Wayne Wolsey, Emil
Slowinski, were here many many years. Fred Stoslasrhere many many years. He retired a
little bit farther back. But since these peoplestdrted at the same time, they also all retited a
the same time. So the Chemistry Department hiletd @ new faculty in a relatively short
period. This cycle should be pretty much over naith this latest bio-chemistry hire that'll

start this Fall. So it's been fun to watch thamsition of new blood coming in the department,
and these new perspectives coming in. And I titlelhad an impact not only on the curriculum,
but also on the research side. The faculty that le@en hired of late are, | would say, more
engaged with scholarship involving research thrattschemical education research. | think the
theme of the department in years past was working lot of ideas for the purpose of chemical

education. Like there were laboratory textboole there written in the department, and also

Fischer-22



edited

course textbooks that were written in the departmémd Truman Schwartz just won an award
nationally for his contribution to chemical educati So that was really a theme in our
department. And definitely one that we should horis a great contribution. But | think
there's been a transition now to more research—iradéional type research—you know,
chemical research. And that transition has rdaliguld say come to full fruition since I've been
here as a new faculty, kind of taken root in thpatttment and established new programs for
doing their research with undergraduates duringtimemer. And there’s definitely, | would say
in terms of where we're going, | think that facuiigre would like to be able to do more research
with students during the school year. | thinkgome faculty it's easier than for others,
depending on your projects. Like for me, like Intiened, it's pretty hard for me to do research
during the school year. | think there's a pusthendepartment to try to make it more realistic to
keep the momentum going in your own projects eveanclasses are in session. And that's a
real challenge that a lot of schools like us aoinf As the emphasis is placed more and more
on research opportunities with students, the is§tw do you fit this in, in a time—how do
you fit it in to the time of your job. That's alws been | think kind of a key issue because it's
almost as if the research expectation has beerdaddeBut nothing’s really been subtracted,
from the job description. 1 think that’s still logj sorted at, not just at Macalester, but at other
places as well. So | think some faculty in chemgijdtm not totally sure where | stand on this,
but some faculty would like, down the line, to halightly less teaching during the school year
to accommodate more continuation of the researamare of an all year round pursuit. So that
may happen down the line. Of course, if you'rengdd have faculty do less teaching, the
courses still have to be taught. So that eitheamadniring more faculty, which is a very pricey

thing, or it means having more visiting faculty,ialn| think can have negative impact on
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students. For students, when you come to a sibatal arts college you expect to have a kind
of long term rapport with your faculty. You doatpect to have someone there just for a year
and then go on. | think having stability withinwradepartment is a good thing. | think that
would be a direction that might not be good inlthveg run. But | think that this still has to be

kind of sorted out, how we want to proceed in thiegction.

[44:39]
LZ: Do you imagine that you will be one of thegefpssors that is at Macalester for twenty or

thirty years?

PF: Right now | would say so. It's certainly aarplace to be. I'm really appreciative of the
opportunity that | was given here. Actually, imsways | was kind of a non-traditional job
candidate because it's very common now in sciemde & research post-doc. So you get your
Ph.D. in chemistry, and then you'll go into someelse's lab at a different university and do
independent research there—to kind of broaden lyotizon to learn new skills and become
more independent in your research before comindetce like Macalester, where they expect a
lot out of faculty in terms of research. Now | dighost-doc, if you will, but it was a teaching
one. | went to St. Olaf and | primarily taughtrde | did some research, but not very much. It
was mostly a teaching position. And so | reallpragiated that Macalester gave me the
opportunity, because I'm sure that in my candi@atad, the job candidate pool for my search,
I'm sure there were a lot of candidates that hadareh post-doc experience. And I'm glad that
Macalester, you know, gave me a chance and siwéys appreciate that. Certainly, this is a

great place to live in. | like the Twin Cities arel'm a big fan of the Minnesota Twins. | can
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just drive to the Metrodome really easily. Theyéa new outdoor park on the horizon and
that'll be fun for me. | also really enjoy musidaheater, so I'm in some community bands
during the summer which are locally based. | fkéng to the Guthrie, I'm a subscriber at the
Guthrie. A lot of these things that are kind oftpge my quality of life, is really great to be in

the Twin Cities, to have those things. 1 live e theighborhood, I live four blocks from campus.
| like my neighborhood that I'm in. So | certairdxpect to be here for a long time. No plans to

move.

[46:30]

LZ: Do you have a stand out memory or experiencas?

PF: Well, | guess getting my first research grdritad two research grants here before | got
tenure. Actually I'll find out just Wednesday abawy third application. Hopefully I'll get that
one. Getting the first one was really great forbeeause it really helped build my confidence.
Because | knew that was the first piece of therepuzzle—was to secure external funding so |
could do work independently on campus. | was pgtessed out out about that one. | wrote
the proposal and hoped it would be good enougthiBecommittee. And just getting that was
really good for me in a lot of ways. Not only fim@aally, that | actually had some money to work
with just that yeah, | can do this. | can propiasas and | can get funding for them. That was
really exciting for me overall. And certainly miyst publication from Macalester was really a
great experience for me to get that. Because hieadr totally shepherded through a paper from
start to finish. In graduate school my advisolyptaa big role in all my publications—did a lot

of the writing. Really played a huge role in dlitkem. Where here | did everything.
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Developed the ideas originally, then supervisedatbek being carried out, then documenting the
work, kind of having to do all the pieces. So @swery rewarding to get the work published. |
don't think that will ever go away. | think evdmne | ever publish chemical work that | actually
originated it will always be really rewarding tataally bring it to fruition. Because it
takes...there are so many steps you have to go thitouget work to be in publishable quality.
So those are things that I'll always rememberteims of a teaching memory, | have a lot of
good teaching memories. One thing that people kaloout me now quite a bit in the Science
Division is the day after | received a letter fréime Provost that | was awarded tenure, or that the
faculty committee was going to recommend me fouter-which is just kind of rubber stamped
by the Board of Trustees, | wanted to do a spéetalire for advanced inorganic to kind of mark
the occasion of getting tenure. And these studeats really special to me because, you know,
a lot of them | had had in general chemistry. Andhey were here all the years that | was here.
And so they've watched me go down the tenure pathadot of them had written letters of
support for me for my tenure case. So they weaakyrpart of that journey for me. So | did this
lecture where | did a demonstration and experinrealass for every letter of the word tenure.
That was kind of the theme, and between each denating, | gave a little anecdote about
something along my trajectory, along my life thd#tuenced me in terms of chemistry. It was
really a personal introspective if you will on mgreer. It was the last day of class so | felt |
could kind of do that. We did course evaluationd there wasn't a lot of new content for the
last day. Anyway, one of the demonstrations tltadl involved very loud sound, it was an
explosion essentially. The reaction of hydrogarsfixygen. And it actually caused the fire
alarms to go off, so the entire Olin-Rice had ta@ate. I'll never forget that, that that actually

did that. Celebrating tenure in that fashion, caypithe entire building to evacuate. That was not
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the intention, for the record, but it did happéeinave one faculty member now in psychology
that calls me “Boomer” as a nickname. He stillcale that, after that happened. That's kind of

my main, kind of my most vivid teaching memory fréinat presentation back in December.

[50:17]

LZ: What are you really looking forward to or ampating in the coming years?

PF: Well, I'm really, now that | have tenure | g@go on sabbatical. And I'm really looking
forward to it. I'm trying to secure external morseyl can go to Berkeley, U of California
Berkeley for a year, in an academic research latiyral really, I'm really looking forward to
that, because since | never had a research post-decer had kind of this formal opportunity at
a large university to diversify my skill set. Aiich really—I really want that sabbatical to fill
that niche for me. I'm really looking forward &akning new chemistry and learning new
techniques. I'm really excited about that and hdpeit'll work out. I'll definitely be able to g
there for a semester, but I'm hoping to be abtgotéor a whole academic year. And everyone
here is on board. The Provost is on board withdég@sion, and so is the Department. It's just a
matter of the money coming together. There's pgwal out there right now, so I'm hoping that
comes through because that could dramatically itpael | think it will, dramatically impact
my research program here. Because a lot of tlasithat | have now really are somewhat
connected to my graduate work. Not extremely—aibslike it's derivative work from my
graduate work—but you can definitely see how mylgede work influenced my current work.
I'm looking forward to having other projects thawk different themes than the ones I've been

working with so far with students. Right now, exbough | have some ideas, since | haven't
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done any of it myself, it's hard for me to teaaldsits how to do these things. But | think after
this sabbatical experience I'll be able to do thate easily, and provide a greater diversity of
experiences for my students. So I'm really hogimag that will pan out. That’s probably my
most exciting thing on the horizon right now, ivimg that sabbatical. | think all faculty that are
tenure track really dream about that—like having time to be growing professionally and
knowing your job is being held for you. There'satber profession that really is like that. You
kind of go off and have your own agenda for a peabtime, and then come back and be able to
do the same work you were in before. It's reakpeacial part of academics. So [unclear] so I'm

really looking forward to that.

[End of interview 52:45]
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