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Choosing Wisely

“Thad no intentions of being an engineer,”
says Christine Maziar. “I was going to go
into physics.”

But a sharp advisor in the Schools of
Engineering at Purdue intervened. “When
I visited campus in the spring of my senior
year, I was headed over to meet with an
advisor in physics when I walked by the
Engineering Administration Building
and had a sense that I should go talk to the
folks in Freshman Engineering. I met with
an excellent adviser, Marie Knicca, who
told me I could take as much physics as I
wanted in engineering, and I would have
more options with an engineering degree.
She presented a compelling case.”

Asan engineering major, Maziar still
took enough physics to qualify for Sigma
Pi Sigma, the physics honorary, and she
made time for other activities—Tomahawk,
the Society of Women Engineers, Tau Beta
Pi, and St. Thomas Aquinas Parish—and
also qualified for Eta Kappa Nu, the electrical
engineering honorary.

“I'was a very strange freshman,” she
says. “I used to wear my chemistry goggles
from my dorm to my 7:30 a.m. lab when
the winter wind was blowing.” During her
freshman year as she was preparing her

application to the co-op program, Maziar

had to make another choice: what field of
engineering should she study?

“I'was torn between chemical engineer-
ing and electrical engineering. I went to
the placement center and I started read-
ing company recruiting literature. The
companies that were recruiting chemical
engineers had a story that went, ‘Come
work for us and you'll have a wonderful
career in management.’ The electrical
engineering companies’ story was different.
It went, “We have really neat technology
and you'll get to work on neat stuff if you
work for us. I wanted to be part of that
kind of creative environment, so I liked
the electrical engineering approach. It was
a total nerd appeal”

By her junior year, Maziar had made
another choice: she wanted tobe a
professor. “There was something about
a college campus that I found very com-
pelling,” she says. “It was the work of the
university—teaching, research, and its
focus on the future.”

The Choices Ahead

An award-winning faculty member at the
University of Texas for eleven years, Maziar
has served on numerous review panels for
the NSF and holds three patents. She is now

aleading university administrator, serving

as executive vice president and provost at
the University of Minnesota.

“Now that I'm back in the Big 10, have
been known to wear a Purdue T-shirt
under my Minnesota sweater,” she laughs.
“I'miss the classroom and I miss the con-
tact with my research students, but I went
into engineering because I like to solve
problems—and I have a lot of problems to
solve as an administrator.”

One problem Maziar cites is the rise in
tuition at public universities nationwide.
“Public university tuitions are on a path
toward private-school tuition levels,” she
says. “I think that in the post-baby-boom
period, the commitment to public higher
education is faltering. Baby-boomers are
not stepping up to ensure other generations
have the same opportunities they had.”

Asaleader in the field, Maziar under-

stands her challenge in reaffirming the

role of the public university, to make it a
priority. “Clearly, education plays a role in
helping individuals develop the tools and
background to deal with change, and the
rate of change is not going to slow. Educa-
tion is absolutely essential in preparing
individuals for those changes. My biggest
commitment is to fight for the support of
public research universities by the public
these extraordinary institutions serve.
“I'm very pleased with the level of
energy I see at Purdue right now and the
commitment to ensure its place as one of
the top engineering schools in the future.
I'm grateful to the leadership at Purdue for
the new facilities and programs. I'm also
grateful that places that were special to
me—the Sweet Shop and the HKN student
lounge and lab—have been preserved and
taken care of. They are touchstones for me

whenever I return to campus.”
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