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alance. It’s one thing that all of us strive for daily, but it seems to
B come quite naturally for Kirk Schulz, dean of the James

Worth Bagley College of Engineering at Mississippi State Uni-
versity. If you know him or have ever worked with him, then you know
what I'm talking about. He seems to get more accomplished in one day
than most of us do in a week. And although his dedication to his work is
obvious, his commitment to his family is even more evident.

Kirk has been called approachable, accessible, and a great listener, and
he has also been characterized as quick-witted, decisive, and driven—
quite a combination for a 42-year-old dean. One MSU engineering alum-
nus and advisory board member recently spoke of Kirk saying, “He is
open to new ideas and new ways of doing things, but more than that he
follows through and implements those ideas.” Kirk is not one to sit around
and wait for things to happen; he is a man of action and integrity with a
strong desire to move his engineering program into the Top 50.

Faculty excellence is at the top of every dean’s list of priorities. Deans
want to see their professors excel as mentors and leaders, knowing that
their efforts are molding the young minds of our world’s future leaders.
Kirk knows that faculty excellence is the foundation of a top-tier institu-
tion and such excellence is crucial to the success of all its programs. Rec-
ognizing faculty for their accomplishments and successes in teaching,
research, and service is important to him and to the continued excellence
of the engineering program at Mississippi State. Simply put, Kirk is an
administrator who enables faculty to do what they do best—teach others
to become contributing leaders in their fields.

MSU Provost Dr. Peter Rabideau remarks, “Kirk is one of the most
enthusiastic and energetic administrators with whom I have been associ-
ated. He supports quality as the number one issue, and he wants to work
with faculty, staff, and students to develop a vision that will move MSU
engineering to the next level of excellence.”

As the new dean of the Bagley College of Engineering, Kirk has estab-
lished the Academy of Faculty Fellows to recognize those who have risen

Kirk updates alumni and friends of the
Bagley College during Engineering Day on
campus this past fall.
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to the rank of Fellow in their respective engineering profes-
sional societies. This past year, 15 faculty members were in-
ducted into the academy. Another way that the college is re-
cruiting new faculty and celebrating current faculty mem-
bers’ excellence is by honoring them through endowed posi-
tions. Currently, the Bagley College has 23 endowed posi-
tions, and in Kirk’s inaugural year as dean he has made it a
priority to fill these important faculty positions in the col-
lege. He has already filled nine endowed chairs or professor-
ships as well as several other key leadership positions around
the college including two associate dean positions, two de-
partment head positions, and a center director. With a stel-
lar leadership team now in place, Kirk hopes to help Mis-
sissippi State’s Bagley College of Engineering gain the
recognition it deserves as one of the top research univer-
sities in the country.

HIS BACKGROUND

Born into a family of educators in Portsmouth, Va., during
the summer of 1963, Kirk was destined to become a teacher.
He was raised in Norfolk, Va., by parents who were both uni-
versity employees—his father a mathematics professor at Old
Dominion University, his mother an associate registrar and
director of compliance.

In speaking of his parents, Kirk characterizes his father as
an “outstanding teacher who does a great job engaging his
students,” and his mother as “very active as a researcher,
doing very creative and innovative research in historical
geography.”
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“Kirk is one of the most enthusiastic and
energetic administrators with whom I have
been associated. He supports quality as the
number one issue, and he wants to work
with faculty, staff, and students to develop
a vision that will move MSU engineering to
the next level of excellence.”

—— MSU Provost Dr. Peter Rabideau

As a student at Norfolk Christian High School, Kirk first
realized that he had a natural bent toward mathematics and
chemistry. He excelled as a leader throughout his high school
years, and as a graduating senior he was awarded both the
leadership and science awards. It was during his high school
years that Kirk first gained hands-on engineering experi-
ence while participating in the Soapbox Derby. He learned
how to machine different steels, use a lathe, and paint. Build-
ing a car and steering it down a long track seemed to suit
him. He won the local Tidewater Virginia race, going on
to represent his home state in the World Championships
in Akron, Ohio, in 1977.

After graduating from Norfolk Christian in 1981 with 44
of his peers, Kirk actually wanted to study medicine and was
advised to work as a volunteer in the emergency room to see
if he would really like being a doctor. He recounts, “After
about one year of volunteering at Norfolk General Hospital,
I decided that I really wanted to go into engineering and not
medicine.” Kirk’s father had always spoken highly of the
engineering profession, which initially planted the thought
in his head. After a family friend took it upon himself to give
Kirk a tour of the chemical plant where he worked, the deci-
sion to pursue engineering was solidified. In 1984, with three
years of undergraduate work under his belt, Kirk decided to
transfer from Old Dominion to Virginia Tech to pursue his
chemical engineering degree, receiving his bachelor’s in 1986.
At Virginia Tech, Kirk was actively involved in the Baptist
Student Union, serving as president and statewide vice presi-
dent. Kirk realized as an undergraduate that he wanted to
continue his education at the graduate level and become an
educator himself. While in graduate school, Kirk remained
active in various organizations, even helping start a Scout
troop at his church in Blacksburg, Va. The troop is still
active today.

Kirk was the first Ph.D. student that Dr. David F. Cox ever
advised at Virginia Tech, so needless to say they both learned
much during their time together. Kirk was conducting research
in metal oxide surface chemistry. Dr. Cox recounts his time
with Kirk: “He helped set up my laboratory, did all the inter-
facing of computers and experimental apparatus, and wrote
all the code for data collection and analysis. When he wasn’t

3



1 s )

Kirk as a Ph.D. student under Dr. David F. Cox at Virginia Tech.

working in the lab, he was founding a new graduate student
association in our department, working on committees with
the dean’s office, and generally helping out with any depart-
mental, college, or university task with which he was ap-
proached. It drove me crazy.

“I was a young assistant professor, and I kept thinking he
would be able to accomplish so much more if only he would
focus more of his effort on his research. In the end, we pub-
lished 12 papers from his graduate research. Fifteen years
and many students later, I feel extremely lucky when I have a
graduate student that manages to produce one-third of what
Kirk did. With each passing year my appreciation increases
for Kirk’s skill, dedication, and technical abilities. Unfortu-
nately for him, I did not realize how good I had it when he
was working in my lab.”

Dr. Cox explains, “When Kirk was still a Ph.D. student, I
asked him about his career goals in the hope that I could of-
fer him some sound career advice. He told me even then (I
kid you not) that he wanted to become a dean. I suggested to
him that such a career path would be a waste of a good scien-
tific career. Thank goodness he ignored my advice.

“Throughout his academic career he has continued to turn
out excellent scientific work even as he became more and
more involved in administration. Kirk is the most well-
rounded academician I know. I continue to be amazed by his
ability to perform so well in so many different arenas. These
days, I go to Kirk for career advice rather than the other way
around. Whenever I am asked, I take credit for all of Kirk’s
success, but the bottom line is I have learned more from him
than he ever learned from me.”

Kirk feels blessed to have had a large number of people
play an integral part in the success of his career. “My father
and my research adviser, Dr. David Cox, both stressed the
need to work hard and to finish the things I started. Tom
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With wife Noel at
the Tower of
London, above.
Left, Kirk presents
Dr. Rand German
with a medallion in
honor of his new
position as director
of the Center of
Advanced Vehicular
Systems and holder
of the CAVS en-
dowed chair.

Owens, my first department chair at the University of North
Dakota, really stressed the need to communicate with people
clearly and to set high standards. Ed Fisher, my department
head at Michigan Tech, and Wayne Bennett, former dean at
MSU, both stressed the need to aggressively seek external
support and private gifts for big, visionary ideas.”

After receiving his Ph.D. from Virginia Tech in 1991, Kirk
accepted a position as an assistant professor of chemical engi-
neering at the University of North Dakota in Grand Forks, N.D.

His wife, Noel, an associate professor in electrical engi-
neering and TVA Professor at MSU, recalls, “For two years
during my Ph.D. work, I lived 325 miles away from our son
Timothy and him. He was a single parent during the week so I
could get my Ph.D. It was a challenging time, but we made it
through because of Kirk’s commitment to my advancement.”

The two met during Noel’s freshman year at Virginia Tech
and connected during a mission trip to Kentucky that Kirk led.

“She has been my number one fan and has been willing to
pick up her research program and move it when an opportu-
nity came up for me,” says Kirk of his wife of 18 years.

She echoes the sentiment saying, “Kirk has always been an
extremely supportive spouse. Since he is several years ahead
of me in his professional career, he has been a mentor all
along—sometimes making the mistakes, then warning me
about them.”
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Above, as director of the Swalm School
of Chemical Engineering, Kirk taught
the unit ops labs. Here, he is assisting

students as they review their results.

Right, all active in Scouting, Kirk and
sons Tim (now 15) and Andrew (now 11)
have Iong enjoyed spending time
together outdoors.

Kirk spent four years at the University of North Dakota
before moving to Michigan Tech University as assistant pro-
fessor in 1995. His leadership abilities were quickly recog-
nized, and he was promoted to associate professor in 1998.
That same year, he assumed the chairmanship of the Depart-
ment of Chemical Engineering.

After several years heading chemical engineering at Michi-
gan Tech, Kirk accepted a position at Mississippi State Uni-
versity in 2001 as director of the Dave C. Swalm School of
Chemical Engineering and holder of the Earnest W.
Deavenport, Jr., Chair.

Dr. Wayne Bennett, dean emeritus of the Bagley College
of Engineering, recalls, “I recognized his leadership skills
when he interviewed for the director’s position of the Swalm
School of Chemical Engineering. Under his leadership, the
school progressed on every front. The undergraduate programs
flourished, graduate enrollments increased, and the research
set new records.”

Success doesn’t come without ample opportunities. This
idea is something that Kirk recognizes, and he acknowledges
that there have been several people throughout his career who
have given him an opportunity when conventional wisdom
would have said otherwise. One such individual was Bob
Warrington, dean of engineering at Michigan Tech, who was
willing to give a 35-year-old associate professor a chance to
be a department chair very early in his career. Another ad-
ministrator willing to take a chance was MSU Provost Dr.
Peter Rabideau, who agreed to let a 41-year-old lead the
university’s flagship college. “Both of these individuals gave
me an opportunity in my career that many people never get,”
comments Kirk.
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HIS MOTIVATION

His motivation is simple: to make a difference in the lives
of others, especially the students. Working with students and
faculty is what Kirk enjoys the most about his job.

“Teaching at the university level in my mind is the real
chance to make a difference in someone’s life. If you ask an
engineer who they had for chemical engineering reactor de-
sign, most can give you aname—even 20 years later. When
you talk with alumni, you realize just how big an influ-
ence we have on a person during their formative years,”
says Kirk.

Kirk receives great joy and satisfaction from seeing his
former doctoral students become successful in their careers.
Dr. Alan Nelson, one of Kirk’s first doctoral students, is now
an associate professor and associate chair in the University
of Alberta’s Department of Chemical and Materials Engineer-
ing. Regarding Kirk’s abilities as a professor, Dr. Nelson says,
“I have a great deal of respect for Kirk, not only because he
is a scholar and educator, but because he has been and con-
tinues to be a benevolent mentor to so many individuals. I
would certainly not be where I am today without the research
supervision and professional guidance Kirk has provided to
me over the years.”

Dr. Nelson goes on to say, “Kirk’s ability to maintain per-
sonal and professional balance should be a model for all new
chemical engineering faculty. He is a case study of how to be
an effective and efficient educator, while not sacrificing his
personal goals or time with his family.”

Professors work hard to impart some vast wisdom or knowl-
edge to the students they teach. The students will, of course,
remember some of a teacher’s meager efforts in the lab and
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classroom and how he or she graded them, but in the end it is
one’s character that students take note of the most. It is how
they are treated as students and how faculty respond to life
and all its clichés that demonstrate what true “balance” in
life is all about.

HIS FAMILY

Family is the most important part of Kirk’s life. One favor-
ite family activity at the Schulz house is Scouting, which prob-
ably has a little to do with having an Eagle Scout for a dad.
Currently, Kirk is the assistant Scoutmaster of Troop 14 in
Starkville. Son Timothy (15) is a Life Scout, while Andrew
(11) is in Webelos. The Schulz family also en-

to say, Kirk took it in stride and Timothy and Andrew
were greatly amused.

HIS CAREER

Throughout his career Kirk’s talent for administration and
leadership have been recognized and have afforded him some
wonderful opportunities. Of course, no one begins their ca-
reer as a dean of a college; there are dues to pay and work to
be done along the way. Kirk has traveled that path, working
his way from a summer school chemical engineering instructor
at Virginia Tech all the way to dean of a major state university.

Each engineering program that Kirk has been involved in
has benefited from his leadership. As an admin-

joys spending time outdoors as well as traveling
to a wide variety of destinations, such as Disney
World, London, and San Diego—not to men-
tion following the MSU Bulldogs to the SEC
Basketball Tournament in Atlanta.

Kirk shares a good relationship with Noel’s
parents, and they have always been supportive
of his professional career. While at Virginia Tech,
Kirk was a student worker for Dr. Charles
Nunnally, the assistant dean of engineering at Vir-
ginia Tech—and Noel’s father.

Being a dean and having a wife who is an as- me.”
sociate professor oftentimes means that the week-
nights are booked with college or university
events. It is not unusual for Timothy and An-
drew to be present at some of these functions,
and they are often a crowd favorite at such

“Whenever I
am asked, I
take credit for
all of Kirk’s
success, but the
bottom line is I
have learned
more from him
than he ever
learned from

—Dr. David Cox,
Kirk’s Ph.D. advisor
at Virginia Tech

istrator, much of his time and energy have been
devoted to improving alumni relations, grow-
ing graduate programs, increasing the diversity
of faculty and students, recruiting new faculty,
and increasing external funding. With a strong
desire to see faculty collaborating across the col-
lege at Michigan Tech, he assisted in the initia-
tion of the Carbon Technology Center. This is a
multidisciplinary research center involving fac-
ulty from chemical engineering, mechanical en-
gineering, civil engineering, and chemical en-
gineering technology in research focused on
polymer composites. At Mississippi State, Kirk
saw a need to make pursuing a Ph.D. in chemi-
cal engineering more enticing. So as director
of the Swalm School of Chemical Engineering,
he led the efforts to establish the first direct-
admit doctoral program, increasing the number

events.

Kirk made it a point when he first became dean of the
Bagley College to let his staff and faculty know that the dean’s
office was a family-friendly environment. “We all have fami-
lies and from time to time there are family situations that
come before work. I want my staff and faculty to know that I
support them personally and am here if they ever need any-
thing,” said Kirk.

Throughout the academic year Mississippi State will often
host MathCount competitions and Science Fairs, and you will
see the Schulz boys in and out of the dean’s office visiting
Dad. One of the most enjoyable visits to campus for his sons
was during Engineering Week at MSU this past year. It was
toward the end of the week and just so happened to be the
same day as Timothy’s MathCount competition. All week,
engineering students had purchased tickets to “pie” a faculty
member or fellow student as part of a fund-raiser. The activ-
ity on the Drill Field drew a crowd of curious onlookers, as
Kirk and two other department heads sat bravely in an-
ticipation of the firing squad of students and faculty that
stood before them. It is not often that students, or faculty
for that matter, get to throw a pie at their dean. Needless
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of Ph.D. students from three to 15 in three years.

Kirk has shared his knowledge and research findings
through 42 journal articles that he has authored or co-writ-
ten; he has presented numerous conference papers and given
100 presentations. He has had over $1.8 million in funded
research projects and has provided guidance to six doctoral
students and 14 master’s students.

Kirk is currently co-chairing the Chemical Engineering
Division of ASEE’s 2007 Summer School for Chemical En-
gineering Faculty, which will be hosted on the campus of Wash-
ington State University. His service to engineering professional
organizations does not end here. He is very involved with ABET
and has served as a program evaluator, a member of the AIChE
Education and Accreditation Committee, and now a member
of the Engineering Accreditation Commission (EAC).

He has served as the division chair and program vice chair
for ASEE’s New Engineering Educators; he has held offices
such as secretary/treasurer, program chair, and director for
the Chemical Engineering Division; and he is a senior mem-
ber of AIChE. Since 2003, he has been a member of the Ad-
visory Board for the University of Tennessee’s Department
of Chemical Engineering.
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Kirk, center,

along with

Drs. Tony Vizzini
(head of aerospace
engineering) and
Glenn Steele (head of
mechanical engineer-
ing), getting pie-
Jaced to the delight
of students, faculty,
and especially Kirk’s
sons Timothy and
Andrew during last
yvear’s E-week
activities.

Along the way, Kirk has been recognized in numerous
capacities for his work. Early in his career, he was named
Outstanding Professor of the Year at the University of North
Dakota. In 1997, while at Michigan Tech, Kirk was recog-
nized by the Chemical Engineering Division of ASEE with
the Raymond W. Fahien Award for his outstanding accom-
plishments and commitment to his profession. He has also
received an NSF CAREER Development Award (1995-1999),
the Dow-ASEE Outstanding Young Faculty Award (1995-
1996), and ASEE’s Outstanding Teaching Award for the North
Midwest Section (1999). His alma mater, Virginia Tech,
named him as the Outstanding Young Alumnus in 2001. The
next year, Kirk was recognized by Mississippi State Univer-
sity as Outstanding Professor in Chemical Engineering.

HIS VISION

Over the past 20 years, Kirk has observed a dramatic change
taking place in the field of engineering education, noting the
increased importance now placed on the quality of under-
graduate teaching and faculty development at research uni-
versities. He has also seen the communication skills of engi-
neering graduates improve dramatically from what they were
20 years ago.

In the Bagley College of Engineering a strong emphasis is
placed on both of these areas. Through the newly established
Center for Engineering Student Excellence, programs such
as the Shackouls Technical Communication Program, Six
Sigma, Study Abroad, congressional internships, and the En-
trepreneurship Program emphasize the need to take technical
degrees a step further. Students are encouraged to comple-
ment their technical degrees with programs such as these,
providing them with better global awareness as well as im-
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proved communication and business skills.

Kirk’s vision for the Bagley College is to see it recognized
as one of the top research institutions in the United States.
He knows that this must be done by investing resources in
carefully selected areas where MSU can be internationally
renowned. He strongly believes that MSU will be one of the
leading institutions in providing a diverse engineering work-
force, and he is committed to the education of African-Ameri-
can engineering students at all degree levels. The Bagley
College of Engineering, in fact, already ranks among the top
15 schools in graduating African-American engineers, and
Kirk wants his college’s ranking to go even higher.

Ultimately, Kirk wants to see the MSU Bagley College of
Engineering thrive and become one of the Top 50 engineer-
ing colleges in the country. The core of his strategic plan fo-
cuses on providing first-rate education while continuing to
recognize faculty for their research endeavors and teaching
excellence. He believes that MSU has an obligation to the
state of Mississippi and the nation, and to support growth
and economic development with the expertise and knowledge
found in the faculty of the Bagley College of Engineering.

HIS MOTTO

The advice he extends to each of the engineering students
at Mississippi State is the same adage he chooses to live by:
“Seek out challenging opportunities during your career—look
for something that people say can’t be done—and then go
out and do it.”

Now 42 and almost a year into his deanship, is there any-
thing that Kirk would have done differently along the way?

Not a chance. O



