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Faculty need advice
on e-communication

A

University Senate subcommittee has found
that existing University
academic freedom policies are
sufficient to cover the use of
electronic media, but that faculty
could use more information on
best practices for electronic communications.
The Senate tenure and academic freedom committee
(TAFC) formed a subcommittee
to review Pitt’s policies in the wake
of several well-publicized cases
elsewhere in which repercussions
resulted from faculty communications including emails and tweets.
In a Nov. 5 report to Faculty
Assembly, TAFC member Seth
Weinberg, who served on the
subcommittee, said, “We basically
were concerned that there were a
lot of reports coming through the
popular media about universities
going after professors for doing
things like posting things online,
posting things on social media
sites, that usually were things like
personal political views. ... There’s
been some concern in academic
circles that there’s not enough
protection at the university level
to guard academic freedom, academic speech.”
Weinberg said the TAFC subcommittee reviewed existing Pitt
policies ranging from computer
usage to tenure obligations and
responsibilities, as well as provost’s office position statements
on academic freedom.
“We felt the current policies were not in need of repair
or adjustment. They covered
academic speech fairly well,” he
said. “They aren’t specific in some
way that would exclude electronic
communications versus any other
sort of communications.”
While the subcommittee
found no overt gaps in University
policies, “We did feel, however,
that it would be reassuring if the
provost would possibly make a
statement of some sort, at least
making clear that our policies
extend equally to electronic
speech, just as they do any other
form of speech,” he said.
In addition, the subcommittee agreed that a “best practices”
website for faculty may be in order
to “just give faculty a little bit of
information on some things to
watch out for in thinking about
your communication strategy,
specifically around electronic
communication,” Weinberg said.
“There are some things that
happen in that form of communication that are new and
kind of scary. The way things get
propagated and shared is at a rate
and a penetration that is just so
different than any other form of
communication that has previously existed. And there are some
ramifications to that.”
Noting that the American
Association of University Professors recently issued a report on the
topic (www.aaup.org/report/academic-freedom-and-electroniccommunications-2014), Weinberg
said the TAFC subcommittee
expressed interest in developing
a website in conjunction with the
provost’s office “to help faculty
make informed decisions for practical concerns such as setting up

social media accounts for courses,
ensuring that those accounts are
separate from their personal social
media,” and in arranging a webinar or plenary session to address
faculty concerns.
University Senate President
Michael Spring said, “I’m pleased
that a close look at the existing
University policies left this group
with the feeling that we’re pretty
much covered already,” adding,
“I share your concern for a bestpractices kind of document or a
webinar.”
Senate educational policies
committee co-chair Zsuzsa Horvath noted that the committee last
year began discussing the creation
of digital ethics training videos in
cooperation with the Center for
Instructional Development and
Distance Education and now is
joining forces to form a working group with TAFC to address
these issues.
“They are not the same, but
they have overlapping areas and
these best practices would align
very well together with the work
from our committee,” she said,
promising to keep the Assembly
updated.
Senate budget policies committee co-chair John J. Baker commented, “I think this document
was really quite well prepared. I
agree that the University’s policies are pretty much adequate. I
think the biggest problem is most
faculty aren’t aware of them. So
the idea of having some kind of
educational forum with it, I think,
is very good.”
Baker stressed the importance
of being familiar with Pitt policies.
With regard to the 2003 “statement on academic freedom at the
University of Pittsburgh” (www.
pitt.edu/~provost/afstatement.
html), “it states that academic freedom resides with the University,
not the faculty member,” he said,
acknowledging that was a contentious point when the statement
was being developed.
“The University does bow to
political pressure. That’s why this
came up in the first place,” he said,
citing the state legislature’s decision in 2001 to stipulate that none
of Pitt’s state appropriation could
be used to fund the law school’s
environmental law clinic. The
restriction came after lawsuits filed
by Pitt law faculty to halt timbering
in the Allegheny National Forest
rankled state legislators and other
lawmakers from the region.
A link to the TAFC subcommittee’s report and University
documents pertaining to academic
freedom is posted at www.univsenate.pitt.edu/initiatives.
In other business, Spring
asked for input on the issues to
be raised Nov. 7 in the Senate
expanded executive committee’s
first meeting with Chancellor
Patrick Gallagher.
Assembly members suggested
discussing salary for faculty in
the lower faculty ranks and priorities for advocacy with state
and federal legislators, given the
changes in government following
the November elections and their
potential impact on appropriations and research funding.
—Kimberly K. Barlow
n
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Bicycle runnels, similar to the one built on the Louisa Street steps, at left, will be included when the steps from
Joncaire Street, at right, are rebuilt.

Joncaire St. steps slated to be rebuilt

A

key connection between
Panther Hollow and central Oakland is set to
become more pedestrian- and
bicycle-friendly.
The Joncaire Street steps,
which connect Joncaire Street
with Schenley Drive near the Frick
Fine Arts Building, will be rebuilt
with the help of $384,000 in federal Transportation Alternatives
Project (TAP) funding. Construction is scheduled to take place next
year, a city spokesperson said.
The Joncaire Street stairs project was one of 56 projects stateF A C U L T Y
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wide selected by the Pennsylvania
Department of Transportation to
share $33 million in federal TAP
funding.
A PennDOT spokesperson
said the city plans to replace the
deteriorated 136-step stairway
with a wider, lighted staircase
equipped with runnels to aid in
rolling bicycles up and down. The
project is budgeted at $480,000.
A Nov. 10 PennDOT release
announcing the funding stated
that TAP projects “enhance
pedestrian and bicycle facilities,
improve access to public transporS T A F F

tation, create safe routes to school,
preserve historic transportation
structures, provide environmental
mitigation, create trails that serve
a transportation purpose and promote safety and mobility.”
Projects were selected based
on criteria such as “safety benefits,
reasonableness of cost, readiness
for implementation, statewide or
regional significance, integration
of land use and transportation
decision making, collaboration
with stakeholders and leverage of
other projects or funding.”
—Kimberly K. Barlow
n

C A M P A I G N

Through the Faculty & Staff Campaign, University
faculty and staff can help Pitt thrive by contributing to any
of more than 2,000 scholarship, fellowship and professorship funds. Payroll deductions are available, and donors
of $1,000 or more are recognized through the Chancellor’s
Circle program.
Annually, nearly 3,000 Pitt employees take part in the
campaign, from every part of the University. Their backgrounds, and reasons for giving, are as diverse as the Pitt
community.
In this periodic feature, the University Times is profiling Faculty & Staff Campaign donors.
Harvey S. Borovetz, Distinguished Professor of Engineering and former chair of the
Department of Bioengineering,
is finishing his 39th year at Pitt.
So it’s understandable if he can’t
remember exactly when he began
contributing to the Faculty and
Staff Campaign.
“I guess whenever they started
sending me envelopes — a long
time,” he says. “Whenever somebody sent me something I did my
best to respond
to it.”
But he certainly recalls
why he’s been
doing it: “Our
students, both in
the undergraduate and graduate
levels, are very
active professionally, and in
their outreach
activities. Even
undergraduates
travel to professional meetings
and are involved
in professional
society work. So

however we can support them,
it’s something we certainly would
like to do.”
He targets his contributions
to his school’s bioengineering
development fund and to athletics, since he is a Pitt sports fan.
“My primar y academic
appointment is in the Department of Bioengineering,” he
explains. “It’s a department we’re
all very proud of and we’re particularly proud of our students.”
He is confident that contributing to the
campaign is
simply the right
thing to do: “It
will always be
used on behalf
of our students
in one way or
another.”
q
For information on the
Faculty & Staff
Campaign, go
to www.giveto.
pitt.edu/fsgiving.
-Marty Levine
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A city divided: 25 years later,
recalling the fall of the Berlin Wall

hours. “They pulled me out of the
line and put me in a room. They
took all my stuff away from me,
including my passport and then
quizzed me a number of times ...
It really snapped me into a lot of
reality pretty quickly about what
I was dealing with. Eventually I
was allowed to cross into East
Germany ... It was really hard for
me to understand how they really
could have been worried about
me at all. I was a 17-year-old girl
moving back and forth to East
Berlin.”
Quizzed about why she was
visiting so often, she told them it
was because she liked the architecture. “It’s funny now that I talk
about it, but it wouldn’t have been
funny had they really detained
me,” she said. “They did take my
passport and I was sorely out of
luck at that point because there
wasn’t any way that I could have
contacted anybody. There weren’t
cell phones. There wasn’t any way
to communicate with anybody.”

S
N

ov. 9, 1989. The world
watched in amazement as
newscasters reported that
the Berlin Wall was coming down.
East Germans poured through the
gates that had divided Berlin for
nearly three decades. Celebrations
erupted in the streets and revelers
joined in singing and dancing atop
the wall, then in chipping away
at it with hammers and chisels
until, in the days that followed,
heavy equipment was called in
to dismantle the barrier between
East and West.
As part of a series of events
commemorating the 25th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall,
Pitt’s European Union Center of
Excellence/European Studies
Center (EUCE/ESC) brought
together a panel of eyewitnesses
to discuss their recollections of
this historic event.
In November 1989, EUCE/
ESC director Ron Linden was
in West Germany as director of
research for Radio Free Europe.
History faculty member Gregor
Thum was a student in West
Berlin, as was Karen Lautanen,
now the director of development
at the Andy Warhol Museum.
And Katja Wetzel, visiting faculty
member in history, in November
1989 was a preteen who just
months before had moved to West
Germany from East Germany.
Moderator Allyson Delnore,
EUCE/ESC associate director,
opened the Nov. 11 roundtable by
setting the scene for an audience
composed mainly of individuals
who were not yet born when the
wall fell.
The Berlin Wall had its roots in
the occupation of Germany following World War II. The country
and the city of Berlin were divided
into four zones, the east controlled
by the Soviet Union and the west
by the United States, Britain and
France.
“Ideological divisions then
between West and East now had
geographical expression in Germany, and nowhere more clearly
than in the city of Berlin, which
was spatially and geographically
within East Germany, but West
Berlin was still a part of West
Germany,” Delnore explained.
While movement between
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the east and west sides of the
city still was possible after 1949,
“permanent migration was pretty
clearly unidirectional,” she said,
noting that between 2.6 million
and 3.5 million people left for
the west between 1949 and 1961,
with about 200,000 East Germans
moving permanently to the west
in 1960 alone.
“On Aug. 12, 1961, in response
to what was clearly a brain drain
— most of these people moving
were young, educated and it was
threatening the very existence of
East Germany and its stability —
the GDR (German Democratic
Republic) Council of Ministers
declared: ‘In order to put a stop
to the hostile activity of West
Germany’s and West Berlin’s
revanchist and militaristic forces,
border controls of the kind generally found in every sovereign state
will be set up at the border of the
German Democratic Republic,
including the border to the western sectors of Greater Berlin.’”
Temporary barriers were
erected the next day, roads
between East and West Berlin
were torn up, and in the following months a permanent wall was
constructed.
The barrier did more than
simply divide the city. When complete, it stretched nearly 100 miles
to encircle West Berlin, separating
the city from the surrounding East
German territory.
Berlin became a symbol of
the Cold War, the site of John F.
Kennedy’s famous “Ich bin ein
Berliner” speech in 1963, and of
Ronald Reagan’s demand in 1987
to Soviet Union leader Mikhail
Gorbachev: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear
down this wall.”
Delnore said: “In the 28 years
of the wall’s existence, the mundane daily activities of urban life
always had a backdrop — they
were always set against the backdrop and continuous reminder
of the constant threats of the
Cold War.”

L

autanen was an American
studying abroad, a junior at
Freie Universität Berlin in
1989. She remembers that West
Berlin, although enclosed, felt
“incredibly free.”

“It was a very unusual and
dynamic city that was active constantly... a real 24-hour kind of
town,” full of intellectuals, artists
and radicals. “There was a lot of
political discourse constantly.
Protests would pop up out of
nowhere and you would either
partake or go home, but it was
kind of this intellectual artistic and
free environment, at least from my
perspective, being a 19-year-old
at the time.”
Thum, a West German who
arrived in West Berlin in 1988
to study, agreed: “I think it was
the biggest playground in world
history.”
He said, “I was personally very
fascinated by the wall: It was a big
attraction in West Berlin — the
bizarreness of the wall.”
West Germans could cross
the border, he said. “But the East
Germans were not free. I could
jump on the metro and go back
to the west. ... They could never
ever dream of that ever. That
knowledge limited the joy of
being there.”
Border security was serious
business, said Lautanen, who
spent her senior year of high
school in West Berlin and traveled
frequently to the eastern part of
the city. On one visit in 1987 she
was detained and held for several

hortages were part of daily
life in East Germany, said
Wetzel, who was 12 when
she and her mother were granted
permission to leave the country.
While people didn’t go hungry,
desirable consumer items were
not readily available. “To get
new jeans, it wasn’t that easy. You
would need to know somebody
who knows somebody to help you
to buy them,” she said.
She remembers being “very
politically aware,” even in elementary school. “I was trained not to
say things that I heard at home.
For instance, I was not allowed to
talk anything politically because it
could affect our chances of being
allowed to leave the east,” she said.
After a three-year wait, they
were allowed to leave in May 1989.
Wetzel said they were given 24
hours to pack and go. “I could not
say goodbye to the kids at school.
It was not possible.”
Her family was divided by
the move. An older sister had
decided she didn’t want to leave,
and remained in East Germany.
After living with relatives for
their first months in West Germany, Wetzel and her mother had
just settled into an apartment of
their own in Heidelberg when the
surprising news of Nov. 9 came.
“We spent the rest of the night
watching the TV,” she said. “That
was just a miracle: It was really,
really great because we knew
things would probably change and
now we would be able to see our

family again,” she said.
“Had the wall not opened up
we probably would not have been
able to see each other because we
were not allowed to go back, and
my sister would not have been
allowed to travel to the west.”

L

inden arrived in Munich in the
summer of 1989 “expecting
the Cold War to continue,”
he said. “With Gorbachev there
was a little tinkering and I think
most of us thought there would
be some soft reforms and a little
tinkering around the edges.”
Linden said he was at home
when he got the call from the U.S.
office of Radio Free Europe: “He
said to me, ‘They’ve just opened
the Berlin Wall.’ ... I said what
have you been drinking? It was
absolutely the furthest thing from
my mind.
“It was an absolutely astonishing moment.”

L

autanen, who lived in West
Berlin near the wall, heard
the news from a friend: “Turn
on your TV. The wall has come
down.”
“We walked immediately to
the wall,” she said. “We followed
the wall all the way to the Brandenburg Gate.
“People stopped their cars in
the middle of the street on this
night ... Imagine Fifth Avenue in
New York City and something
happening and everybody on Fifth
Avenue just stopping and getting
out. That is really what happened,”
Lautanen said.
“I had never seen the Germans
so emotional. People were crying,
people were hugging and touching
each other. People were handing
each other money, just opening
their wallets and handing people
money. People were opening up
bottles of champagne, pulling
out flasks.
“It was just this incredible
relief almost. I think everyone was
also stunned and wary. I think a
lot of the people who came over,
when we were talking to them,
were unsure they would be able
to return. I think this flood happened and everybody thought
‘My God, what’s going to happen
now?’ ... But we went and hung out
and celebrated. ... It was a really
exciting time.”

T

hum said he was in a
university choir rehearsal
preparing for a visit from a
partner choir from Moscow State
CONTINUED ON PAGE 5
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Panelists Karen Lautanen of the Andy Warhol Museum and faculty members Ron Linden, Katja Wetzel and
Gregor Thum, all of whom were living in Germany in 1989, discuss the fall of the Berlin Wall as part of a series
of events on campus commemorating the 25th anniversary of the historic event.
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they would like to because it can be two goals to solve a mutual probreally hard to tell if a patient has a lem: utilizing low-grade waste heat
lung infection or a non-infectious in existing large scale power gendisease. Also, viral infections look eration and gas transport systems,
very much like bacterial infec- and developing a low-cost treattions, and X-rays typically cannot ment of waste water produced
distinguish between the two. This from fossil-based resources and
study will examine whether a novel CO2 storage.
biomarker can help doctors make
Said Vidic: “The typical coal- or
more informed decisions about natural gas-powered electric plant
using antibiotics.”
produces a tremendous amount
School of Medicine faculty of low-grade heat and energy
members Aaron Brown, emer- as a by-product, but capturing
gency medicine, and Franziska and using it is not cost-effective.
Jovin, medicine, will lead the study Similarly, hydrofracturing and
in the ED and hospital.
carbon sequestration produces
More than 1,500 lung infection water with high salinity, which is
patients will be needed to com- too costly to recycle and is typiplete the Procalcitonin Antibiotic cally disposed as waste. We intend
Consensus Trial (ProACT), which to explore whether a membrane
eventually will be expanded to distillation technology can be
include approximately 10 other adapted to utilize this waste heat
sites across the country.
to treat these wastewaters in a
Patients diagnosed in the ED cost-effective manner.”
with a lung infection and who are
According to Vidic, membrane
not critically ill will be asked to join distillation technology doesn’t
ProACT. If they agree, patients require high temperatures to
will be randomly assigned either separate brine from water and can
to get the usual care alone or to function between approximately
also have a blood test to measure 70-80 degrees Celsius (160-180
the level of the protein procal- degrees Fahrenheit). The first
citonin, which previous Swiss phase of the research would
studies have shown is high with include developing the technolbacterial infection and low with ogy in the lab using two processes
viral infection. The result and a — direct contact membrane
recommendation about antibiotic distillation, which is the simplest
use will be available within an form, and vacuum membrane
hour to the treating ED physician. distillation — to recover clean
If the patient is admitted to the water from the salty brine. Systems
hospital, follow-up procalcitonin analyses also will be performed
levels will be checked and made to determine the availability and
available to the treating hospital quantity of useful thermal energy
physician. The research team will from coal and natural gas power
call study patients twice within 30 plants in Pennsylvania, Ohio and
days of the ED visit to check on West Virginia, as well as from
their health status and the period natural gas and CO2 compresof antibiotic use, if any.
sion facilities. This will enable
“The final decision to use or the researchers to determine the
not use antibiotics is up to the economic viability of the treatdoctor, who also will be taking ment process.
into account the patient’s medical
In theory, the residual salts
history and other factors,” Huang and other materials then could
said. “My hope is that we’ll find be stored in a landfill or disposed
that patient outcomes are just of by deep well injection, and
as good, while antibiotic use the recovered clean water could,
declines.”
for example, be used in place of
ProACT is funded by a $5 fresh water in hydrofracturing
million, five-year grant and a and other power-related systems
one-year trial planning grant, or for irrigation.
from the National Institute of
Said Khanna: “Fresh water is a
General Medical Sciences, part of finite resource and so we need to
the National Institutes of Health examine the water footprint of the
(NIH).
energy industry as a whole, which
is very water-intensive. Although
the technology may ultimately be
New method to treat cost-prohibitive for power utilities, it could be practical for private
high-saline water
Developing a method to use industry to develop and build near
waste heat from thermoelectric power plants, creating a win-win
plants to treat high-saline water situation. Most importantly, we
from hydrofracturing and other hope to create a more sustainprocesses is the focus of a Depart- able solution for two distinct yet
ment of Energy (DOE) grant related problems — waste heat
recently awarded to researchers at and waste water.”
the Swanson School of Engineering. “Development of Membrane
Distillation Technology Utilizing How the tiger beetle
Waste Heat for Treatment of High visualizes prey
Speed is an asset for a predaSalinity Wastewaters” was funded
with a $496,000 grant from the tor — except when that predator
DOE National Energy Technol- runs so fast that it essentially
ogy Laboratory (NETL), with an blinds itself.
The tiger beetle, relative to
additional $157,000 in funding
its size, is the fastest creature
from Pitt.
Principal investigator is on Earth. Some of these halfRadisav Vidic, chair of the Swan- inch-long beetles cover about
son school’s Department of Civil 120 body lengths per second (at
and Environmental Engineering. about five miles per hour). The
Co-PI is Vikas Khanna, depart- fastest human can do about five
ment faculty member. The grant body lengths. To take the sprintwas funded through the DOE’s ing gold from the tiger beetle,
fossil energy crosscutting research a person would have to hit 480
miles per hour.
program.
But the tiger beetle has a probVidic and his group will target
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lem. At peak speeds, everything
becomes a blur. It can’t gather
enough light with its eyes, and
vision is compromised. It can
still perceive the pursued but not
clearly.
Daniel Zurek, a postdoctoral
researcher in Nathan Morehouse’s lab in the Department of
Biological Sciences in the Dietrich
School of Arts and Sciences, is
looking into how the tiger beetle’s
speed-related vision issues correlate with when it opens and closes
its mandibles in pursuit of supper.
Is it just guessing, hoping that
its jaws are ready to crush prey
when it inevitably catches up?
No, Zurek wrote in a new
paper published in Biology Letters.
Said Zurek: “We’re asking in
what situations do the mandibles
open and close. (The beetles are)
trying to catch something, so they
want to be sure that their jaws
are open and close on contact.”
But, he added, in their obstacleriddled habitat, it’s probably not a
good idea to keep them open all
the time, lest the mandibles snag
something, delaying the beetle
and permitting the prey to escape.
“Is it a matter of distance (to
prey), the size (the prey) appears
on the retina, the projected time
to collision? There are lots of
variables,” he said.
Using a dummy piece of prey
(a plastic bead on a string), Zurek
let the beetles give chase and
recorded their hunting efforts in
super slow-motion. As the beetle
begins to catch up to the escaping dummy prey, the contracting
image of the prey as perceived
by the beetle begins to expand,
which is the cue for the beetle to
open its jaws, Zurek found. And
as the image begins to recede, the
jaws close.
This research, Zurek said,
reveals a novel and potentially
widespread mechanism for how
behavioral decisions can be
made based on visual “rules” in
dynamic situations, where both
the observer and the target are
moving.

FDA approves
personalized
blood test to predict
transplant rejection

A personalized blood test to
predict the likelihood of organ
rejection in children with liver or
intestine transplants has received
Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) approval. Researchers at
Children’s Hospital developed the
test to determine a personalized
rejection-risk index with cellbased technology.
Cellular rejection affects half
of all transplant recipients in their
lifetime. If unchecked, rejection
can lead to progressive loss of
function of the transplanted
organ. Therefore, predicting
whether rejection will occur is an
essential part of the recipient’s
care, and has been an unmet need
until recently. A biopsy is used to
detect ongoing rejection, but this
surgical procedure cannot predict
rejection.
The research team is led by
Rakesh Sindhi, surgery faculty member in the Division of
Transplantation and co-director,
pediatric transplantation, at the
Hillman Center for Pediatric

Transplantation at Children’s.
The researchers began work on
this test system in late 2006. The
technology was licensed by Pitt to
Plexision, a Pittsburgh-based biotech company, for development.
Pleximmune, as the test is
named, predicts acute cellular rejection with an accuracy
approaching or exceeding 80 percent under a variety of conditions.
This performance has been established in a study involving more
than 200 children who received
liver or intestine transplants at
Children’s.
Said Sindhi: “A common
theme in every encounter with
our patients is an assessment of
whether that child is at risk for
rejection and whether this risk
will be affected by the planned
treatment. It is hoped that the
information from such personalized blood tests will improve clinical decision-making and benefit
patients in the long run.”
Sindhi is the inventor of the
technology on which this test
system is based. Pitt holds equity
in the company; Sindhi has an
unpaid consulting relationship
with the company.

Source of creativity:
Near or far?

It’s commonly believed that
creativity is a process that involves
connecting ideas and building on
the past to create something new.
But is it better to think outside
the box, using unrelated concepts
to get the creative juices flowing,
or to build on something more
closely related to the problem one
is trying to solve?
In a paper published in Design
Studies, recent graduate Joel
Chan and his mentor Christian
Schunn, senior scientist at the
Learning Research and Development Center, along with a
researcher from Carnegie Mellon
University, have collected surprising evidence that nearer is better.
Said Chan, the lead author,
who earned his PhD from Pitt
this summer and now is a postdoctoral fellow at CMU: “For people
needing fresh inspiration for a
problem, these findings imply that
you shouldn’t just go off and talk
to random people or read things
totally unrelated to your problem.
These might yield novel ideas,
but not necessarily … useful and
novel ideas.”
Chan and Schunn, a faculty
member in psychology, collected
data through OpenIDEO, a webbased, crowd-sourced innovation
platform intended to help people
address a wide range of social and
environmental problems such as
human rights violations and job
growth for youth.
The team began collecting data
from OpenIDEO’s “inspiration
phase,” during which individuals
posted descriptions of solutions
to problems similar to those
posited by new solution seekers.
Subsequent to the inspiration
phase, contributors moved on to
posting more concrete, increasingly detailed solutions to the
specific problem at hand. Then,
OpenIDEO experts created a
shortlist of what they saw to be
viable creative solutions to the
problem. The process took up to
10 weeks. Other similar studies,
Chan said, have looked at the creative process over a much shorter
period of time. Also, he added,
“in our study we had more than
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350 participants and thousands of
ideas. Creativity studies typically
have many participants solve ‘toy’
problems or observe few participants solving real problems. In our
study we had both, lending greater
strength to our conclusions.”
The team collected its data at
the conclusion of the OpenIDEO
process. They then entered it
into an algorithm to determine
whether an idea was near to or
far from the posted problem. This
algorithm first was vetted against
human judgments and proved to
be quite good at determining idea
distance. Then, the outcomes of
the model proved adept at predicting the OpenIDEO experts’
shortlist and found that the vast
majority of ideas that made the list
were closely related to the posted
problem, Schunn said.
“Instead of seeing a bigger
effect of far inspirations,” Chan
said, “I saw that ideas built on
source ideas more closely related
to the problem tended to be
selected more often. And I saw
the same pattern across 12 very
different problems, ranging from
preventing human rights violations to fostering greater connectedness in urban communities to
improving employment prospects
for young people.”
Schunn added that “we chose
to look at a variety of problems
to find out if there is a consistent
pattern, and there is. And we can
use this algorithm as a tool for a
variety of problems, to identify
the ideas that are ‘close’ and direct
people to look at them.”
In short, Chan said, “My overall theory is that creative ideas
more often come from accumulating many small insights, stretching
the boundaries just a bit at a time.”

Preventing colon
cancer through
anti-inflammatories

Aspirin and other nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs
(NSAIDs) protect against the
development of colorectal cancer
by inducing cell suicide pathways
in intestinal stem cells that carry a
certain mutated and dysfunctional
gene, according to a new study led
by researchers at the University
of Pittsburgh Cancer Institute
(UPCI) and the School of Medicine. The findings were published
online in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences.
Scientists have long known
from animal studies and clinical
trials that use of NSAIDs, such
as aspirin and ibuprofen, lowers
the risk of developing intestinal
polyps, which can transform into
colon cancer. But they have not
known why, said senior investigator Lin Zhang, faculty member in
Medicine’s Department of PharCONTINUED ON PAGE 11

