Draft: Dedication of Terman Building in Korea/Provost John Etchemendy

Thank you, Professor Kim, for that kind introduction. 

(Acknowledgements here—may not come until you are actually in Korea.)

I am honored to be here representing Stanford University.  Thank you for inviting me. We are very proud that this building will bear Frederick Terman’s name in recognition of the many contributions he made to engineering and scientific research and education in Korea.

I have been asked to speak briefly about Frederick Terman’s contributions to Stanford. That is a very hard assignment. As a faculty member, department head, dean of our school of engineering, and provost of the university, Fred Terman’s contributions were many. So such a talk could, literally, take hours. But, I will do my best to briefly summarize his contributions in a way that does him justice.

Fred Terman is considered the “academic architect” or “intellectual father” of Silicon Valley, which remains one of the most dynamic areas of high-technology incubation in the world. His vision helped propel Stanford University into national and international prominence. In doing so, he answered the challenge of our founders, Leland and Jane Stanford, to create of a university that would provide a practical education, would be of service to our country and humanity, and would be innovative in its educational approach. Terman embodied the bold spirit of California and the entreprenial nature of our founders, people, and region. 

I use the term “academic architect” purposely. It is important to remember that Fred Terman was not an entrepreneur. He was not an industrialist. He did not head a company. He was an academician, a scientist, an author, a teacher, a public servant, a mentor.  And, therein lies the secret of Stanford’s contributions to Silicon Valley’s success. Through Fred Terman’s academic vision, Stanford became a partner for industry in the creation of a remarkable economic environment. He did it by investing in what higher education does best, allowing industry—in turn—to do what it does best. 

First, he identified “steeples of excellence”—that is, areas in which the university could excel academically. He recognized that we could not excel at everything. He made choices, and he took risks in making those choices. He invested in these areas of excellence wisely. He sought out the best minds as faculty members and the best minds as students. And then he stepped back and watched what happened in the university’s classroom and research laboratories. Ideas were born, they were discussed and studied, and some took hold outside the university. Terman had great faith in the creative powers of people.

Second, he created mutually beneficial partnerships with both government and industry to support research and to open classrooms to academically qualified industry engineers. He encouraged faculty to get to know the leaders of industry. He made it possible for companies to locate near the university, where they could reap the benefits of the new ideas being generated and the students being educated. 

Third, and most important, he did all of this without compromising the integrity of a university whose first calling was—and always will be—education. Stanford is a university committed to the liberal arts. We excel in areas ranging from the humanities to the life sciences to law and business to space science and physics. We believe in the well-rounded student capable of thinking critically about challenges and opportunities. Our overall educational program is considered first-rate and, thus, so is our university.

Who was Terman as a man? He was the son of a famous Stanford psychologist and, eventually, a father himself. He grew up on college campuses, so universities were his life. Much of his initial education occurred outside a structured classroom, so he was able to look at education from a fresh perspective. He was brilliant, even as a child. He was enamored with radios and things mechanical, and he tinkered endlessly. He was a successful student at Stanford and at MIT. As an adult, he knew hardship through chronic illness. Some physicians diagnosed the worst, yet with the support and persistence of his parents and his own internal fortitude, he recovered.  He spent most of his first teaching year in bed, getting up only about two hours a day to go to class. He worked endlessly and seldom, if ever, took vacations. “Why bother,” he once said, “when your work is more fun?” He was a determined and pragmatic man who lived the life he wished. When he retired as provost of the university in 1965, he said, “If I could relive my life, I believe I couldn’t do better than play the same record over again.”

What are Terman’s lasting contributions to Stanford University? In my opinion as someone proud to follow in his footsteps as provost, it is not Silicon Valley. 

Instead, Fred Terman’s most enduring contribution to Stanford is a rigorous, unwavering, and uncompromising commitment to excellence, especially in the recruitment, retention, and rewarding of great faculty members in all academic areas. Excellence attracts excellence. It is prophetic, renewing itself with each new generation of students and scholars. The best teachers attract the best students. The best students attract the best teachers. Terman set high academic standards for faculty achievement in teaching and research. Those standards have stood the test of time, have established our culture, and have created our values. 

At Stanford, we take great pride in our relations with the people of the Republic of Korea. Many of our graduates have made important contributions to this country and its economy. The Republic of Korea is the fourth most represented country among our students. We are proud to share Fred Terman with you, as well. We, too, have a building named for him on the Stanford campus, and we are honored to share his legacy with our Korean colleagues and friends.

The organizations that Fred Terman had a hand in building are substantial and enduring. He helped make Stanford University and the Korean Advanced Institute of Science and Technology strong. On behalf of the president of Stanford and its faculty, staff and students, let me wish the faculty and students who will work in this building the best. We wish for you Fred Terman’s commitment to excellence.

Thank you again for inviting me here today. 

