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BACKGROUND

At George Mason University, the definition and creation of research “centers” is governed by the Faculty Handbook.  The following is the Handbook statement on centers at Section 1.3.7:

A center is a unit of the University intended to advance the University's mission of research and/or public service. Normally housed within a department, college/school or institute, a center does not develop or administer academic degree programs, nor does it possess faculty appointed to primary affiliation with it. From time to time, centers with large grants or contracts may require the presence of research faculty whose affiliation with the center is coterminous with the life of the grant or contract. Faculty appointed to a center under externally funded grants or contracts may not receive probationary or tenured appointments through the center. A center is chartered for a specific period of time by the Provost and the President on the recommendation of appropriate faculty and dean(s) or institute director(s). Renewal of a charter, when called for, is subject to favorable review of a center's performance and accomplishments.

A center is administered by a director who is appointed for a fixed term by the local unit administrator of the unit within which the center is housed. Whenever possible, centers are expected to derive most of their operating budgets from a source or sources other than state appropriations. 
This memorandum provides guidance to faculty and local unit administrators on processes to be used in requesting the chartering of a new center and in seeking to renew an existing center.  These processes apply to both research centers and other academic centers.

CHARTERING NEW RESEARCH CENTERS

Academic units seeking the chartering of a new research center should submit a cover memorandum requesting such charter to the Vice President for Research with a copy to the Associate Provost for Personnel and Budget.  Ordinarily, this memorandum should be submitted by the dean or director of the local academic unit, as well as by the chair of the home department for units organized into departments.   The memorandum should be accompanied by the proposed charter for the center.  The Vice President and Associate Provost will review the proposed charter and discuss any concerns they may have with the requesting unit.  They may also confer with other academic units that they judge may have an interest in the chartering of the proposed center.  They will then make a recommendation to the Provost, who will determine whether the center should be chartered. The cover memorandum (which should be brief) should include the following:

(
Name of the center

(
Name of the center director and term of appointment

(
Time period for which chartering is requested (usually three to five years)

(
Any special concerns or opportunities raised by the center

In addition, there should be a letter of support from the relevant dean or director, unless the center reports to the Provost.
The center charter should include the following information, typically in a narrative form. While there are no requirements for the level of detail in a center charter, such documents are typically 3 to 5 pages in length. The charter should address the following matters:

(
Name of the center

(
Academic unit in which the center will be housed

(
The purpose of the center and the opportunities to which it responds

(
Potential contributions of the center to the unit and to George Mason, including impacts on graduate and undergraduate students

(
History of prior successes and activities that justify the center’s establishment

(
External constituencies that are or may be interested in the center

(
Names and positions of principal faculty participants

(
Name, position, and term of the director

(
Potential collaborations and partnerships, both in and outside George Mason

(
Center finances, including, where available, expected sources of revenue, project and administrative costs, and history of external funding for related activities

(
Plan for ongoing assessment and periodic evaluation of the center
Generally, centers can strengthen the performance of research at George Mason by creating communities of faculty and students who share research and scholarly interests and who believe they can be more productive through formal association.  Centers can also be an important tool for communicating to external constituencies and funding agencies that the University has research strengths associated with centers.  For this reason, naming a center thoughtfully is an important contributor to achieving its goals.  Center names should be substantive and short, but should also not contribute to confusion with other existing administrative units of the university.

The establishment of a center has implications for local academic unit finances, since the center will ordinarily receive the portion of returned indirect costs that would otherwise go to the department chair (or dean and director in the absence of departments).  If a center anticipates participation by faculty or research staff from two or more major academic units, the charter should specify how the center director’s and dean’s/institute director’s shares are to be divided.
The Office of the Vice President for Research maintains a web page devoted to research centers, for which each chartered center is expected to provide a brief summary and a link to the center’s home page.  (Each center must create and maintain its own home page).
RENEWING EXISTING RESEARCH CENTER CHARTERS

Chartered research centers are subject to periodic review and renewal, as provided in the Faculty Handbook.  As noted above, charters are issued for a fixed period of time (typically three to five years).  Approximately one to three months prior to the end of the chartered term, the local academic unit dean or director should initiate a process of review and assessment of an existing center, leading to a decision and recommendation on renewal, including any revisions, of its charter.  If renewal is sought, a renewal memorandum should be submitted to the Vice President for Research and Associate Provost for Personnel and Budget requesting such renewal.  The memorandum will ordinarily be accompanied by a revised charter.  As for an original charter request, the Vice President and Associate Provost will review the documents submitted and make a recommendation on renewal to the Provost.

The charter renewal memorandum should include:

(
Name of the center
(
Name of the (new) center director and term of appointment

(
Time period for which renewal is requested (usually three to five years)

(
A summary narrative assessment of the accomplishments of the center

(
A summary review of the center’s financial performance, including details regarding extramural funding and percentage of total funding obtained from non-state funds  

(
A summary discussion of any efforts made to eliminate or consolidate the center with other operating units

(
Any concerns or opportunities raised by the proposed renewal

The renewal proposal should include one letter of support from a relevant dean or director (unless the center reports directly to the Provost).
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