It is my great pleasure to nominate Nicole Neighbors for the Sponsored Programs and Research Compliance (SPaRC) Outstanding Service Award.  I believe Nicole is preeminently qualified for this award given the huge level of responsibility inherent in her position, her dedication to providing exceptional service, her incredible productivity and error-free output, the great job she’s done training and developing her staff, and her unmatched work ethic which serves as a tremendous example for others.  
In her position, Nicole provides a wide array of mission-critical services to our department, including providing and managing pre-award and post-award support to our faculty for their research programs.  This is no small responsibility, as MechSE’s research expenditures are in excess of $25 million per year, and rate among the highest units on the campus.  Thus, Nicole is charged with directly overseeing, at the unit level, more research activity than most anyone on campus.   

Nicole has demonstrated excellence in her work performance ever since she first joined the department, but perhaps the single best example of her remarkable commitment and effort can be seen in how she has managed the Grants Office through times of crisis.  Nicole had been in her position just two years when we had one of the three staff members in our grants office leave for another position in the University, and another followed suit just a few months later, leaving only Nicole in MechSE’s grants office, which historically had been staffed with three professionals.  As a result, Nicole was left completing the workload of three people for several months during the busy Spring 2011 proposal period.  I simply cannot use enough superlatives to describe the job Nicole did in taking ownership of the grants office at the time.  Her effort and job performance were truly exceptional, awesome, incomparable, and inspiring.  Not only did Nicole make it through a record-setting busy proposal season running MechSE’s high-volume grants office by herself, but she made many operational and procedural improvements as well.  

Professor Jon Freund also appreciates Nicole’s exceptional service.  He stated that Nicole “sends me a clear list of what I need to do for a submission, lets me know precise internal deadlines for what is needed from me, carefully oversees the entire submission process for me, and follows through on all loose ends.”  He further notes that he’s “had grants ‘saved’ by her error-catching efforts…and her attention and energy allow him to focus on his part – the technical grant writing - making it as easy as possible for him to submit funding requests.”  Professor Larry Bergman also appreciates Nicole’s careful reviews, stating “time and again, she has identified significant shortcomings, highlighted areas needing additional explanation, and provided valuable guidance throughout the proposal process” that has led to success in obtaining funding.    
Nicole has an enormous positive effect on our faculty, staff, students, and external constituents of the University.  She not only assists faculty with their proposal submissions and post award activities, but she also serves as a financial advisor in their managing of their research programs.  To that end, she helps them “right-size” their research groups to fit their funding, prepares forecasts and analyses of their commitments and resources, and guides them in their decision making.  These activities help faculty determine whether they can buy necessary equipment, or hire more students.  
When Associate Professor Tonghun Lee transferred to the University, he said with regard to transferring his research program, “Nicole absolutely went out of her way and was extremely patient through the entire process.  She took the initiative to personally contact the funding agencies and her counterparts at Michigan State University multiple times on my behalf and figured out exactly what had to be done.  If it had not been for the unrelenting persistence and help from Nicole, I am sure that many complications would have arisen during the transition.”  Nicole also helped Professor Lee submit several proposals prior to his arrival on campus.  Regarding these, Professor Lee said, “As most of the interactions were over the phone, I did not know until actually coming to Illinois that she had been very pregnant at the time and close to giving birth.  As a result, I am all the more grateful to her for taking on a very complicated situation and having the untiring attitude to get everything done in a perfect manner.”
Nicole’s reputation for excellence extends to faculty in other departments and the campus Grants and Contracts Office.  Aerospace Engineering Professor Larry Bergman has chosen to submit many of his proposals through MechSE with his colleague, Professor Alex Vakakis due to Nicole’s superior support.  Professor Bergman stated, “we have no doubt that her dedication and effectiveness have contributed to our continued success in securing funds to support our research effort.”  
The development of others is another area in which Nicole truly shines.  Not only has she trained scores of faculty on research administration and business processes, but she has also trained and mentored grants office staff members including former staff member Kelli Wendt (now at Beckman), and current staff members Yvonne Shaw and Haruka Brown.  Like Nicole, Yvonne and Haruka had no prior research administration or University experience, and our confidence in Nicole’s ability to train them was the primary key to hiring them.  In the time since, I have had the pleasure of watching Nicole invest herself in their development, patiently teaching and mentoring them.  Nicole doesn’t just teach them work processes, but she teaches them how to be resourceful, creative, and develop sound technical skills and judgment.  Yvonne says of Nicole, “her training has been invaluable in arming me to be able to do the best at my job” and that “Nicole has created a positive environment within our work group and encourages strong working relationships.”  This teamwork has been noticed by Professor Tony Jacobi, who stated “our department’s professional support in Grants and Contracts continues to amaze” and “is nothing short of phenomenal.”     
Nicole often goes “above and beyond” to meet special demands.  In one recent instance, Professor Jacobi requested assistance getting out a particularly difficult proposal in just a couple days, calling it “Mission Impossible.”  Nicole led the effort, along with Yvonne and Haruka, and when this proposal was completed in time, Professor Jacobi stated, ”The level of commitment and professionalism they displayed was inspiring.”  We have tried to thank them for “valor above and beyond the call of duty, but our thanks pale in comparison to the way they guided us, and ultimately push our “Mission Impossible” to possible.”  
Due to her strong leadership skills, Nicole has been asked to chair several search committees for key positions in the department.  On at least two of these searches, our top candidates accepted other positions before we could extend an offer.  Assistant Director of Human Resources Emily Lange said of these searches, “Nicole was very determined to find and hire the absolute best candidates, and set a very high bar in terms of expectations.  When we weren’t able to hire our first choices, she led the committees to make the difficult decisions to extend the searches, and didn’t settle for marginal candidates.  As a result, these positions were ultimately filled with outstanding hires.”  Nicole’s leadership and judgment in this regard has significantly strengthened our staff.  
Nicole has enhanced the departmental image by helping other individuals and units on campus.  On several occasions, faculty working with and submitting proposals through other departments have asked her to review the because they place a high value on her excellent service, attention to detail, and ability to spot errors.  
Unseen and unappreciated by most faculty and staff is Nicole’s amazing work ethic.  Nicole works late many evenings, over weekends, or whenever necessary to get the job done.  She routinely makes sacrifices with regard to her plans for an evening, weekend, or even planned vacation days, in order to make sure proposals are completed and submitted as necessary.  She does this willingly, doesn’t call attention to it, and thus she hasn’t had much recognition for this tremendous effort.  In addition, her work is generally nearly perfect and error-free.   In baseball, exceptional fielders who make very few errors over the course of a season are awarded the prestigious Golden Glove Award.  Unfortunately, there’s no similar award for submitting error-free research proposals, but if there were, I have no doubt that Nicole would have a mantle full of Golden Proposal Awards.  
For all of the reasons articulated above, and for many more reasons which time and space limitations prohibit me from addressing, I believe Nicole Neighbors is most deserving of the SPaRC Outstanding Service Award.  Thank you for your consideration of her nomination.  

    
Sincerely,

John Wierschem


