
T
he story of the University of Central Florida’s School
of Optics began a few years before I ever imagined
being part of an exciting new academic endeavor at

this explosively growing state university. The real origin
for UCF’s optics activity came as a result of the energy
and initiative of Bill Schwartz, the founder of Florida’s
laser industry, and the effort by then-Governor Bob
Graham (in the mid-1980s) to grow Florida’s economy
beyond its dependence on tourism and citrus, two
industries that traditionally pay low wages to many of
their employees. The basic idea was to build value-
added, wealth-producing industries in Florida.

To that end, the Florida High Technology & Industry
Council (FHTIC) was formed. The council was made
up of business and industry leaders, the kind of people
elected officials listen to. The FHTIC recognized light-
wave technology–optics–as critical to Florida’s econom-
ic future and recommended that the State University
System “form [the Center for Research and Education
in Optics and Lasers, CREOL] to provide Florida’s high-
tech industries with access to research students and fac-
ulty in advanced areas of optical and laser sciences.” In
the spring of 1986, the Florida Legislature acted to pro-
vide recurring funds to the UCF budget to support
CREOL.

In the beginning 
I arrived on the job as first director of CREOL* on Jan-
uary 2, 1987. I took the job because of the opportunity
to build an academic unit devoted to optics, to staff it
with top scholars in the field of optics, and to attract
excellent students. The simple idea was to build an aca-
demic unit that would be much better than I could ever
be hired into and then to become a member of it by the
historical accident of being present at its birth!

Great! Here I was on January 2, 1987, with $1.5 mil-
lion (now a bit more than $3 million per year) of state
funds and a mandate (at least I thought so!) to build an
internationally competitive academic unit in optics. The
first thing I did that day was to write an ad to recruit
faculty. The second thing I did was to write an ad to
recruit students. The third thing I did was to look at the
CREOL budget and laboratory facilities for the faculty
to be hired. I found that the budget had been dispersed
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to a variety of university departments to fund self-
described “CREOL research projects” and CREOL had
been allocated a suite of three offices in the new engi-
neering building and a doublewide mobile home for lab
space. Ouch!

Space wars
The grand plan to “kick start” CREOL was to move a
fairly successful research group (Eric Van Stryland,
Dave Hagan, me, and seven graduate students) en
masse from the University of North Texas to UCF.
However, the doublewide trailer just would not accom-
modate the people or the 42,000 pounds of optics tables
and other equipment to be moved much less the addi-
tional 13 faculty to be hired. On the other hand, the
additional 13 faculty would not even be an issue if the
CREOL budget could not be re-captured.

Thus began some really dark days for me, director of
a new center that had no space and whose budget had
been diffused out to other worthy causes. My wife and
children were back in Texas, and so were my colleagues,
students, and laboratory equipment. I was living alone
in the empty house we were in the process of buying in
Orlando, at war with the administration that had just
hired me. My efforts to regain control of the CREOL
budget resulted in a request by a group of department
chairs to the UCF Provost that I be removed as director.

The arrival of my family, the continued encourage-
ment of my colleague Ron Phillips of the UCF faculty,
the support of UCF Provost Richard Astro, the backing
of business leaders from Florida optics companies
(most notably the late Bill Schwartz of Schwartz Elec-
tro-Optics), and the still-present opportunity to build
an academic unit devoted to optics somehow all helped
me “stay the course” in those early months. Lab space
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Pictured are attendees of the School of Optics Inaugural
Conference held January 11-12, 1999. Speakers included
Nobel Laureate Nicolaas Bloembergen (Conference Chair),
Charles H. Townes, and Steven Chu and past OSA Presi-
dents Robert Byer, Robert Greenler, Tingye Li, Robert
Shannon, Duncan Moore and OSA President-Elect Richard
Powell. Also pictured is Pete Antie, Soileau’s eighth grade
teacher.

Glenn Boreman was a faculty member in electrical engineer-
ing when CREOL was formed. In 1990 he transferred from
electrical engineering to a CREOL position. Karl Guenther is
deceased and J.T. Lin, J. Kim, J. Dixon, and A. Miller have left
UCF for other opportunities.
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was located, and we “ransomed” our equipment from
the University of North Texas (a story in itself!). On a
nice Saturday in April 1987, a caravan arrived from
Texas with two moving vans full of optics tables and
lasers, seven graduate students, Dave Hagan (now of the
School of Optics faculty), and Eric Van Stryland (now
interim director of the School of Optics/CREOL and a
member of the OSA Board of Directors).

The arrival of the “Texans” was critical to the suc-
cess of CREOL. UCF was a fledgling university (its
first students had graduated in 1970) with little exper-
tise in leading-edge research or graduate programs.
The Texans brought competitively funded research
projects, full-time graduate students, and fully
equipped laboratories. At CLEO in May 1987, there
were many papers from our new organization, and we
were working the halls and receptions at CLEO to
recruit more faculty.

While the good news was that the Texans allowed us
to show instant success, the bad news was that they con-
sumed all the laboratory space that could be begged,
borrowed, or stolen from other units on campus–and
nobody was in the mood to provide more. With 16,000
UCF students enrolled and more on the way, (there are
now 34,000 students and 48,000 are expected by the end
of this decade) there was simply not enough space avail-
able to accommodate CREOL’s own rapid growth. The
solution was to move CREOL to rental space in the
Central Florida Research Park (adjacent to the main
UCF campus). By the summer of 1987, build-up of lab-
oratory space for CREOL in the Research Pavilion was
under way. During the Christmas-New Year holiday of
l987, we moved again. If nothing else, CREOL faculty
and students would be experts in moving optics tables!

I was not happy with the move off campus. I like the
chaos of a university and the opportunity for casual
contact with faculty from different disciplines. However,
in retrospect, exile was probably a good thing. The
“line-item funding” of CREOL allowed us to structure
faculty duties consistent with those at top-tiered
research universities. Although this caused much resent-
ment among UCF colleagues outside of CREOL, being
out of sight helped to diffuse the issue.

Once the space problem was adequately addressed,
we turned our focus to the hiring of faculty, the recruit-
ment of students, and the development of graduate cur-
ricula in optics.

Hiring the faculty 
Faculty were hired with CREOL funds, but decisions on
tenure (or tenure track) were made in one of the tradi-
tional academic units: There was no provision for the
granting of tenure at CREOL, which reported to the
UCF vice president for research (then and now).
Although the plan was to recruit faculty in optics and
present them for approval in specific units, the tradi-
tional units (physics, electrical engineering, etc.) said,
“No, give us the hiring authority for the positions; we
will recruit, and you can elect to accept or reject those

faculty which we decide to hire.” Much of the gray in
my beard stems from this great debate! In the end, the
view that CREOL should recruit its own faculty pre-
vailed, but the debate was rekindled every time a new
department chair or dean was hired. Part of the prob-
lem was that some of our faculty recruits just did not
“fit” into any of the UCF departments (such as faculty
with Ph.D.’s in geology, nuclear engineering, and optical
science). This was one issue that was never totally
resolved until the School of Optics was formed in 1998.
However, we did arrive at a workable, “simple,” 25-step
hiring process that allowed us to proceed.

Growth years 
And proceed we did! Figure 1 shows the chronological
order of the hiring of CREOL faculty. We fanned out to
all the major optics-related conferences and worked the
employment centers and the networks of colleagues.

In the early days, we had few top applicants from
junior faculty. In addition, we realized that senior facul-
ty brought their reputations, students, and equipment
(sometimes) with them. We had a broad plan to hire in
various areas of optics to give the proper breadth to our
education program. In the end, most of the early hiring
was determined by what I call “targets of opportunity.”
We would pick up vibes that a person was at least think-
ing of leaving his or her institution. We would then
invite the person to visit and give a seminar. If we liked
what we saw, then we put the pressure on him or her to
apply formally for the position. We wined and dined the
candidates (I gained about 2.5 pounds per faculty mem-
ber hired!), and I even took them out in my boat for
close encounters with alligators and other Florida
wildlife.

We landed some candidates and some got away.
Either way, we spread the word that we existed, that we
were doing good work, and that we were hiring.

Building a sense of community
Because CREOL faculty were tenure-tracked in a num-
ber of departments, and our optics course offerings
and degree programs were offered through a variety of
units, it was important to build a sense of unity among
optics faculty and students. So to nurture our identity,
we: instituted self-governance, which included an
executive committee to advise the director, with annu-
al peer appraisal of CREOL faculty; instituted student
recognition, complete with a formal “Certificate of
Appreciation” for all our graduates (until the school
was formed the formal degrees were awarded by the
university’s traditional units); published a newsletter,
CREOL Highlights,* distributed internally and to the
community at large; established a tradition of family
gathering–the CREOL Spring Thing–held the Saturday
following the spring SPIE Aerosense meeting in Orlan-
do; encouraged the faculty to be active in professional

*To inquire about receiving Highlights, contact the School of
Optics.
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society activities and encouraged the students to form
student chapters. (We have student chapters of OSA,
SPIE, and LEOS, plus CAOS–the CREOL Association
of Optics Students, which includes the members of all
the student chapters.)

The move back to campus 
December of 1995 found us once again using the holi-
day season to move optics tables (I reckon we moved
about an acre of tables!), this time to our beautiful,
82,000-square-foot building located on the exact spot
of the old doublewide trailer. By this time, the center
had grown to more than 150 students, staff, and facul-
ty. (The current total is 200). In January 1996, the
Board of Regents approved M.S. and Ph.D.’s in optical
science and engineering.

In the spring of 1996, we convinced an external
review panel (Art Guenther, University of New Mexico,
Bob Shannon, University of Arizona, and Brian
Thompson, University of Rochester) to review our
progress, structure, plans, and programs. The key rec-
ommendation of this panel was that CREOL should be
made into an academic unit with its own degree pro-
grams, tenure of faculty, and so on. That sparked an
intense campus-wide debate. The arguments for the
establishment of the school were simple: optics had
become a discipline unto itself; the CREOL faculty
recruited the students, taught the formal classes,
secured the funding for the student stipends, super-
vised the student dissertations, and helped place stu-
dents in jobs upon graduation.

Simply put, since we were already carrying out all
the functions of an academic unit, why not give us that
designation? 

On February 18, 1998, Provost Gary Whitehouse
announced approval of the School of Optics, and on
September 11, 1998, the Board of Regents gave its for-
mal approval to the school. On January 11-12, 1999,
the School of Optics Inaugural Conference was held
and attended by many leaders from the optics commu-
nity, including three Nobel Laureates (see Figure 1). I
stepped down from the director’s position on July 1,
1999, to become vice president for research at UCF (a
virus that has also struck the director of the Optical
Science Center and Institute of Optics).

Eric Van Stryland became interim director of the
School of Optics/CREOL on July 1, 1999, and a nation-
al search is underway for the next director (Eric insists
on not being a candidate). The search continues and so
far seven candidates have visited the campus for inter-
views.

The future 
Of course this chapter is yet to be written. There are
now 23 faculty and about 100 graduate students in the
School of Optics. Last year the faculty graduated 16
Ph.D.’s and these graduates were immediately scooped
up by industry. The faculty supervises students in the
optics M.S. and Ph.D. programs as well as students in

other disciplines who wish to do a dissertation in
optics. The faculty also offers undergraduate “minors”
in optics through the Department of Physics. The
School of Optics/CREOL remains dedicated to its orig-
inal mission of aiding the development of optics-based
industry by providing an educated workforce,
strengthening research partnerships with industry,
enabling technology transfer (including spinning out
new companies), and engaging in fundamental
research that forms the base for future optics-based
industry.

The future of the School of Optics/CREOL is linked
to a bright future for UCF. The idea that spawned 
CREOL–partnership with industry and the communi-
ty–is central to the UCF culture. The university is mak-
ing great progress in graduate and research activities in
many disciplines, providing the School of Optics with
many opportunities to team with colleagues in such
diverse disciplines as human-factor psychology, mate-
rials science and engineering, biomolecular sciences,
information technology, simulation and modeling,
digital media, and many others.

The School of Optics/CREOL has been an impor-
tant factor in the growth of UCF. In turn, as the uni-
versity matures, new opportunities for optics emerge.
The central Florida region has recognized the econom-
ic benefit of a top-tiered research university blossom-
ing in its midst. UCF and the region are poised to be
major players in this, the century of the photon! 

M.J. Soileau is vice president, research, and professor of optics, electrical engi-
neering, and physics, University of Central Florida, Orlando. Contact CREOL at
info@creol.ucf.edu.

Author’s note: I want to thank the editors of OPN for the
opportunity to share the story of the creation of the School of
Optics at the University of Central Florida. The facts are that
the faculty of the school are its creators and that I served as
their cheerleader during its creation. The experiences shared
in this article are indeed mine, and others may tell the story
quite differently.
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