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John Bucher Will Direct Computing at Oberlin
John Bucher, director of computing and net-
work services at Kansas State University, has
been chosen director of computing at Oberlin.
His selection follows two national searches to
fill the position. Bucher will  take over from
Acting Director of Computing Gary Kornblith
July 1. He will be responsible for the overall
direction, leader-
ship, and manage-
ment of the Houck
Computing Cen-
ter, with a staff of
35 and a budget
of $3 million.

In a recent tele-
phone interview
and in a talk he
gave on campus
March 5 Bucher
sa id  that  h is
strongest inter-
ests in leading the
computing func-
tions are to pro-
vide what he calls
“customer ser-
vice.” With inter-
est in the Internet
growing rapidly he sees “demand for access”
as one of the important issues he will address.
The demand has two components: increase
in number of users and increase in current
users doing “more diverse things” with com-
puters. Another important project that will
engage him will be the migration of adminis-
trative computing from separate and home-
grown software programs to a unified com-
mercial software package (see “Starts Next
Year: The Great Administrative Computing
Switch” in the March 7 Observer).

Concerning its administrative computing,
Bucher says “Oberlin is in good shape.” The
migration from multiple in-house-written
programs to common database packages is
taking place in most academic institutions,
he says. According to him, at Oberlin “really
smart people” with “really good attitudes”
are heading the switch. He cites Director of
Institutional Research Ross Peacock’s “ex-
cellent attitude” about the changeover, which

he encountered during his campus visit, and
praises Peacock’s “people-oriented approach.”

Although Bucher obviously likes to con-
centrate on the intersection between the com-
puter and the computer user, he’s no softie on
the technical end, say those who know.

“I was impressed with his apparent tech-
nical knowledge,” says Elliot Jolesch, senior
network administrator. “He has a good over-
view of networking from the technical stand-
point.” Another indication of Bucher’s heavy-
weight status in the computer field is his
being chosen to chair the Special Interest
Group for University and College Comput-
ing Services of  the Association for Comput-
ing Machinery (ACM), a major professional
association of information technologists.

Early Interest in Service
The service aspect of computing grabbed
Bucher’s interest early.

In the late ’70s, when “computing was
just starting to nudge itself out of the back
room,” he says, Bucher landed his first real
job, as user services representative at the
University of Kansas Computer Services. He
was a liaison between systems programmers
in “the back room” and faculty users. Work-
ing on his Ph.D. in biology at the time,
Bucher was hired more for his people skills
than his technical skills although his two
years as a systems analyst for the university’s
Museum of Natural History (he reported to
the curator of ornithology) and previous ex-
perience using computers in his own re-

search didn’t hurt. Looking back, he calls the
position his “most favorite job in life.”

Ray English, who headed the search com-
mittee for the director of computing, the staff
at the Houck Computing Center, and many
others on campus are hoping Bucher will
change his mind about which job is his favor-
ite when he gets to Oberlin.

Bucher seems poised to make the trade.
He says he’s looking forward to

• Oberlin’s focus on undergraduate scholar-
ship

• what he calls Oberlin’s “directed mission”
• work with a “fine quality” of student body
and faculty

• Oberlin’s good computing infrastructure
• moving back to Ohio
Bucher says he finds Oberlin’s comput-

ing-center staff to be “high-quality and ener-
getic people who want to serve the campus
and move it forward.” He is looking forward
to communicating to Oberlin’s computer
users both the opportunities and limits of
information technology. He’d like to help
users understand their responsibilities in us-
ing the College’s computing resources. “A
good user,” he says, “is one with an explor-
atory spirit.” Most of all, he seems eager to
put his people skills in motion at Oberlin.

Family’s Restaurant Is Relevant
Bucher credits his customer-service approach
to being trained to “do it all” in a restaurant
he calls an “ice-cream and hot-dog place”

Continued on page 3
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Computing Center Reorganizes Minimally
One staff position in the Houck Computing
Center will be abolished as a result of the
center’s helping to erase a $3 million
collegewide structural deficit. The deficit
was eliminated from the 1996-97 prelimi-
nary budget, approved by College trustees
March 7-9. (See the March 15 Observer.)

Doing away with the Administrative and
Professional Staff position of data services
manager, which was reduced from full to half
time two years ago, will have no impact on
the work of the campus beyond the center,

says Gary Kornblith, acting director of com-
puting. The work that the data services man-
ager performs, which includes generating
employee paychecks, will be distributed be-
tween the director of data computer opera-
tions and networking—Ken Ervin, to whom
the position reports—and the supervisor of
production services—Karen Arcaba, who
now reports to that position. In the summer
Arcaba will begin reporting to Ervin. Two
computer operators, Joanne Garcia and Bob

Only when technology
helps people do other
tasks is it important,
says John Bucher.
“Who cares if it’s
there until you can
use it.”

http://www.oberlin.edu/~compctr/gjk/gjk.html
http://www.oberlin.edu/~compctr/
http://www.oberlin.edu/~network/Net_staff2.html
http://www.acm.org/
http://www.oberlin.edu/~compctr/gjk/gjk.html
http://www.oberlin.edu/~network/Net_staff2.html
http://www.oberlin.edu/~compctr/staff_dir/staff_directory.html
http://www.oberlin.edu/~compctr/staff_dir/staff_directory.html


The ObserverPage 2 March 22, 1996

THE Observer  (ISSN 0193-368X) is distrib-
uted to Oberlin College faculty, staff, trustees,
and friends. Editor: Linda K. Grashoff. Photo
editor: Rick Sherlock. Editorial assistant: Anita
Buckmaster. Published by the Oberlin College
Office of Communications, Alan Moran, di-
rector. Address: Office of Communications,
153 W. Lorain St., Oberlin, OH 44074-1023.
E-mail: pobserve@oberlin.edu. Issued every
Friday during the spring semester, February 9,
1996, to May 24, 1996, except March 29. Sec-
ond-class postage paid at Oberlin, Ohio. Se-
mester subscriptions are $8.

Letters to the editor directly related to cam-
pus events are welcome; those from employ-
ees and students take precedence over those
from other correspondents. All letters are sub-
ject to editing; if time permits, the editor will
consult with the correspondent about changes.

Discarded copies of the Observer may
be recycled with office paper.

POSTMASTER: Send address changes to
the Observer, Development Resources,
Bosworth Hall 4, 50 W. Lorain St., Oberlin,
OH 44074-1089.

News Notes
Katherine Brown , program-
house coordinator, and Jessie
Grant (no photo), South Com-
munity coordinator, presented
“Making Our Way: Strategies

for New Professionals in Student Affairs” at
the 1996 annual American College Person-
nel Association Conference in Baltimore
March 9. • The Ecoles des Hautes Etudes en
Sciences Sociales, Paris, has invited Irvin E.
Houck Associate Professor in
the Humani t ies  Jef f rey
Hamburger to teach for a
month, probably in spring
1997, as a guest professor in
the Grope d’Anthropologie Historique de
l’Occident Médiévale. Besides consulting
with colleagues and students at the post-
graduate-level school, Hamburger will lec-
ture on the art and architecture of female
monasticism and female spirituality in the
Middle Ages. • David Orr , professor of

environmental studies, gave a
talk, “Earth in Mind,” at the
Rochester Institute of Technol-
ogy January 11. An article pub-
lished in the January-March

issue of Facilities Manager, “Environmental
Stewardship and the Green Campus,” cited
several of Orr’s books and quoted some of
his statements, including that the environ-
mental crisis is at heart a crisis of ideas. An
article in the February Ohio magazine, “A
Century on the Land,” called Orr one of the

“thinkers out on the ramparts of human behav-
ior,” and quoted his saying, “The highly spe-
cialized, large, capital-intensive and ecologi-
cally destructive farm will be radically changed.
The new farm will be ecologically diverse,
smaller and less expensive. Such farms will
exist in both urban and rural areas.” • Professor
of Trombone Raymond Premru gave a mas-

An Open Letter to
President Nancy S. Dye
We, the undersigned faculty members at
Oberlin College, applaud your letter to the
campus community of March 12, 1996. We
join you in repudiating the message of hate
that Kwame Ture brought to Finney Chapel
the previous day. We at Oberlin firmly up-
hold freedom of speech. What is at issue
here, however, is Mr. Ture’s abuse of this
freedom in order to distort historical fact,
propagate anti-Semitism coupled with anti-
Zionism, and advocate violence as a political
tool. This we unconditionally reject. We hope
with you that the Oberlin College commu-
nity will find ways to deal constructively
with the issues of moral and intellectual in-
tegrity that have arisen in the wake of this
event.

Martin Ackermann, Professor of Chemistry;
Jane Bennett, Lecturer in Biology; David
Benzing, Danforth Professor of Biology;
Marc Blecher, Professor of Politics; Geoffrey
Blodgett, Danforth Professor of History;
Robert Bosch, Assistant Professor of Math-
ematics; Mark Braford, Professor of Biol-
ogy; Norman Care, Professor of Philosophy;
Susan Colley, Associate Professor of Math-
ematics; Norman Craig, Biggs Professor in
the Natural Sciences; Lisa Crawford, Profes-
sor of Harpsichord; Rudd Crawford, Associ-
ate Professor of Mathematics; Yolanda Cruz,
Associate Professor of Biology; Nelson de
Jesus, Associate Professor of French; Ronald
DiCenzo, Associate Professor of History;
Eva Florensa, Assistant Professor of Span-
ish; Beth Freeman, Visiting Instructor in
English; Davida Gavioli, Lecturer in Italian;
Jack Glazier, Professor of Anthropology;
Phyllis Gorfain, Professor of English; Nathan
Greenberg, Professor of Classics; Jeffrey
Hamburger, Houck Associate Professor in
the Humanities; Robert Harrist, Assistant
Professor of Art; Philip Highfill, Associate
Professor of Accompanying; John Hobbs,
Associate Professor of English; David

ter class, taught the trombone
studio, and conducted the brass
ensemble at the Interlochen
Academy of the Arts, Inter-
lochen, Michigan, March 4 and

5. He gave a master class and conducted brass
ensembles in his compositions at the Royal
Academy of Music, London, March 14.

Holtzman, Assistant Professor of Neuro-
science; William Hood, Professor of Art;
James Howsman, Assistant Professor of In-
strumental Accompanying; Steven Huff,
Associate Professor of German; Catherine
Jarjisian, Professor of Music Education;
Nicholas Jones, Associate Professor of En-
glish; Hirschel Kasper, Professor of Eco-
nomics; Daniel King, Visiting Assistant Pro-
fessor of Mathematics; Christian Koch, Pro-
fessor of Computer Science; Richard Levin,
Professor of Biology; Dennis Luck, Profes-
sor of Biology; Nusha Martynuk, Associate
Professor of Dance; Paul Mast, Professor of
Music Theory; Carter McAdams, Associate
Professor of Dance; Catherine McCormick,
Associate Professor of Biology; Peter
McInerney, Professor of Philosophy; Peter
Montiel, Danforth and Lewis Professor of
Economics; James Morris, Professor of Reli-
gion; Paul Moser, Assistant Professor of
Theater; Thomas Newlin, Assistant Profes-
sor of Russian; Joseph Palmieri, Professor of
Physics; Robert Pierce, Professor of English;
Robert Piron, Professor of Economics;
Gregory Quenell, Assistant Professor of
Mathematics; Bruce Richards, Professor of
Physics; Lynne Rogers, Assistant Professor
of Music Theory; Sidney Rosenfeld, Profes-
sor of German; Richard Salter, Professor of
Computer Science; John Scofield, Associate
Professor of Physics; Viktoria Skrupskelis,
Professor of French; Joseph Snider, Profes-
sor of Physics; Harry Spencer, Distinguished
Visiting Professor of Chemistry; Daniel Styer,
Associate Professor of Physics; Sylvan
Suskin, Professor of Musicology; Peter
Takacs, Professor of Pianoforte; Heidi
Tewarson, Associate Professor of German;
Robert Thompson, Associate Professor of
Chemistry; Janice Thornton, Assistant Pro-
fessor of Biology; Robin Treichel, Associate
Professor of Biology; Thomas Van Nortwick,
Professor of Classics; Jeffrey Weidman, Art
Librarian; Harlan Wilson, Professor of Poli-
tics; Robert Young, Professor of Mathematics;
James Zinser, Professor of Economics; Janice
Zinser, McCandless Professor of French

Letter

http://132.162.180.76/faculty.html
http://www.oberlin.edu/~admissns/music/overview/faculty_and_staff/bios/woodwinds_bios.html#rpremru
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eventually become the progenitors of evolu-
tionary recovery. Mass extinctions thus kick
evolution off in new directions. Diversity
eventually bounces back, but things are
changed forever. New groups of species come
to dominate the biota, and species different
from those of the earlier times come to oc-
cupy keystone roles in newly evolved eco-
systems.

This consistent extinction-and-recovery
pattern suggests that, if we continue to push
earth’s life through a biodiversity bottle-
neck, it will take a very long time to recover
(especially in the tropics), and when it does
recover, it will be restructured. Paleontologi-
cal data thus provide an empirical basis for
better ecosystem management. Once deci-
mated, ecosystems appear never to recover
their previous form, so entire ecosystems—
the underpinnings of biodiversity—need to
be preserved in large enough tracts to main-
tain viability.

Tropical ecosystems are more vulnerable
to environmental crises; they lose the most
species and take the longest time to recover.
Human populations are rapidly developing
and expanding in the tropics. Limited finan-
cial resources are thus perhaps best directed
toward tropical ecosystem preservation,
rather than preservation in other regions.

Climate and Sea-Level Changes
Human-induced output of greenhouse gases,
principally carbon dioxide, has increased the
atmosphere’s ability to retain solar energy.
This global warming, if it continues, is likely
to disturb established rainfall patterns and
cause sea level to rise due to melting of polar
ice. This will obviously have profound af-
fects on coastal human populations and on
agriculture  (in other words, practically all of
humanity will be affected). How might these
changes affect natural biological communi-
ties? Again, the past may hold the answer.
Climate and sea level have fluctuated dra-
matically throughout earth history. We can
look to past biological communities to see
how they have responded to such changes.

During my current leave at the University
of California in Los Angeles, I am spending
some of my time on research aimed at under-
standing how tropical marine communities
today might respond to global warming and
rising sea level. A beautiful natural experi-
ment addressing this question can be found
in very recent sedimentary rocks of the Gulf
of California, Mexico.

During the past several million years the
earth, roughly speaking, has alternated be-

tween two states: glacial (periods of relative
coldness, large ice caps, and low sea level)
and interglacial (periods of relative warmth,
small ice caps, and high sea level, like the
present day). About 125,000 years ago, the
earth was at the peak of an interglacial period
more extreme than that of today. Sea level
was about six meters higher than it is now,
and sea surface temperatures were somewhat
warmer throughout the Pacific Ocean. Con-
ditions 125,000 years ago may proxy for
what today’s earth is heading toward, if glo-
bal warming continues.

When these high, warm seas 125,000 years
ago retreated from the Gulf of California,
they left behind sediments rich in marine
fossils, preserved like a giant bathtub ring all
around the coastline. The fossils are mostly
shelled, sea-floor-dwelling invertebrates like
mollusks, and nearly all occur alive today in
the Gulf of California. Working with col-
leagues from Mexico (Universidad Autonoma
de Baja California, La Paz) and California
(Moss Landing Marine Laboratories, Moss

Landing, California) I hope to understand
how these tropical marine communities re-
sponded to warmer temperature and higher
sea level 125,000 years ago. Are the fossil
communities structurally the same as those
alive today, or did warmer temperature and
higher sea level cause them to become al-
tered and reorganized? Our results should
help us evaluate how resilient today’s tropi-
cal marine communities would be in the face
of global warming and rising sea level.

The past is an important key to the future.
We can use the past to help guide our present
actions, and hope to ensure a good future for
the environment and humanity.

Keith Meldahl is an assistant professor of
geology. Through June he is on leave at the
Earth and Space Sciences Department of
the University of California–Los Angeles.
His suggestions for further reading are
linked to the online version of this issue
(see http://www.oberlin.edu/~observer/
obs_issues.html).

Fossils . . .
Continued from page 4

that his family owned and operated in Day-
ton, where he was raised. When he gives
presentations about customer service (his
clients include Rice, Oregon State, and
Princeton universities, and the South Dakota
Department of Labor), he frequently draws
upon his restaurant experience and quotes
aphorisms learned from his father, including,
“Service and quality will be remembered
long after price is forgotten.”

Has he forgotten about biology?
He did finish the Ph.D., and even was an

adjunct assistant professor of biology at the
University of South Dakota between 1989
and 1993 while he was also director of com-
puting services at the university. Even now,
he says, “I’m still interested in possums.”
And last weekend, down a gravel road in
central Kansas, he chased after a marsh hawk.

Hoban, also report to the data services man-
ager, and will report to Ervin.

Ervin expects the work now associated
with the data-services-manager position—
mainly batch processing that results in large
print runs on the VAXC central computer—
to continue to diminish over the next few
years as administrative offices rely less on
centralized computing and more on their
own (distributed) computing resources.

Aletha Hanes, who holds the data-ser-
vices-manager position, will begin retire-
ment this summer. Hanes, who began work-
ing for the College as a clerk in the alumni-
records office, has been at Oberlin 43
years—since before the computing center
opened. In 1958 she transferred from the
alumni-records office to the Data Process-
ing Department—precursor to administra-
tive-computing services—as a key-punch
operator on Oberlin’s first punch-card data-
processing machines.

“Aletha has all the institutional memory
of the computing center in her head,” says
Kornblith. He and Ervin say they are grateful
Hanes has offered to keep in touch with the
center.

Kornblith says he expects more reorgani-
zation to occur next year, but not necessarily
personnel reduction.

“Advances in information technology
promise major efficiencies for the institution
in the long term,” Kornblith says, “but they
are unlikely to produce a smaller computing

Director . . .
Continued from page 1

Reorganization . . .
Continued from page 1

center in the short term. As members of the
College community use computers for a wid-
ening range of purposes, they need more, not
less, service and support. Providing com-
puter service and support are the center’s
main job, and it continues to grow.”

The Observer is
on line at http://
www.oberlin.edu/

~observer/main.html.

http://www.oberlin.edu/~compctr/staff_dir/staff_directory.html
http://www.oberlin.edu/~compctr/staff_dir/staff_directory.html
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Fossils Can Help Scientists Evaluate
Global Change and Biodiversity Loss

By Keith Meldahl

While certain political and special-interest
groups continue to squawk about “eco-
extremism,” and debate continues over exact
magnitudes and likely consequences of glo-
bal warming, few serious scientists now dis-
pute the evidence for significant levels of
human-induced global warming and loss of
biodiversity.

What are the likely consequences of ris-
ing ocean surface temperatures? Of a loss of
half the area of tropical rain forests? Of a
doubling of present atmospheric levels of
carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases?
How would the earth’s ecosystems, and hu-
man society, be affected by these changes?
These questions are tough to answer. It is
virtually impossible to conduct controlled
experiments on a scale that can be confi-
dently extrapolated to the real world. Math-
ematical models are informative, but need to
be tested against empirical evidence.

The Past: Key to the Future
A logical way to assess how ecosystems and
biological communities would be affected
by present global change is to look to the
geologic past. Ancient biological communi-
ties have run many gauntlets of environmen-
tal change, and their responses are preserved
in the fossil record. That record is, of course,
an incomplete archive of life’s history.
Charles Darwin lamented his inability to
detect evolutionary change in the fossil
record. He blamed it on incompleteness.
According to Darwin, the record was too
spotty to preserve the evolutionary transfor-
mations he knew must exist. His condemna-
tion set the tone for generations of scientists
to dismiss the fossil record as an interesting,
but not particularly useful, curiosity.

This negative attitude is no longer justi-
fied. The fossil record is far better known
than in Darwin’s day. Besides, focusing on
incompleteness misses the point. All science
is based on incomplete knowledge. The real
question is: Is the fossil record adequate to
test particular hypotheses? For certain bio-
logical groups living during certain time pe-
riods, the answer is a resounding yes.

For example, numerous studies demon-

strate that for biological communities living
on the ocean floor and dominated by shell-
bearing species, the fossil record reflects
with remarkable accuracy both the composi-
tion and the relative abundance of species in
these communities. Our lens into life’s his-
tory is undistorted, if we look in the right
places. In response to growing concern about
present human-induced loss of biodiversity
and environmental change, paleontologists
are increasingly “putting the dead to work,”
investigating how ancient biological commu-
nities responded to diversity losses and envi-
ronmental changes like those we face today.

Loss of Biodiversity
The present human-induced biodiversity cri-
sis is just the latest one. Major losses of
biodiversity during short periods of time—
more commonly called mass extinctions—
are a common feature of life’s history. At
least a dozen mass extinctions of varying
magnitude have rocked the earth’s biota
during the past 600 million years. The origin
of these crises is complex and often
multicausal, and won’t be reviewed here.
The real importance for society is that past
mass extinctions give us a basis for evaluat-
ing the likely response of ecosystems to
present biodiversity loss.

During times of mass extinction species
are eliminated with little regard to their suc-
cess during normal times, and ecosystems
undergo dramatic restructuring. Keystone
species and marginal species are eliminated
alike, and the complex species interactions
that form the fabric of ecosystems become
rapidly unraveled. Species diversity remains
low for a long time after mass extinction:
temperate-zone ecosystems take 1 or 2 mil-
lion years to recover to pre-extinction diver-
sity levels, and tropical ecosystems—the
greatest source of biodiversity—take from 2
to 10 million years to recover.

During this desolate period, ecosystems
are dominated by a few “disaster” and “op-
portunistic” species. The lucky surviving
species, many of which occupied fairly mar-
ginal roles in pre-extinction ecosystems,

Observations
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