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Living and learning
is the focus of new
orientation program
By Susan Lang

To make the first week
for first-year and transfer
Cornell students special
and social, as well as sig-
nificant, a revamped ori-
entation program will fea-
ture all the pomp, circum-
stance and festivity of
Commencement. It will
include more than 65 universitywide programs and a dozen initia-
tives, ranging from faculty greeters, student mentors and programs
for parents to a midnight mixer and discussions throughout campus
focused on the same book, the only academic experience all students
will share in common until graduation.

The cornerstone of the new orientation program, however, is the
opening of two new North Campus residence halls, which will house
all 3,000 first-year students in one location, and a new student
commons. All transfer students also will be housed together for the
first time in the renovated West Campus residential halls. Special
programs will take place throughout the year at both locations to
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A view of the new Community Commons building on North Campus, which will house dining and
athletic facilities that complement those of the Robert Purcell student union. Architects envi-
sioned the Commons as a beacon of light visible across North Campus at night. Continued on page 4

CU chemists predict materials could be high-temperature superconductors

‘... it would really be a first
for a theoretical group to
predict a new class of high-
temperature materials
before experimentalists
discovered them.’

– Francis J. DiSalvo, director of the
Cornell Center for Materials Research

By David Brand

Two researchers at
Cornell are predicting
that high-temperature
superconductivity
could exist in a class
of exotic materials
containing silver and
fluorine. However,
none of the materials has yet been made.

The hope that these materials might be
high-temperature superconductors – that is,
capable of conducting electricity with virtu-
ally no resistance – is purely theoretical,
warns Cornell chemist Roald Hoffmann.
“This is not so much a prediction as a
plausibility argument. I quite realize that
with this argument, we are walking into a
minefield,” he said. “Even so, I do feel we
have something exciting.”

Although several silver fluorides and many
complex fluorides – known as fluoroargentates
– are known, none has yet been shown to be
a high-temperature superconductor. A major
problem in trying to turn the materials into
superconductors is that these fluoroargentates

Hoffmann Grochala

contain silver in un-
usually high oxidation
states (meaning that
they are highly defi-
cient in electrons) and
thus easily lose el-
emental fluorine when
warmed. Also, since
fluorine is the most
oxidizing of the ele-

ments, it corrodes glass and some other ce-
ramics, probably requiring the use of Teflon
or gold containers for large-scale manufac-
ture of the potential superconductors.

Hoffmann, who shared the Nobel Prize
for chemistry in 1981 and is the Frank H.T.
Rhodes Professor in Humane Letters at
Cornell, and his postdoctoral associate
Wojciech Grochala, discuss their theory in
a recent issue (Aug. 3) of the prestigious
German journal, Angewandte Chemie.
Grochala currently is carrying out research
at the University of Birmingham, England.

Interestingly, fluoroargentates bear a
strong similarity to oxocuprates, compounds
that in 1993 set the record for high-tempera-
ture superconducting (minus 109 degrees

Centigrade, or minus 164 degrees Fahren-
heit). The compounds studied by Hoffmann
and Grochala, with names like sodium
tetrafluoroargentate and potassium trifluoro-
argentate, have been known since the 1970s.

Why has the similarity between
oxocuprates and fluoroargentates not been
noticed until now? “Because fluoroargen-
tates are exotic; they are familiar only to a
small community of inorganic fluorine
chemists, for whom the synthesis of the
materials (which is very hard to do) was the
main challenge,” Hoffmann said.

The actual temperature at which the
highly unstable material could become su-
perconducting simply cannot be predicted,
said Hoffmann. “But the analogy to cuprates,
supported by detailed calculations, is suffi-
ciently strong to make us think it will be
high.” Cuprates are compounds containing
copper, oxygen and several other elements,
such as barium, yttrium or bismuth.

Francis J. DiSalvo, director of the Cornell
Center for Materials Research, which helped
to support the research, noted that “it would
really be a first for a theoretical group to
predict a new class of high-temperature
materials before experimentalists discov-
ered them.” However, he added, “only time
will tell if they have done so.” And Neil
Bartlett, professor emeritus of chemistry at
the University of California-Berkeley, who
adds a commentary to the Angewandte
Chemie article, said, “I am excited by their
prediction because, as their paper points
out, I have observed magnetic behavior in a
silver fluoride system that is consistent with
the presence of a superconducting phase.
Unfortunately, we do not yet know the com-

Continued on page 2
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CU study finds jury awards rarely out of line with judges’ decisions
By Linda Myers

A jury, persuaded by
emotional testimony,
awards a woman an
unprecedented sum for
scalding herself on hot
coffee in a fast-food
restaurant.

Are outsized awards
by untrained juries typical of what ails our
judicial system? Not really, say two Cornell
professors, whose new study suggests that
juries are far more rational and fair than
critics believe them to be.

The Cornell study shows that jury
awards for punitive damages are no larger

in relation to compen-
satory awards, and no
more frequent, than
judges’ awards. The
finding contradicts
popular opinion and a
previous, less com-
prehensive study by
other researchers.

The new study,
which looks at close to 9,000 actual trials
across the United States, is believed to be
one of the largest of its kind. It was con-
ducted by Theodore Eisenberg, the Henry
Allen Mark Professor of Law at Cornell
Law School, Martin Wells, professor of
social statistics in Cornell’s School of In-

dustrial and Labor Relation and chair of the
Department of Biometry, and three analysts
from the National Center for State Courts,
an independent research group.

Punitive compensation – which in civil
suits occasionally is granted in addition to
compensatory damages for monetary loss – is
understood to be a kind of punishment of the
offender. But while enormous punitive awards
are not the norm, they do grab headlines when
they are handed down, motivating Congress
and the Supreme Court to attempt to restrict
the power of juries in civil cases.

Critics have guessed that punitive dam-
age awards would be much less arbitrary
and more fair if more judges, and fewer
juries, determined their size.

But the Cornell study shows that when
the additional punitive damages were granted
– as in about 4 percent of the successful suits
studied – juries and judges usually granted
awards with about the same proportion of
punitive to compensatory damages.

“People’s knowledge about the mass of
awards is misleading,” said Eisenberg. “Policy
is being determined on the notion that there
are these crazy jurors out there that need to be
reined in by legislatures and courts. The evi-
dence is that juries are not out of control.”

He commented that in the case of the
scalding coffee suit, some facts got lost in
the media shuffle, for example, that the fast-
food chain had received many complaints of

Continued on page 6
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BRIEFS

position, or structure, of the material that
produces this effect.”

For much of the last century, it was
believed that that superconductivity, which
was discovered in 1905, could exist only in
metals at extremely low temperatures, with
a maximum transition temperature for its
appearance of some 23 degrees Kelvin
above absolute zero (or about minus 418
degrees Fahrenheit). But in 1987, super-
conductivity was discovered at substan-
tially higher temperatures – 93 degrees
Kelvin (about minus 292 degrees Fahren-
heit) – in cuprate materials.

Low-temperature superconductivity has
been explained by the so-called BCS theory
(named for John Bardeen, Leon Cooper and
Robert Schrieffer), but the high-tempera-
ture phenomenon remains essentially unex-
plained. Hoffmann said, “Despite the ef-
forts of the best minds in physics over the
past 15 years, I would say this remains the
outstanding unsolved problem in condensed
matter theory.”

New high-temperature superconductors
continue to be discovered. Last year, a me-
tallic compound, magnesium diboride,
which had been known for years, was an-
nounced by Japanese researchers to be su-
perconducting at nearly 40 degrees Kelvin

(about minus 388 degrees Fahrenheit).
It is known that the heart of electrical

superconductivity is the formation and flow
of pairs of electrons of opposite spin.
Grochala and Hoffmann, intrigued by the
similarities between oxocuprates and fluoro-
argentates, such as identical valence elec-
tron counts, used different theories to make
their prediction, including the BCS theory.
(A valence electron takes part in forming
chemical bonds.) In addition, the two re-
searchers used their chemical theoretical
reasoning, contained in four recently pub-
lished papers.

Hoffmann warns that it will not be easy
to exploit the theoretical predictions by ac-
tually making the compounds. Even so,
about five laboratories around the world are
attempting to produce the proposed super-
conducting material.

In a biographical note in the joint paper,
Hoffmann says that his interest in chemistry
was stimulated by the life of another Polish-
born Nobel laureate, Maria Sklodowska
Curie. He adds: “And I learned nearly all I
know about silver fluorides from another
Pole, Wojciech Grochala.”

The research also was supported by the
National Science Foundation and the Cornell
Theory Center.

Superconductivity continued from page 1

OBITUARY
Peter L. Steponkus, the Liberty Hyde

Bailey Professor of Crop Physiology at
Cornell, died July 14 in Ithaca, after a long
battle with cancer. He was 59.

Steponkus was born in Chicago in 1941
and graduated from Colorado State Univer-
sity in 1963 with a B.S. degree in horticulture.
He received an M.S. degree in horticulture/
plant physiology from the University of Ari-
zona in 1964 and a Ph.D. degree in plant
physiology/biochemistry/horticulture from
Purdue University in 1966. Upon completion
of his graduate studies, he rose through the
professorial ranks at the University of Ari-
zona (1966-1968) and Cornell (1968-2001),
culminating in his appointment in 1987 as
Liberty Hyde Bailey Professor in Cornell’s
Department of Agronomy.

An international authority in the area of
environmental stress physiology of plant and
animal systems, his research focused on low-
temperature biology (cryobiology) for the
study of cold acclimation and freezing injury
of herbaceous plant species, such as winter
cereals (rye, wheat, barley and oat) and the
development of procedures for the cryopreser-
vation of biological tissues. His recent re-
search was focused on determining the funda-
mental biophysical mechanisms of membrane
destabilization and the identification and mode
of action and processes of cold-regulated
genes that are involved in the cold acclima-
tion of Arabidopsis thaliana.

He served on numerous editorial boards,
held many positions within the Society of
Cryobiology and had been an invited speaker
at numerous national and international meet-
ings sponsored by the International Botanical
Congress, American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science, Royal Microscopy
Society, several Gordon Research Confer-
ences, the American Chemical Society and
The Royal Society.

Michelle Evans Scholarship winner

Charles Harrington/University Photography
Winnifred Evans, left, and Paget Evans, right, parents of the late
Michelle A. Evans ’01, pose with the winner of the first Michelle A. Evans
Scholarship Award, incoming freshman Denise Fernandez. The award is
given in memory of the premed student and biology major who died in
a tragic campus accident in March of 2000, and it was presented at the
Minority Educational Affairs recognition banquet for its pre-freshman
program, Aug. 4, in the Trillium in Kennedy Hall.

■ Seeking international friendship:
The International Students and Scholars
Office at Cornell and the International Com-
mittee of the Cornell Campus Club is look-
ing for Americans to share their cultures
with visiting international students, profes-
sors and researchers. Throughout the 50-
year history of this program, singles, couples
and families in the community have formed
many long-lasting and meaningful friend-
ships, and international visitors have been
able to return to their countries with a deeper
understanding of American culture. Popu-
lar activities include family outings, cel-
ebrations, holidays, or even casual get-
togethers. For more information, contact
Ann Tompkins at 272-0044 or send e-mail
to <chuck@bg.org>.

■ ESL for visiting scholars: A noncredit
course will be offered at Cornell for visiting
academicians who seek improvement in any
basic English-language skills, particularly
speaking and listening comprehension. Prac-
tice in speaking and pronunciation will in-
clude formal presentations and individual help

Community-based
fellows named for
new CU program

The Cornell Public Service Center has
announced the first fellows in the new
Cornell Civic Leaders Fellowship Program.
The program will enable four community
leaders involved in economic- and commu-
nity-development efforts to join the Cornell
community of scholars as both learners and
teachers for an academic year.

The Cornell Civic Leaders Fellowship
Program was made possible, in part, by a
grant from the Mid Atlantic Consortium-
Leadership for Institutional Change and the
Kellogg Foundation. The grants encourage
higher education institutions to build col-
laborative relationships with their local com-
munities and will allow Cornell to award
$5,000 to each selected civic fellow.

Applications for the program were re-
ceived from Tompkins County as well as
the greater Rochester and Southern Tier
areas. A committee that included commu-
nity and university representation selected
the fellows. The four fellows are listed be-
low, along with the names and descriptions
of their proposals.

• Michael Bleeg, Rochester – Commu-
nity Centered Living Proposal. Bleeg’s pro-
posal focuses on providing transitional hous-
ing in the greater Rochester area for a varied
group of residents, including those in drug
and alcohol recovery or people with mental
or physical disabilities. Other objectives
include seeking to build collaborative rela-
tionships with program delivery agencies,
government offices and neighborhood
groups; recruiting volunteers for a three-
year start-up period for each residence; and
securing financing options for both initial
and ongoing support.

• Gino Bush, Ithaca – Community In-
volvement at Ithaca High School. Starting
in October 2000, Bush began leading sup-
port groups at Ithaca High School for male
students to talk about life-skills topics, in-
cluding discussions surrounding drug and
alcohol education, racism, families and
school. The first group began with an atten-
dance of three, and the most recent ended in
June with 15 attending weekly meetings.
Bush’s proposal seeks to continue to expand
these support groups to reach larger audi-
ences and possibly expand to the local middle
schools. He plans to recruit Cornell students
to serve as mentors or role models; to pro-
vide employment opportunities and train-
ing to young adults, and to use the fellow-
ship as an opportunity to do research in the
area of drug laws and reform.

• Carl Feuer, Ithaca – The Working Poor
in Tompkins County. Feuer’s proposal seeks
to address the need to ensure that all work-
ing people in Tompkins County be paid at
least a living wage. In that pursuit, he will
identify those jobs, industries or sectors that
are most heavily low paying and analyze the
demographics of the working poor – who
they are and how extensive or serious pov-
erty is in the community – to determine how
wages affect people’s lives and the choices
they are forced to make.

• Paul Glover, Ithaca – Survey of Com-
munity Dental Clinics. Glover’s proposal
seeks to explore and summarize features of
the hundreds of dental clinics serving
underserved sectors throughout North
America. It is hoped that this information
will lead to the formation of a dental clinic
in Ithaca. One-third of city of Ithaca resi-
dents do not have health insurance and an
even larger number do not have dental
insurance. Glover has found that resi-
dents who are eligible for Medicaid are
unable to find dentists that accept Medic-
aid, and he proposes that the establish-
ment of a dental clinic in Ithaca would
serve currently unmet needs.

The Cornell Civic Leaders Fellowship
Program is the first of its kind in the area and
was established to expand and improve uni-
versity-community collaborations.

For more information about the program
or the Cornell Public Service Center, call
255-1148 or visit the web site <http://
www.psc.cornell.edu>.

with pronunciation problems. In addition to
the weekly classes, field trips are regularly
scheduled to provide opportunities for dis-
cussion with native English speakers and
insight into American culture and history.
Classes will be from 5 to 7 p.m. on Tuesday
evenings beginning Sept. 4 and ending Dec.
11. The program fee is $450. For more in-
formation, contact Donna Colunio, School
of Continuing Education and Summer Ses-
sions, Cornell University, B20 Day Hall,
Ithaca, N.Y. 14853-2801; phone: 255-7259;
e-mail: <cusp@cornell.edu>; web:
<www.sce.cornell.edu/exec>.

■ Volunteer teachers needed: Teach-
ers – experienced in ESL (English as a
Second Language) or not – are needed to
teach a two-hour session each week at one
of three levels: beginner, intermediate or
advanced. The level, day and location are
chosen as far as possible by the volunteer.
The course, sponsored by the Cornell Cam-
pus Club, runs for about 12 sessions from
Sept. 10. If your are interested in volunteer-
ing, contact Gail Sakai at 277-5209.

NOTABLE

Two faculty members in the Department
of Natural Resources in the College of Ag-
riculture and Life Sciences have been elected
to leadership positions in scientific societies
that address wildlife and fisheries issues.
Barbara A. Knuth , professor of natural
resources and co-leader of the Human Di-
mensions Research Unit, has been elected
second vice president of the American Fish-
eries Society, a position that ascends in
subsequent years to first vice president,
president-elect, president and past-president.
Daniel J. Decker, professor of natural re-
sources and co-leader of the Human Dimen-
sions Research Unit, has been elected vice
president of The Wildlife Society, a posi-
tion that ascends to president-elect, presi-
dent and past-president.


