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4.1.5.2  Minor* 6.1.1  Reinstatement of Previously Suspended Program 
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Section I: Request 

 
The University of Utah School of Medicine requests permission to dissolve the Department of 
Physiology after the final Physiology graduate student completes his degree requirements in 
Spring 2015.   
 
In October 2013 the School of Medicine Executive Committee of the College Council 
unanimously approved the proposal to complete the closure of the Physiology Department.     
 

Section II: Need 
 
In 2012, at the direction of Vivian Lee, School of Medicine Dean and Senior Vice President for 
Health Sciences, Dean Li, School of Medicine Vice Dean for Research, began working with F. 
Edward Dudek, PhD, Physiology Department Chair, and Physiology Department faculty to 
reassign department faculty to the Departments of Internal Medicine/Cardiology, Neurosurgery, 
and Neurobiology and Anatomy to invigorate and strengthen neuroscience and cardiovascular 
research initiatives.  Dr. Dudek, an internationally respected neurophysiologist, stepped down 
as Chair of Physiology to assume the role of Vice Chair for Research in Neurosurgery.  Dr. Li 
and Dr. Kenneth Spitzer, Professor of Physiology, were asked to serve as Acting Co-chairs for 
the department. 
 
Appointments to Internal Medicine/Cardiology were initiated for Dr. Spitzer and Dr. Michael 
Sanguinetti, both senior cardiovascular physiologists.  Junior faculty Drs. Sharif Taha and 
Matthew Wachowiak were transitioned to Neurobiology and Anatomy under the oversight of the 
department chair, Dr. Monica Vetter, who also leads the health sciences Neuroscience initiative. 
 
Other faculty members have since retired:  Drs. William C. Michel in June 2013 and Salvatore 
Fidone in January 2014.  Dr. Lara Gawenis is no longer with the University.  In late 2013 Dr. 
Spitzer stepped down from his acting co-chair role to continue his research with Internal 
Medicine and the Cardiovascular Research Institute, leaving only Drs. Dean Li and Mary Lucero 
as department faculty members.  Dr. Lucero is currently on a second one-year sabbatical at the 
American University of the Caribbean, to be completed in December 2014.  Upon Dr. Lucero’s 
return, she will transition to another School of Medicine basic science department, most likely 
Neurobiology and Anatomy. 
 
The Physiology department’s research mission has been subsumed by other departments and 
programs, and the transition of Physiology faculty has strengthened neurosciences and 
cardiovascular research initiatives and related departments and programs.   
 
In addition, School of Medicine teaching responsibilities have been distributed across other 
basic science departments.  The final two graduate students in the Department of Physiology 
are completing their PhD requirements in 2014 and 2015 respectively.   
 



Section III: Institutional Impact 
 

Impact on Faculty:  As described above, departmental faculty have been transitioned 
successfully to other departments, retired or left the University.  Only Dr. Lucero remains in the 
department, and is in a second one-year sabbatical that will end in December 2014.  Upon Dr. 
Lucero’s return, she will transition to another School of Medicine basic science department, 
potentially Neurobiology and Anatomy.    
 
Teaching Responsibilities:  The teaching responsibilities of the Physiology Department have 
been successfully distributed to other School of Medicine departments. 
 
Impact on Graduate Students:  There are two graduate students completing their Physiology 
PhD requirements.  One is expected to be awarded her degree in March 2014; the final student 
is expected to receive his degree in the Spring of 2015.  These students will have continued 
support from their mentors and the department program coordinator (Vicki Skelton) through 
program completion.   
 
Impact on Staff:  Physiology staff members have transitioned to other health sciences 
departments over the past two years; none were terminated.  Vicki Skelton is the final part-time 
administrative staff member and she assists Dean Li with department administrative issues.  
Vicki will transition to the Department of Neurosurgery in FY2015, but will maintain a small effort 
assignment with Physiology until the students graduate and the program is dissolved.  
 
Impact on Existing Administrative Structures 
No untoward effects on faculty, staff, or students are anticipated with closure of the department.  
The research programs in the departments where faculty were reassigned have been 
strengthened.  There is no expected negative impact on existing administrative structures in the 
School of Medicine departments.   
 
 

Section IV: Finances 
 
No negative budgetary impact is expected; rather, the expectation is that the realignment of 
Physiology Department faculty in other departments has the potential to increase 
competitiveness for grant funding.     










