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Five questions for Phillip De Leon[1]
[2]

Phillip De Leon, Ph.D., oversees the University of Colorado Denver’s research and creative activities mission, which
has been traveling an upward trajectory in recent years. CU Denver’s $31.3 million in externally sponsored projects for
fiscal year 2024 was up 10% over the previous year.

A CU Boulder alumnus, De Leon arrived at CU Denver in August 2022. The associate vice chancellor for research and
chief research officer, he manages operational and strategic aspects of the research and creative activities enterprise
at the campus, including research development and proposal development, Grand Challenges development and
funding, seed funding programs, promoting faculty research and creative work, and collaboration with other partners.

Away from work, he enjoys as much outdoor time as possible, including running, cycling and skiing. “But I also spend
a lot of time reading and enjoying Denver’s museums and performing arts,” he said.

1. How did your personal higher education journey unfold, and how does it inform the work you do in your
current role?

My first experience in higher education actually began in high school when I was able to attend summer STEM
programs for minority students at the University of Texas at San Antonio and the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology. I was quite fortunate that my parents let me go away for the summers when I was pretty young.

I ultimately attended the University of Texas at Austin, where I earned a bachelor of science in electrical engineering
and a bachelor of arts in mathematics – the first STEM degrees in my family. I supported myself in college through
summer internships, where I was able to work on research and was supervised by mentors who were heavily invested
in creating a very diverse, next generation of researchers. They opened many doors for me. I received a doctoral
fellowship from AT&T Bell Laboratories and went onto CU Boulder, where I earned my master’s and Ph.D. in electrical
engineering. 

When I landed in Boulder, I had never been to Colorado, but it was a terrific place for me! I was a runner, cyclist and
avid outdoors person, so Boulder was a great place to enjoy those activities and learn new ones like skiing. I happen to
have attended CU Boulder during an exciting time that included the Nobel Prize in Chemistry being awarded to
Professor Tom Cech, the national football championship and the Heisman Trophy. But I do remember studying and
working very hard – as one would expect.

Going back to my earliest college experiences, I wanted to be a professor because I loved learning and being on a
university campus. So I was super happy to go straight from CU Boulder to New Mexico State University, where I was
a professor for over 26 years.

Higher education has had a profound impact on my life. I was very lucky to have so many people open doors for me as
a student, researcher and professor. At CU Denver, I deeply appreciate the diverse student population we have, the
student research opportunities we have, the faculty that educate and open doors for our students, and the
administrators and staff that support all our faculty to do their best work. In my role, I hope to contribute to a healthy
and productive research and creative activities environment that opens doors for everyone.

2. Your teaching and research focus on digital signal processing (DSP). What are some of the uses for this
science, and what drew you to this field?

DSP is a technology that underlies most of the advances that power the digital revolution we enjoy today. Advances in
DSP are due in turn to the rapid progress in microelectronics.

When you listen to music on your smartphone, that’s a digital audio signal. When you or the Webb Space Telescope
take a picture or stream a 4K video, those are digital images. When you make a call over a cell phone, that’s a digital
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communications signal.

When we write software or build chips to process those signals, like compress the audio signal so it requires less
storage, adjust the frequency spectrum, enhance the image, maintain a cellular communications link when you are
driving, cancel echoes, etc., well, that’s DSP.

I was drawn to the field when I took a graduate course in DSP from Professor Tom Mullis and found it was a good
match for the things I was super interested in: audio, math and programming. I didn’t have a clear plan on exactly what
I was going to work on in electrical engineering and took a lot of different “exploratory” courses trying to figure out also
what I was good at. The lack of clarity worked well for me. I will always be grateful to my adviser, Professor Delores
Etter, who was willing to supervise my work, got me on a good path toward becoming a professor, and advocated for
me. I was definitely at the right place at the right time, because DSP just seemed to take off in every direction in the
1990s and continues to this day underlying many of the advances in AI and machine learning.

3. CU Denver’s strategic plan includes a goal[3] of establishing an international reputation for research and
creative work. What steps are being taken in pursuit of this goal?

The strategic plan’s goal for international recognition of CU Denver’s research and creative work, and the Grand
Challenges initiative, really elevated the research mission of CU Denver over the last few years and catalyzed our
faculty.

Every goal in the strategic plan has a set of annual “roadmap projects.” For Goal 3, we have thought very carefully
about the road toward elevating research and creative work so that Goal 3 is a natural result.

For example, some Goal 3 roadmap projects have included large efforts and investments like the Grand Challenges
initiative, which was a grassroots effort designed to provide focus to research and scholarly themes where CU Denver
could be successful. Others, like starting the faculty grants academy and rethinking seed funding programs, have been
designed to support faculty seeking external grant funding to support their work. Other projects have involved
deliberate communications about research, scholarly, and creative work via website, social media, and persistent news
stories our faculty and students are doing.
[4]

4. How do you describe the current state of research at CU Denver? What opportunities and challenges are
most pressing?

One measure of the state of research at a university is in new externally sponsored awards (grants and contracts) and
research expenditures. On that measure, the state of research at CU Denver is quite good: In 2022, CU Denver
reported $18.5 million in new awards and $18.9 million in expenditures, while two years later in 2024, CU Denver
reported $31.3 million (up 69%) in new awards and $25.4 million (up 34%) in expenditures.

During the last two years, our faculty have won accolades such as a prestigious Guggenheim fellowship and Grammy
award nominations. As a public, urban research university with both AANAPSI and HSI status, we have tremendous
opportunities to further increase our research and creative activities footprint by engaging our diverse student
population in projects and leveraging our location in Denver as a “center of gravity” for the arts, business and
technology.

I believe our most pressing challenges, with respect to research, are supporting and rewarding our most active,
impactful and successful faculty and attracting strong graduate students to collaborate in that work.

5. What do you enjoy most about campus life at CU Denver?

As much as I liked Boulder, I really love that this campus is in downtown Denver – what a fantastic city! When I walk
around campus, I see many students that remind me of me.

I am honored to be a part of CU Denver and lead the research enterprise. I have a deep respect for our faculty, staff
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and students, and for our teaching and research missions. And I couldn’t be happier to be back in Colorado!
[5]

Involuntary sweeps of homeless encampments do not improve public safety, study finds [6]

NASA awards CU Denver $1.2 million grant to help meet national demand for electrical engineers, space tech
specialists [7]

At Faculty Senate meeting, President Saliman discusses state funding challenges[8]

President Todd Saliman last week told the Faculty Senate he expects the 2025 legislative session to be a challenging
one for CU and other institutions of higher education making their annual funding requests.

“I think the budget’s going to be tight,” Saliman said during the Faculty Senate’s Oct. 14 meeting, held via Zoom.

Assuming modest growth, Saliman said, the state might face a budget gap between $500 million and $900 million.

“They’re not going to be able to do everything they’d planned on doing,” he said. “Next year will be a challenging
budget year for higher education, and that will trickle down to all of the institutions in the state.”

The outlook actually improved earlier this year, when a bipartisan property tax bill enacted by state leaders led to the
removal of two initiatives from this November’s election ballot. Passage of the measures would have meant dramatic
cuts to the state budget, inevitably affecting higher education.

Saliman also sounded a note of optimism, stating that “small upticks in the economy could close that ($500 million to
$900 million) gap.”

CU leadership already has begun working with other higher education institutions across the state in preparation for the
legislative session that begins in January, Saliman said.

“We’re going to be lobbying for an increase,” he said. “It’s our job to tell them what we need.”

The president speaks at the Faculty Senate’s two annual meetings, one in the fall and one in the spring. Following
questions and answers with members of the Faculty Senate, Saliman encouraged all to vote in the upcoming election.
He also took the opportunity to express his gratitude for faculty.

“Thank you all for doing all you’re doing to deliver on your mission this semester and every semester,” Saliman told
the faculty. “What you do is the heart and soul of what we are, so I’m incredibly grateful for your work.”

In other business at last week’s meeting, Faculty Council Chair Alastair Norcross said participation so far has been
strong in the vote regarding proposed changes to the Faculty Senate Constitution[9]. A reminder was scheduled to be
distributed this week to those eligible faculty members who had yet to vote.

Generally, CU faculty with an appointment of 0.5 FTE or greater are voting members of the Faculty Senate; eligibility is
detailed in the current Faculty Senate Constitution. A response rate of 200 voters is necessary for any action to go
forward; approval among those voters must reach two-thirds to pass.
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The next Faculty Council meeting is scheduled for Nov. 21.

In memoriam: Regent Emeritus Paul Schauer[10]

Regent Emeritus Paul Schauer, who served on the Board of Regents from 2002-2008, died Oct. 14, 2024. He was 80.

Schauer’s time on the board, when he represented the 6th Congressional District, included a term as chair in 2006.
Prior to that, he served in the Colorado House of Representatives from 1979 to 1998.

Schauer was a dedicated public servant and a tireless supporter of higher education, as a legislator and a regent.
Above all, he was a great champion of CU who was beloved by his many friends and colleagues within the university. 

His passing is a loss for the CU community and the state of Colorado. However, he leaves an enduring legacy.

In lieu of flowers, the Schauer family requests that memorial contributions be made to the Alzheimer’s and Cognition
Center Fund[11] at the University of Colorado Anschutz Medical Campus. Contributions in memory of Regent Emeritus
Schauer may also be mailed to the University of Colorado Foundation at P.O. Box 17126, Denver, CO 80217-9155.

A memorial service will be held in the spring of 2025, with details to follow.

Read more on the life of Regent Emeritus Paul Schauer here[12].

New device could deliver bedside blood test results in an hour [13]

First Priority Peer Support Program launches [14]

Ye awarded Monroe Endowed Professorship [15]

Randall appointed interim dean of undergraduate education [16]

Lockwood named Employee of the Quarter [17]
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Examining how undocumented migrants are affecting housing prices[18]

Yes, wildfires can devastate communities – but they can also help strengthen them, this CU researcher says[19]

Researchers survey firearms owners on ways to protect kids from gun violence[20]
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