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January 2, 2024 
 

Dear Selection Committee, 
 

I am writing to apply for the position of Associate Director of the Penn State Neuroscience Institute (PSNI). My 

professional experience at Penn State, research and funding success, and leadership and service in research 

excellence across the university will be an asset to the growth of PSNI. Neuroscience is an inherently 

interdisciplinary field with Penn State faculty spread across all colleges. During the 8 years I have been at Penn 

State, I have held appointments in two of these colleges (Eberly, Health and Human Development - HHD) and I 

have courtesy appointments in two others (Engineering, College of Medicine - COM). Through this experience, 

I have a strong working understanding of the obstacles and opportunities faced by faculty across the university. 

Our neuroscience faculty have different scientific training and interests, different teaching loads, different 

graduate student pools, and different funding and research obstacles – and the leadership of PSNI needs to 

understand all of these dynamics to coalesce faculty into a strong, cohesive unit. 
  

I also run a successful interdisciplinary research program myself. Since joining Penn State, I have received 

extramural funding (NIH R01, NIH R21, subaward on an NIH P50, Brain and Behavior Research Foundation) 

and numerous national and international accolades for the high caliber of my research. The funded grants in my 

portfolio are interdisciplinary with collaborations across three other colleges (COM, Engineering, HHD), and I am 

leading a U01 NIH proposal that stretches across four home departments.  
 

As Associate Director, I will support the growth and engagement of UP faculty and researchers. My vision for the 

growth of PSNI includes the interrelated aims of (1) successfully advocating for neuroscience within Penn State 

and (2) externally; (3) supporting the growth of our graduate program, as well as undergraduate and postdoctoral 

training; and (4) enhancing overall research excellence. All these strategic aims will work together to (5) increase 

faculty participation and self-governance to enhance the impact of the PSNI. Further supporting this vision, I will 

work with existing neuroscience centers to develop a PSNI-UP 5-year strategic plan.  
 

Representing neuroscience at the university level: I have a strong understanding of the research enterprise at 

Penn State. I have served as a reviewer for the Huck HITS seed grant program, on the committee to select the 

new Associate Dean for Research within Eberly, on Vice President and Provost Justin Schwartz’s inaugural 

faculty working group, and on the committee to President Bendapudi on enhancing research excellence. In the 

latter, our committee was specifically charged with outlining the framework of President Bendapudi’s goal to 

Grow interdisciplinary research excellence (in addition to serving on the overall committee, I led a subsection of 

this workgroup). These experiences have given me a wide overview of research at Penn State, the university’s 

future strategic goals, and importantly, how to best position neuroscience to be successful within this framework. 

These relational experiences will allow me to effectively advocate for PSNI for increased resources and university 

visibility.  I will also work to internally promote the work of PSNI faculty. I have successfully navigated this for my 

lab through the Eberly and Huck communications offices, and recently worked with the HHD communications 

writers on strategically profiling animal model-based neuroscience work (unrelated to my own research).  
 

Supporting the external reputation of PSNI: PSNI has the potential to become an internationally recognized 

institute of innovative and impactful neuroscience; executing this vision will require a multifaceted and relational 

strategy. Some avenues for doing so will include (i) working with The Huck on an updated website, and towards 

improved branding of PSNI through standardized slides and logos provided to faculty for better visibility of our 

Institute, (ii) creating standardized language highlighting the resources of PSNI for faculty to include in grant 

proposals, for trainees to include in fellowships, and when helpful, easily obtained letters of support on behalf of 

PSNI for these applications,  (iii) networking to support PSNI faculty and research at major conferences such as 

SFN (an effort recently spearheaded by CNE), and (iv) liaising with funders and donors on behalf of PSNI.   
 

Supporting the growth of our graduate programs and direction of potential formal undergraduate training: 

Providing support to our Neuroscience Graduate Program Director will be vital to PSNI’s success. I have routinely 
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served on admissions and qualifying exam committees for the Huck-administered Neuroscience PhD program, 

and also successfully lobbied to create a post-doctoral led journal club to build student coherence across campus 

(an effort still co-led by my lab). Supporting our graduate program will depend on the evolving needs of the 

Director but will likely include boosting faculty participation in team teaching, recruitment, and milestone exams, 

and simply lending a hand. I have also worked to strengthen postdoctoral success (often writing letters of support 

or serving as a consultant on applications) and advocated for Eberly and Biology in initial proposals for an 

undergraduate neuroscience curriculum – efforts I will continue to engage in.  
 

Growing research excellence: PSNI faculty already run successfully funded research programs. Moving forward, 

increasing multi-PI proposals will serve to increase grant competitiveness in an ever-tightening funding climate, 

and align with the broader Penn State goal of larger grant awards. I am currently organizing a pre-meeting prior 

to the PSNI retreat in May 2024 for a small group of faculty in loosely related areas to pitch grant ideas and seek 

scientific support for any areas of weakness in their proposal. Formalized efforts like these can result in increased 

expertise on diverse proposals and overall community engagement. I will further seek to build new connections 

among faculty and highlight new opportunities. For example, I hope to encourage PSNI faculty to interface with 

other Huck centers that would have natural synergy with neuroscience, such as The Microbiome Center and 

CIDD, by reciprocal participation in their seminar series. Partnerships with these centers will strengthen the 

success of both and can inform co-operative hiring; this will require working collegially with those Directors.  
 

Increasing faculty participation and self-governance of UP neuroscience: Importantly, further successful growth 

of PSNI will take faculty buy-in and belief in a broader vision of what PSNI can be. I believe I can catalyze the 

energy of new hires, post-COVID contact among senior faculty, and interdisciplinary funding opportunities to 

create a stronger institute – made up of our already outstanding faculty.  To start, I would advocate PSNI move 

our neuroscience seminar series to a more accessible time slot (decided in conjunction with the overall PSNI 

body and Neuroscience Graduate Program Director). I would also begin by saving one seminar slot per month 

for internal Penn State faculty. This will facilitate participation in the seminar series by faculty and labs not typically 

in attendance, and new members of the Penn State community who may not yet know the PSNI event schedule. 

In addition, open seminar slots (1 per semester) can be used for center faculty meetings. The opportunity to 

participate in PSNI governance will lead to greater engagement. I also believe self-governance will lead to greater 

strategic collaborations with faculty at COM. Faculty at UP face different opportunities and challenges than at 

COM, and it will be vital for the leadership of PSNI to meet the needs of faculty on our campus. I will work to 

build an overall identity for UP neuroscience while expanding relationships and scientific efforts with COM.  
 

In addition, I would like to note that I have an extremely strong sense of the duty of service and already work to 

strengthen PSNI. I have served on the search committees for some of PSNI’s newest hires and on the ‘faculty 

launch committee’ for others. I serve as a mentor on grant applications from new faculty, and on dissertation 

committees for neuroscience graduate students across seven home departments. I also currently serve as an 

Associate Director of the Center for Neural Engineering (Postdoctoral Training and Leadership) where I work 

with CNE leadership to support the growth and progression of postdoctoral fellows. I hope to catalyze these 

experiences, and the existing excellence of PSNI, to position the center to become a leader within Huck’s 2021-

2025 strategic goals of bold and transformative research in the life sciences, particularly within Biomedical 

research.  
 

I would be remiss not to acknowledge that I am a pre-tenure faculty member. However, other Huck centers have 

had Assistant Professors as Director (currently, The Center for Root and Rhizosphere Biology). I also have a 

strong tenure package and will be put up for tenure early in 2024 (approved by the Provost 1/2/2024), as well as 

the strong support of my department head and dean in applying for this role. I have also, when needed, been a 

fierce advocate for institutional change and have no doubts about my continued ability to do so. 
 

 

 

Nikki Crowley, PhD 

Huck Early Career Chair in Neurobiology & Neural Engineering 

Associate Director for Postdoctoral Training and Leadership, Center for Neural Engineering 

Assistant Professor, Departments of Biology, Biomedical Engineering, & Pharmacology  



References for PSNI Associate Director position 

 

Dr. Beth McGraw 

Department Head, Department of Biology  

Huck Scholar in Entomology 

Professor of Biology 

Email: eam7@psu.edu  

 

Dr. Andrew Read  

Interim Senior Vice President for Research 

Evan Pugh University Professor of Biology and Entomology 

Former Director, Huck Institutes of the Life Sciences  

Email: a.read@psu.edu  

 

Dr. Yuval Silberman 

Associate Dean for Interdisciplinary Research 

Associate Professor of Neural and Behavioral Sciences 

Penn State College of Medicine 

Email: ysilberman@pennstatehealth.psu.edu 
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