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AT HIS CORE, ERIC BARRON IS A SCIENTIST. 
So to get an idea of how he’ll approach Penn State’s 
presidency, it’s useful to research what he did—and 
how he did it—as president at Florida State.
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★ ★ ★ ★ ★

A TIME OF TRANSITION

BY LORI SHONTZ ’91 LIB, ’13 MED EDU WC  ////  PHOTOGRAPHS BY MATTHEW COUGHLIN



M a y / J u n e  2 0 1 4     T H E  P E N N  S TA T E R    2 9

BACK TO HIS ROOTS: 
Barron developed as 
a climate researcher 

and an administrator 
at Penn State from 

1986 to 2006.



  ////  DATA DRIVEN  ////
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This is typical. Sometimes, they (or the staff) entertain 
six nights a week. On this particular night, the guests are 
about 100 high-school honors students, parents in tow, 
vying for 25 Presidential Scholarships. “What are you in-
terested in?” Barron asks each one, and he then launches 
into a tale about something or someone at Florida State 
related to each student’s interest, whether it’s biology, cre-
ative writing, or the tuba.

The line inches along. Staffers peek out the windows 
and watch the clock, but the Barrons don’t rush anyone. 
They direct guests to the drinks (back porch) and the food 
(downstairs). They invite everyone to wander around the 
house—the whole house. “Can we really go upstairs?” one 
student asks, and Molly Barron says, “Right up the stairs.” 
On the second floor, there’s a docent in the master bedroom, 
discussing the art on the walls, pointing out the books on 
the mantel, and noting that sometimes, there’s a book on 
each nightstand, so they know what each Barron is reading.

Tonight, the nightstands are bare. The Barrons have not 
had much time, lately, to read. In addition to the usual 
daily duties of a university president, Barron had spent 
two days that week in March at a meeting of the Florida 
State University System’s Board of Governors, and he also 
packed a few boxes, preparing for the upcoming move. 
Molly is coordinating with the movers. When they are 
reading, it’s to keep up with news from Penn State, where 
Barron will take over as president on May 12. 

Barron isn’t big on downtime, anyway. He can count on 
his fingers the number of times he and Molly have relaxed 
on the boat they bought when they moved to Tallahassee 
four years ago. He can recount his and Molly’s personal 
record at Florida State: attending campus events together 
for 41 consecutive nights.

By the time the Barrons have met everyone, the early 
arrivals are ready to leave. The goodbyes are less formal, 
with students slinging their arms around the Barrons, 
posing for cell-phone pictures. Barron sends each one off 
with the same sentiment: “Good luck. Go do great things.”

Students linger on the walkway, snapping group selfies 
with the house in the background. “That’s why I do this,” 

Barron says, watching. “Except for two who came together, 
they didn’t know anyone. Now when they come here, they 
won’t be alone. They’re already part of a community.”

The last guests leave. The Barrons head downstairs for 
a snack and a glass of wine. They’ve been standing in the 
foyer for more than three hours.

 B arron was 34 years old the first time he came 
to Penn State, barely out of his grad-school at-
tire: cut-off jeans and flip-flops. In 1986, the 
College of Earth and Mineral Sciences was 
starting the Earth System Science Center to 

facilitate interdisciplinary research on climate, and Hein-
rich Holland, a visiting professor from Harvard, recom-
mended taking a look at the young climate scientist, then 
on the faculty at Miami. Holland had met Barron—whose 
credentials in geology, oceanography, and supercomput-
ing made him among the first scientists to specialize in 
paleoclimatology—years before while teaching a short 
course. It was typical Barron: always seeking out extra 
classes.

Barron had seen the job listing and assumed he didn’t 
have enough experience to apply. But when asked, he 
fleshed out his vision for the center, and he spent a day 
at University Park, presenting his proposal. Immediately 
after the interview, Barron called Molly and told her, “I 
won’t get this job.” He knew he was a long shot; hardly 
anyone gets to direct a center five years post-Ph.D.

He added that the center had the chance to do ground-
breaking work, and he could tell State College was a great 
place to raise their two young children. He had already de-
cided: As soon as Penn State made its choice, he was going 
to let the new director know he’d like to join the faculty. 

Barron got hired—as director. He’d been the first to in-
terview, and Brent Yarnal, who participated in the search 
as a just-hired professor, says Barron “blew people away.” 
The search committee figured the more experienced can-
didates—some “really famous,” Yarnal remembers—would 
be even better. They weren’t. Says Yarnal, now chair of 
Penn State’s faculty senate: “No one came close.”

IT’S FRIDAY NIGHT, END OF A LONG WEEK, AND 

Eric Barron is still on his feet. The line of people outside The 

President’s House at Florida State stretches down the walkway and 

spills onto the sidewalk, and he and his wife, Molly, are standing in 

the foyer, side by side, welcoming guests into their home.



By the time Barron left Penn State, 20 years later, he 
had procured what was, at the time, the largest grant in 
NASA history ($14 million in 1990) for the center; hired 
Richard Alley, future member of the U.N.’s Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change that won a Nobel Prize, 
and Michael Mann, whose research informed it; and, as 
dean of the college for four years, renovated the ground 
floor of Deike Building, clustering all the undergraduate 
services there with a place for students to study or just 
hang out. “You need to give them a living room,” Barron 
says, “so they feel they belong. It’s their home.”

That sense of community is what has brought Barron 
back. He likes to say he never really left Penn State, but 
of course he did—he spent two years at the University of 
Texas-Austin, building the Jackson School of Geosciences 
from scratch, another two years at the National Center 
for Atmospheric Research as director, and four years at 

Florida State, his undergraduate alma mater. “Penn State’s 
the only place that could have taken him, I’m convinced of 
that,” says Gary Tyson, chair of Florida State’s faculty sen-
ate. “He went from family to family.”

Penn State’s search for its 18th president took longer 
than anticipated, and it ended when retiring president 
Rod Erickson called Barron, a former colleague in EMS. 
Just talk to some people, Erickson said. Barron, who had 
twice told headhunters he wasn’t interested, couldn’t turn 
down a former colleague he considers a mentor. He lis-
tened, and this is what he heard: Penn State needs you.

Says Barron: “I caught the Penn State bug again.”
He’s taking over at a challenging time: State appropria-

tions are shrinking, tuition is rising, technology is dis-
rupting—in good and bad ways—how teachers teach and 
students learn. But those are problems throughout higher 
education. At Penn State, the shadow of the Sandusky 

M a y / J u n e  2 0 1 4     T H E  P E N N  S TA T E R    3 1

COMMITTED TO THE CAUSE: During his Florida State tenure, Barron and his wife, 
Molly, once had a run of 41 straight nights in which they attended a campus events.
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scandal still hangs over the university, and the aftermath 
has caused rifts in a particularly tight community. 

“Maybe this is a very good thing,” Barron said. “To have 
somebody who cares very deeply about the institution and 
knows its quality and knows a lot of its strengths … but 
hasn’t lived and breathed it, or gone through the experi-
ences that everyone else has gone through.”

 A 
fter Barron was announced as Penn State’s 
president, Florida State faculty senate chair 
Tyson took calls from reporters. One asked, 
“Is he good in a crisis?” Recounting the sto-
ry, Tyson smiles: “I said he’s very good, but I 

don’t think he’s seen a crisis like Penn State has.”
When Barron arrived at Florida State in February 2010, 

the university was at a low point. It had endured six years 
of state budget cuts, the faculty was angry because the 
previous administration had dealt with the budget cuts by 
laying off faculty—including tenured faculty—and some 
alumni were upset because iconic football coach Bobby 
Bowden had been fired.

Barron approached the problems like a scientist: He 
gathered data. The biggest problem was the budget, and 
that required a two-pronged approach.

First, he had to understand the university. He carved 
out time to spend at least a half day at every college. He 
examined everyone’s facilities. He asked deans, “When 
you brag about your college, what do you brag about?” He 
followed up by asking them to explain their biggest chal-
lenges. “My job was to sit there and listen to it all,” he says. 
“And I think when you do that, your perspective is so much 

different from what it would be if I were sitting in a college 
and thinking of it from my own perspective.”

The next step: getting people together. He scheduled 
meetings of groups of deans and got them talking. “It was 
energizing,” he says. Guided by Barron, deans identified 
their college’s strengths, the university’s strengths, and 
ways to leverage those strengths. “You have to leverage 
without any money,” Barron says.

The faculty responded enthusiastically. While the previ-
ous president, T.K. Wetherell, was an alum with a doctor-
ate in education, he wasn’t an educator. He was a politi-
cian. Barron engaged with them like the faculty member 
he was for decades.  “He told the same story to everyone,” 
Tyson says. “It didn’t matter if he was talking to the trust-
ees, the legislature, the administration, the faculty in pri-
vate, or the faculty senate. It was very clear that if he was 
talking to you, he was giving you the straight story.”

The faculty also appreciated that Barron defused the 
tension over the layoffs: An arbiter ruled against Florida 
State’s layoffs and required the university to rehire a cer-
tain number of professors. Barron rehired everyone. 

The meetings with deans turned into a pamphlet labeled 
“Big Ideas,” and it formed a blueprint for the university to 
follow. (Barron had no idea of its eventual impact; if he’d 
known, he says, he’d have come up with a catchier name.) 
Barron likes to stress that the ideas aren’t ones he imposed 
on the faculty; rather, he organized and streamlined the 
initiatives the faculty cared about. Thanks to those efforts, 
U.S. News and World Report has twice named Florida 
State the nation’s most efficient public university.

Barron focused next on the state government. Flori-

OUT AND ABOUT: Whether 
posing with Florida State students 
in March or the Nittany Lion at a 
United Way event as dean in 2004, 
Barron is often visible on campus.
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da’s unique structure means that Barron reported to two 
boards—the Board of Trustees, appointed by the governor 
to oversee FSU, and the Board of Governors, additional 
gubernatorial appointees with oversight over all state uni-
versities. He needed to forge a relationship with governor 
Rick Scott, a Tea Party Republican who believes govern-
ment funding of higher education should be minimal.

Additionally in Florida, base tuition is set by the legisla-
ture, and must be approved by the governor. No one wants 
to raise tuition while running for re-election, so tuition 
stays low. But while that may be a boon for students, there 
are other costs. Barron says retaining faculty is difficult; 
up-and-coming stars take higher-paying jobs at other uni-
versities. In the long run, he says, that means that low tu-
ition hurts the students.

Scott modeled his education policies on those of another 
Tea Party governor, Rick Perry of Texas, who had present-
ed metrics for cost cutting in 2008. “They weren’t really 
appealing,” Barron says. “They were production metrics, 
as if we were going to produce widgets. Everybody in high-
er ed complains about how awful they are, but I sensed 
that with (the Scott) administration, there was no sense 
saying, ‘No, we don’t want to do that.’”

Barron’s solution: He looked at the data, and he devised 
his own metrics. Perry’s plan included separating teaching 
and research and revising standards for tenure—two non-
starters within academia. Barron’s included freshman re-
tention rates, student evaluations, credit-hour cost effec-
tiveness measures, graduation rates, and post-graduation 
surveys. He gave this proposal a catchy name: “Florida 
Can Do Better Than Texas.”

And then he sold it. It took three years and a number of 
tweaks, but his original 25-page plan became the template 
for significant reform in how Florida higher education is 
funded: A 2014 law states that if state universities reach 
certain metrics, they are designated “pre-eminent univer-

sities” and are eligible for additional funding. 
“Eric turned something that was a negative 
into something that everyone is happier with 
than the initial plan,” Tyson says. “The poli-
ticians will say it was them, but that was all 
Eric.”

In the midst of his negotiations with the leg-
islature, Barron faced a national controversy. 
Two Florida State professors wrote a letter to 
the Tallahassee Democrat saying that as part 
of its gift to establish professorships in the 
economics department, the Koch Founda-
tion, run by billionaire businessmen Charles 
and David Koch, had been given veto power 
over hires. The Tampa Bay Times picked up 
the story, and an outcry ensued. Florida State 

officials said from the beginning that the facts were incor-
rect in the original story, but that didn’t stop the outrage.

“I got calls saying, ‘You and Barron are just lying sons of 
bitches,’” says David Gallagher, dean of Florida State’s Col-
lege of Social Sciences and Public Policy, who defended the 
gift. “I told Barron, ‘You wouldn’t believe the number of 
calls for my resignation I’m getting. As far east as Bristol, 
England, as far west as the San Jose State religion depart-
ment.’ He said, ‘Oh, David, I’m getting all of those, too.’”

Barron reacted as he usually does: He gathered data. 
He says he talked not only to Dean Rasmussen and the 
chair of the economics department, but also current fac-
ulty, and, particularly important, former faculty members 
working elsewhere. “They didn’t have to worry about pro-
tecting someone,” Barron says. Confident that the original 
story was wrong, he called the editor of the Tampa Bay 
paper, whom he says refused to correct it.

Realizing the controversy would not go away, Barron 
appointed a committee to investigate the matter, and he 
included unionized faculty members who were unlikely to 
agree with the Koch brothers’ politics. He says he told the 
committee, “Tell it to me unvarnished. I want to know ex-
actly what the facts are.” 

The review found that Florida State had retained con-
trol over faculty hires but that other parts of the process, 
including how graduate students received funding, had 
problems. The university fixed the concerns, and Barron 
re-wrote the gift agreement, saying no one at Florida State 
would again sign anything with similar wording.

Gallagher, the dean, originally disagreed with Barron’s 
handling of the situation, but he shortly realized that the 
president had chosen the right path. “He’s a good strate-
gic thinker,” Gallagher says. “Real analytical, and his emo-
tional IQ is probably really high. And so he can be in these 
situations, see where the players are, and figure out how to 
do what’s best for the institution within those constraints.”
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Barron developed a reputation  
as a terrific collaborator,  
someone who asked the  
questions that ended up  

making research or a grant  
proposal sharper.
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Barron also initiated a $1 billion capi-
tal campaign, which is halfway done, and 
beefed up development staffing to reach out 
to more potential donors. And he helped to 
repair Florida State’s relationship with Bob-
by Bowden, which fractured when Bowden 
was fired after the 2009 season.

 The struggling Seminoles hadn’t chal-
lenged for a national title in a while, and 
the fan base was split—get rid of the aging 
Bowden for the younger Jimbo Fisher, or al-
low Bowden, a legend in Tallahassee, to re-
tire on his own terms. The issue was so con-
tentious that Bowden reluctantly resigned—
i.e., was fired—on the day Florida State did 
its presidential interviews, saving the next 
leader from having to make a difficult call.

Bowden kept his distance from Florida State. Barron 
thought he needed to return—for both the coach’s sake 
and the university community’s. He invited Bowden to 
dinner; Bowden declined. Then Molly set up two lunches 
with Bowden’s wife, Ann. With help from boosters and 
former players, their efforts paid off: Bowden was hon-
ored at the 20th-year celebration of Florida State’s 1993 
national title team.

And on May 3, Bowden will speak at Florida State’s 
commencement.

 B 
arron didn’t grow up wanting to be a univer-
sity president. His career goal: geology pro-
fessor. As a third-grader, for his birthday, he 
asked for—and received—a rock-hardness 
testing kit. By eighth grade, when he was tag-

ging along for field trips with older students, he’d decided 
that oceans were “the frontier.” He couldn’t find an under-
graduate oceanography program, however, and enrolled 
at Florida State, where he could major in geology and, 
as part of the honors program, take graduate classes in 
oceanography.

He did graduate work in oceanography at the Univer-
sity of Miami on a fellowship from Texaco that paid for as 
many classes as he wanted to take. So even while work-
ing on his dissertation, Barron kept going to class, accu-
mulating extra credits—and knowledge. He relaxed with 
his roommate, Jim Sloan, now a senior lecturer in Penn 
State’s College of Earth and Mineral Sciences, by watching 
Monday Night Football. Barron’s siblings couldn’t believe 
it; they credited Sloan with dragging their brother, the 
family nerd, away from his studies, however briefly.

Barron carved out a unique niche: He applied climate 
models to the past, developing expertise in paleoclimatol-
ogy. In 1976, a member of his dissertation committee sug-

gested he apply for a fellowship at the National Center for 
Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colo., to teach doctoral 
students to work on a supercomputer. Barron thought 
that was ridiculous—why on earth would a geologist need 
to use a supercomputer?—but he didn’t want to annoy 
someone who would be passing judgment on his disserta-
tion, so he applied. And won. His first project, related to 
the ice ages, was relatively simple—understanding wheth-
er the Hadley Cell would collapse as the ice advanced or 
whether tropical circulation would prevent the ice from 
advancing—but he returned every summer while working 
on his dissertation, doing more difficult computer models.

Also in Boulder, Barron met Molly, who was visiting her 
sister, the wife of a colleague. Several months later, Molly 
showed up at a summer solstice party Barron threw to say 
goodbye to a group of post-docs. Although three weeks 
elapsed before they kissed, the Barrons told Tallahassee 
Magazine, within two months they knew they would be 
married. Their July 1981 wedding, in Molly’s sister’s back-
yard, was low-key. They lived in Boulder until Barron re-
turned to Miami as an associate professor in 1985.

A year later, he arrived at Penn State.
At the Earth System Science Center, Barron developed 

a reputation as a terrific collaborator, someone who asked 
the questions that ended up making research or a grant 
proposal sharper. “He’s just this deeply thoughtful person 
who seems to have an uncanny ability to draw words out of 
the ether, really meaningful words,” says professor of geo-
sciences Michael Arthur, who’s known Barron since 1981. 
“I’ve never really heard him say the wrong thing.” 

In his free time, Barron waterskied with Molly and their 
children, Emily and Jim, at Raystown Lake and played 
racquetball with colleagues. He was known, former col-
league Jim Leous says, as an aggressive challenger, always 
scoping out an opportunity to move up the racquetball 
leaderboard. He served for four years on State College’s 

 “He’s just this deeply thoughtful  
person who seems to have an  

uncanny ability to draw words out  
of the ether, really meaningful  
words ... I’ve never really heard  

him say the wrong thing.”
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school board, making the case for additional taxes to fund 
building improvements. And he served on a variety of na-
tional research committees, honing his diplomatic skills.

In 2002, he took over as dean of the College of Earth and 
Mineral Sciences, and he negotiated a $1 million clause in 
his contract to turn the ground floor of Deike Building into 
the college’s undergraduate student center. He agreed to 
raise part of the money himself, and he says he knew he 
was doing the right thing when one of the building’s jani-
tors donated $25. She wanted her name on the wall, too, 
and to do something for the students.

His reputation as a student-centered dean grew as he in-
stituted the TOTEMS program: Total 
Orientation for the Earth and Miner-
al Sciences, which whisked freshmen 
away for a long weekend at Raystown 
Lake to get to know each other and 
their professors a little better. (The 
first year, each student group built an 
actual totem pole.) And he continued 
to teach a freshman seminar; his was 
titled, “What if climate predictions 
are true?”

Barron presided over a diverse col-
lege with departments that could the-
oretically have been at odds—for in-
stance, environmentalists working on 
human-caused climate change, and 
experts on fossil fuels. Plenty of the 
college’s donors made their money in 
fossil fuels, as well. But Barron kept 
the peace, and he raised significant 
funds for the college.

Former colleagues say his academ-
ic focus is evident in his work as an 
administrator. Climate systems are 
complex, involving everything from short-term weather 
systems to long-term ice ages. Barron’s own research and 
the research he fostered at Penn State showed how intri-
cate the links can be: continental drift affected the ocean 
currents, which in turn affected the amount of moisture 
in the water cycle, which in turn affects climate. Top re-
searchers—and Barron was one—need to digest both the 
big picture and individual nuances. 

“Was he attracted to that because that’s how he thinks?” 
wonders Yarnal, the faculty senate chair. “Or through his 
training, while he was trying to figure out these problems, 
did he develop those skills? One way or another, he ended 
up having the skill set. That’s what makes him such an ef-
fective administrator. He sees the big picture, he under-
stands the details, and he sees how it all fits together in 
one dynamic system.”

 E 
ight years after he left, Barron is returning to a 
Penn State that is thriving in many ways. The 
Times Higher Education World University 
rankings elevated Penn State 10 spots to No. 
39. Undergraduate applications to University 

Park have increased 19 percent this year, and the average 
SAT score of a freshman is 20 points higher than last year. 
Three athletics teams have won NCAA titles in the past six 
months. THON continues to be the nation’s biggest stu-
dent-run philanthropy, raising more than $13 million in 
2014. The Alumni Association has grown by 7,500 mem-
bers in the past two years, and the capital campaign that 

is wrapping up has surpassed its goal: 
$2 billion.

But the criminal trial of three for-
mer administrators is upcoming, 
and Penn State’s ultimate responsi-
bility in the Sandusky scandal is still 
widely debated. Joe Paterno’s legacy 
is still a point of contention, although 
a survey by the Alumni Association 
shows that more than 80 percent of 
alumni believe the university should 
formally recognize the former coach. 
Some alumni are angry—at the Board 
of Trustees, at the university admin-
istration—and want a full accounting 
of what happened during the scan-
dal; others want nothing more than 
to “move forward,” a phrase that’s 
become like nails on a chalkboard in 
some quarters. 

Barron followed the Sandusky 
scandal from afar, of course, and says 
that like many in the Penn State com-
munity, he took it personally—“this 

hit me right in the gut.” He says, however, that the scandal 
is no longer national news; he had thought “the institu-
tion had already gone beyond it.” It wasn’t until he began 
preparing to meet the search committee, he says, that “I 
realized this still has a life in Pennsylvania that it doesn’t 
have anywhere else.”

 H 
e knows he’s got much more to learn about 
his new home. He’ll have plenty of decisions 
to make in his new role, but for now, he’s 
making plans to spend time at each of Penn 
State’s 18 colleges, at each of its 24 campus-

es. He’s asking questions. He’s listening.
Barron is returning not only to his administrative roots, 

but his scientific ones. He’s doing what he does best. Gath-
ering data.  
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FAMILY TO FAMILY: Barron left his 
undergrad alma mater to return to 
Penn State.


