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RA Spotlight: David Sears 
Interviewed by Ian Cariolo; Article by Rosemary Hanlon 

 
This RA Spotlight shines on 
David Sears, Director of 
Finance and Administration 
at the Abdul Latif Jameel 
Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL). 
It appears The RA Spotlight 
has discovered a trend. As 
with all our prior featured 
candidates, we find that 
David Sears was encouraged 
to apply for his position by 
someone familiar with him 
and with MIT. David’s 
background includes work in 
international development, 

contract management, management training, as well as 
financial management for small businesses. In 2010, David 
was looking for a change, when his wife heard from J-PAL 
Co-Director Esther Duflo that J-PAL was looking for 
administrative help. He was already familiar with J-PAL’s 
mission, and knew his previous experience tied in well with 
their needs. The bonus was this provided the opportunity 
to return to working on international projects that David 
was missing. 



There are so many fascinating research programs at MIT and J-PAL is no exception. After 
reading about J-PAL’s mission on their website, I can definitely understand what drew David 
to apply and stay with this program. The Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) 
established as a research center at the Economics Department in 2003. Their mission is to 
reduce poverty by ensuring that policy is based on scientific evidence, and research is 
translated into action. J-PAL’s findings are used to create solutions for policy changes in 
governance, post-primary education, healthcare delivery, child health, and more. Since 2003, 
it has grown into a global network of researchers with a core staff including more than 300 
research, policy, education, and training professionals across seven offices worldwide. 
Among David’s roles are coordinating the support at MIT to develop J-PAL’s worldwide 
partner offices. David really enjoys his role coordinating services - starting with their own 
faculty, to MIT offices like OSP, Office of the General Counsel, and the Office of Major 
Agreements. David says, “Being able to get support from various parts of MIT for things that 
help us with our mission -  which are a little out on the edge of typical grants or activities - is 
just really, really good.”  
Supporting and coordinating efforts in multiple countries on different continents requires 
serious skills. David extolls the need to be flexible, creative, and open to learning - because 
those properties are essential for problem solving. His experience with large organizations 
has taught him to embrace the bureaucracy, procedure, and policy.  He strives to do things 
the right way, but acknowledges that there are times when exceptions are required to get 
things done. “Being willing to be flexible brings results.” Being willing to collaborate on 
solving problems brings a lot of satisfaction to his work. 
It is always interesting to find out what MIT administrators do on their time away from the 
office. It turns out that David is a hockey player! The Economics Department, under the 
guidance and leadership of Professor David Autor, has an intramural ice hockey team.  
“When I started here, it had been about thirty years since I played hockey. I was not very 
good anyway but really enjoyed it anyway. It has been great psychologically, and it’s a great 
group that involves graduate students and staff from JPAL, and some faculty members from 
Economics. We play pretty terribly, but it’s actually a lot of fun!” 
 
Is there a research administrator you’d like to shine the spotlight on? Send suggestions to ra-
help@mit.edu with “spotlight suggestion” in the subject. Thanks! 

mailto:ra-help@mit.edu
mailto:ra-help@mit.edu


VPF Corner 
Take a few minutes to review some new information on the VPF Website…we’re sure you’ll find it 
interesting and helpful! 
 New federal procurement regulations go into effect July 1, 2018:   

o https://vpf.mit.edu/coming-july-mit-purchasing-policy-and-process-changes 
 MIT recently revised its travel policy in an effort to address the challenges and rigors of 

international and complex domestic travel schedules. 
o https://vpf.mit.edu/changes-to-travel-policy 

  You can sign up for email reminders on the morning that semimonthly payroll paystubs post. 
o https://vpf.mit.edu/sign-up-for-paystub-email-alerts 

 The Fundamentals of Financial Management course is now available as online training. 
o https://vpf.mit.edu/fundamentals-of-financial-management-online-course 

 Fiscal Year closing schedule and list of workshops available here: 
o https://vpf.mit.edu/fiscal-year-2018-closing-schedule-and-workshops 

Did you know that VPF posts recent news and announcements on their website?  

Check them out at http://vpf.mit.edu/news 

 

OSP Corner: OSP takes part in Horizon Europe Panel 
Contributed by Suzanne Pettit 

OSP’s Michael Leskiw recently participated in an international panel, sponsored by Science|Business 
in Brussels, discussing the issues from the European Union’s previous major funding programs, FP7 
and Horizon 2020, which significantly limit MIT’s participation in European-funded sponsored 
programs. In preparation for the panel 
Michael documented the six most 
problematic terms from Horizon 2020, 
with suggestions to make MIT’s 
participation in future grants possible. He 
presented some of these items as part of 
the panel discussion. A video of the panel 
discussion is available here.  

The European Union officially unveiled its new 
research program, Horizon Europe, on June 7th and MIT is reviewing this new program to look for 
changes that might affect MIT’s ability to participate. A specific new concern with Horizon Europe is 
the proposed requirement that third countries pay in as much as they get out of it, and whether this 
country-level requirement will impact a private institution such as MIT. Michael will continue to 
monitor developments and, hopefully, the additional information will provide steps to encourage 
collaborative research between MIT researchers and our European counterparts. 

 

Graphic courtesy of Science|Business 
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https://ec.europa.eu/info/designing-next-research-and-innovation-framework-programme/what-shapes-next-framework-programme_en


Recommended Reading: To SME, or not to SME? 

By Ian Cariolo 

Happy Spring, all you marvels of Research Administration! 

Flattery? Hyperbole? On the contrary, actually. The other day I read an 
interesting article in the Jan/Feb 2018 issue of NCURA Magazine on SMEs*. 
What’s a SME? Why, it means Subject Matter Expert. Every single one of us 
is an SME in something, even if we are not necessarily aware of it. If the 
descriptor of “Expert” stirs any self-doubt in you, it needn’t. Who hasn’t 
described to the uninitiated his or her typical day as a research 
administrator, leaving the listener with the inevitable response of “how do 
you remember/know/retain all of that?” There is an incalculable amount of 
knowledge out there that few even give a second thought to because 
they’re simply doing the job. We in RA Support know full well what an 
exceptional pool of talent and resources MIT has when it comes to those 
who just know. 

Finding that NCURA article was serendipitous because it is the RA Hub’s first anniversary, and what 
has made this past year such a success is, well, you. Though you may not have been bestowed with 
such a prestigious moniker as SME (yet), experts - you are indeed. Per the article,  

“…it is important to have SMEs participate in the delivery of training. Having 
SMEs brings the content to life by providing realistic examples, and being able 
to respond to in-depth participant questions is invaluable to imparting 
knowledge.” (Roseann Luongo, Harvard University) 

We couldn’t agree more. RA Support welcomes any suggestions or recommendations you may have 
for future RAP Sessions. Even more welcome is your participation. We want to send a big shout out of 
appreciation for all of the SME’s and contributors to our 2018 Educational Offerings. If you haven’t 
already volunteered, you may be called upon to provide your perspective on any one of the many 
ideas we have planned for future RAP sessions. There is of course no obligation to participate, but the 
past year has consistently shown that those who took part, even with trepidation, had a great time 
and appreciated the connections made. Let’s connect! 
*“Using Subject Matter Experts to Teach Effective Learning Sessions” by T. L. Callahan, C. Chesbro, T. Dailey, & R. Luongo; NCURA 
Magazine Jan/Feb 2018. 

 

 



 

A ToolTime tool for your toolbox 

Contributed by George Roch and Olu Brown, IS&T 

There was so much positive feedback from the March 20th ToolTime 
presentations, that IS&T and the RA Hub team have been working with the 
DLC presenters to make some of the reports available to the MIT community. 
George Roch and Olu Brown have been working with the Sloan Financial Team 
to genericize several of the reports they presented. The project is almost ready 
for production use, so IS&T is looking for help testing this new dashboard and 

providing feedback before the expected July release to production. 

Cumulative Swept PCard Charges 

This report show the cumulative amount of swept Pcard charges (G/L (420255)) for a 
profit center. The drill down report shows individual accounts (cost collector ids) which 
have had swept charges. This report also includes swept charges for the selected fiscal 
period, total swept charges for the fiscal year, and cumulative swept charges over the life 
of the account. 

Dollar Amount of Unexpensed Travel 

The unexpensed travel chart and list displays cumulative travel charges with a status of 
“Not Submitted,” “Unassigned,” or “Sent Back to Employee.” Charges are shown for trips 
that ended more than 30 days ago, and for associated travel card transactions that are 
more than 30 days old. Transactions are also included if the trip end date or travel card 
transaction date is blank. Clicking on a bar or number launches a detail report that shows 
each transaction included. 

Number of Transactions Missing Review 

This report tracks a department’s compliance with MIT’s monthly Financial Review and 
Control (FRC) process. The chart (and list) shows the number of transactions selected for 
review that are >60 days old (within the fiscal year selected). The detail report groups the 
transactions by account (cost collector id). 

 
If you are interested in pre-release testing, please email us at our RA Helpdesk (ra-help@mit.edu) 
and we’ll get you connected! 

 

 

mailto:ra-help@mit.edu


RA-Help@mit.edu upgrading to SeviceNow help desk system! 

With a planned transition date of July 1st, RA Support will begin using ServiceNow as our help 
desk ticketing system. MIT’s Information Services and Technology has been using ServiceNow 
for quite a while now, and we are excited to follow suit. Just like our current tool - Request 
Tracker aka “RT” – our team will have our own help queue which will operate independently 
from IS&T’s queue (IS&T is servicedesk@mit.edu). You should still reach out for our RA-help in 
the same way: email us at ra-help@mit.edu. The main difference using this new system is that 
you will receive an acknowledgement email when a help ticket is created and another email 
when the ticket is closed. Nothing else changes for you – the other methods of 
communication remain the same – we’ll reply to your requests using SeviceNow, or pick up 
the phone to call you. Now you will have the option to access the actual help ticket though the 
ServiceNow website, or open the ticket using the hyperlink provided in the ServiceNow reply 
email. Or you can continue to just reply to the ServiceNow email and your comments will be 
added to the support ticket – just like RT does now. ServiceNow has some nice upgrades from 
our current support tool that should help us help you even more! 

 
 

RA Help Tip:  Vacationing with technology? Don’t forget to pack your 
cyber-screen! 

By Carole Trainor 

Summer has finally arrived and it is time for many of us to plan a holiday break. Whether going 
camping or taking a trip abroad, one important factor that is often overlooked in planning is 
cybersecurity. Even on vacation, smartphones, laptops and mobile devices have become 
omnipresent companions, providing us with an easy access to the web, messaging or email. But we 
may not realize the threat posed to our personal and professional data when using free unsecure 
Wi-Fi, data roaming, or shared/public computers at an airport or hotel, to name just a few.  

Fortunately, MIT’s Information Systems & Technology (IS&T) website provides tips and guidance 
for minimizing risk at home and on the road.  A prominent section of the IS&T website is devoted 
to secure computing http://ist.mit.edu/secure – this site should be visited frequently to ensure 
that we are following best practices and have an awareness of current threats. A recently 
published IS&T Security News article, 7 tech tips for 'tute travelers by Phil Johnson, provides 
information on cybersecurity products and services offered free of charge to members of the MIT 
community. This includes a reminder to use the MIT Virtual Private Network (VPN) via Cisco 

https://mit.service-now.com/atlas/
mailto:servicedesk@mit.edu
mailto:ra-help@mit.edu
http://ist.mit.edu/secure
http://ist.mit.edu/news/tech-traveler-tips


AnyConnect while traveling. When away from the Institute’s secure computing network or a 
password protected home wireless network, it is easy to forget that using a public Wi-Fi network 
can allow cyber criminals to steal passwords and data. MIT VPN is not just for connecting to 
Institute resources but provides a secure, encrypted network connection even when accessing 
through a public wireless network.    

Another helpful tip is to get the STOP Theft tag for your laptop and/or tablet (you can tag up to 4 
devices at the Atlas Service Center in building E17-106 Monday – Friday 8:00 am – 5:00 pm). 
Unfortunately, thieves often target travelers, so preventative measures such as the STOP Theft tag 
can provide an extra measure of security in addition to never leaving your device unattended. The 
STOP Theft tag is a visible deterrent alerting would-be thieves that your device is protected by 
Security Tracking of Office Property (STOP). When the tag is applied to your device, the serial 
number and contact information is recorded so it can be easily returned if stolen, (the tag leaves 
an indelible mark if someone attempts to remove the sticker).  

Reminders to back-up your data, install software and anti-virus patches are also highlighted in this 
timely article and Knowledge Base topic Technology Tips for Travelers. Securing our data against 
cyber-attacks is always an important goal; I hope that you find these tips helpful if planning a safe 
and secure summer holiday! 

 
 
 
 

RA Hub – Our Year of Offerings in Review 

It is has been a year since the launch of the RA Hub! We took all of your ideas and feedback as 
inspiration to provide a variety of new educational offerings over the past 12 months. We hope you 
were able to participate and we look forward to creating more opportunities for you! In the year to 
come, we will repeat some of the existing offerings while incorporating more new and interesting 
subjects.   

http://kb.mit.edu/confluence/display/istcontrib/Laptop+Tagging+and+Registration#LaptopTaggingandRegistration-Q%3ACanIregisteradeviceforsomeoneelse%3F
https://whereis.mit.edu/?go=E17
http://kb.mit.edu/confluence/display/istcontrib/Technology+Tips+for+Travelers


 



And now a recap of our Greatest Hits 
Besides the new educational offerings introduced by the RA Hub this year, we have continued and 
expanded upon the “Greatest Hits” for Research Administration including three new courses this year. 

Fundamentals: Date Attendees 

Intro to Unallowable Costs 9-20-17 14 

Post-Award Administration 10-11-17 13 

Intro to fCOI in Research (new) 11-15-17 18 

Sponsored Project Closeout 12-13-17 21 

VPF’s Fundamentals of Financial Management 3-29-18 & 3-30-18 32 

Intro to Unallowable Costs 4-2-18 20 

Post-Award Administration 4-25-18 24 

fCOI disclosures revealed (new) 5-9-18 24 

Sponsored Project Closeout 5-22-18 22 

Kuali Coeus: 

Budget Development Rates & Personnel (new) 7 classes 58 participants 

Proposal Development (Non-S2S) 4 classes 37 participants 

Proposal Development (S2S) 5 classes 43 participants 

Sponsored Projects Administration (SPA): 
This year-long, cohort based program consists of nine half-day sessions covering 31 topics: 

SPA program 9 sessions 21 participants 
 

 

 Hub News flash:  Looking Forward to Fall 
The MIT Research Administration community has had a great year, and the RA Hub Team is working 
hard preparing events for the 2018/2019 Academic Year. We will continue to offer the new sessions 
introduced this past year – RAP (Research Administration Practices), Topics in Research 
Administration, and ToolTime presentations, as well as continue other regularly scheduled training 
(e.g. Kuali Coeus training). 

Our new year of offerings will launch with a luncheon for the Research Administration community in 
September 2018. Look for an invitation later this summer. 

Questions, email address is:  RA-Help@mit.edu 

RA Support website is: research.mit.edu/mit-research-administration-hub 

 

http://research.mit.edu/mit-research-administration-hub

	RA Spotlight: David Sears
	VPF Corner
	OSP Corner: OSP takes part in Horizon Europe Panel
	Recommended Reading: To SME, or not to SME?
	RA-Help@mit.edu upgrading to SeviceNow help desk system!
	RA Help Tip:  Vacationing with technology? Don’t forget to pack your cyber-screen!
	RA Hub – Our Year of Offerings in Review
	And now a recap of our Greatest Hits
	/ Hub News flash:  Looking Forward to Fall



