
POWERS CS RESEARCH GROWTH
INVESTMENT IN PEOPLE

Now in the sixth year of an ambitious University initiative  
to catalyze computer science as a foundational discipline,  
the research enterprise of Northwestern CS continues  
to grow strategically in depth and breadth.
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Computers and computational thinking permeate practically  
every aspect of human endeavor—from the purely social to the 
highest levels of enterprise worldwide. Their impact is perhaps 
most obvious in technology-driven disciplines where they  
have inspired groundbreaking innovation.

Behind these innovations are computer science researchers who 
pave the way for new and better systems both within the field  
and beyond it. As demand for such research has grown, so have  
computer science departments across the country.

Northwestern Engineering’s Department of Computer Science—
Northwestern CS—exemplifies that growth, having become in its 
short history a hub of interdisciplinary research across the University 
and a magnet for some of the brightest minds in the field. Samir 
Khuller, inaugural Peter and Adrienne Barris Chair of Computer 
Science, attributes the department’s rapid expansion to the 
University’s “investment in the growth of people.” 

Since 2016, Northwestern CS has hired 16 new tenure-track faculty 
members and 10 fully integrated teaching-track faculty and plans  
to hire nine additional faculty in the coming years. The depart-
ment’s faculty hiring strategy has centered around pinpointing and 
strengthening existing core research areas—including data science 
and network security—with a relatively small footprint. 

“We’re not going to be able to do everything,” Khuller says. “We  
have to be strategic about what we do, and we also have to be  
strategic about what we decide not to do.”

The department’s expansion has also led to the launch of new  
institutes and research collaborations that aim to accelerate trans-
formative advances in the field. “We seek to leverage the power  
of data and computation to address the grand challenges of this 
century,” Khuller says. “These innovative partnerships advance our 
research and help train our students in creative problem-solving.”

 A DVA N C I N G  T H E  T H E O R E T I C A L  F O U N DAT I O N S
O F  DATA  S C I E N C E

In 2019, Northwestern faculty helped launch the multidisciplinary 
Institute for Data, Econometrics, Algorithms, and Learning (IDEAL). 
There, faculty, students, and researchers study machine learning  
and optimization, high-dimensional data analysis and inference,  
and emerging topics including reliability, interpretability,  
privacy, and fairness.

Through its research, training, and outreach activities, IDEAL  
aims to broaden local and national participation in data science  
and bridge the theoretical foundations of data science and  
the practice of data science in industry and applied science.

“You see data science used in every walk of life, but there are so 
many fundamental data science questions that we don’t under-
stand,” says institute site director Aravindan Vijayaraghavan,  
associate professor of computer science. “There’s a lot that  
theory can contribute, and we hope these collaborations will  
spark new areas of research.”

Underscoring the institute’s success, the National Science 
Foundation has awarded IDEAL a $10 million grant as part of the  
foundation’s Harnessing the Data Revolution: Transdisciplinary 
Research in Principles of Data Science Phase II program.  
With the new funding, more than 60 investigators in computer  
science and across fields will collaborate with Google Research,  
the Illinois Institute of Technology, the Toyota Technological  
Institute at Chicago, the University of Illinois Chicago, and  
the University of Chicago. 

ST R E N G T H E N I N G  C O R E  R E S E A R C H  A R E A S

As network security becomes paramount across a wide range of 
industries, Northwestern CS has continued to expand its footprint. 
The Northwestern Security and Privacy Group recently appointed 
four faculty members who have considerably expanded the group’s 
work in software and system security, network security, artificial 
intelligence (AI) security, cryptography, and data privacy.

One of them, V. S. Subrahmanian, Walter P. Murphy Professor of 
Computer Science and a faculty fellow at the University’s Roberta 
Buffett Institute for Global Affairs, is building global early warning 
systems for both terrorist attacks and cyberattacks. Another,  
Xinyu Xing, associate professor of computer science, and his  
team recently uncovered an eight-year-old security vulnerability  
in the Linux kernel and participated in two prestigious security  
contests: Pwn2Own and DEF CON.

“The synergies we gain by boosting a research group are significant,” 
Khuller says. “Now we’re able to offer a variety of very strong 
advanced-level courses, which makes Northwestern an attractive 
place for top students.”

T R A I N I N G  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E S E A R C H E R S

The number of computer science graduate students at Northwestern 
continues to grow. From a previous average of 10 to 15 incoming  
students per year, this year’s 35 new PhD students join the more 
than 120 current CS PhD students and additional students pursuing  
interdisciplinary or electrical and computer engineering degrees 
who are advised by CS faculty.

Northwestern CS’s postdoctoral program is also thriving, in part  
due to startup packages for early-career faculty that allow them to 
hire postdocs to accelerate their research productivity soon after 
they join. Some postdoctoral teaching fellows launch and instruct  
courses while also conducting research.

Khuller credits the increased interest and enrollment to the  
department’s people-first approach. “Our growth in postdocs is  
a product of our investment in faculty, the new and core research 
areas we’ve strengthened, and grant funding we’ve received  
as a result,” he says. “Those postdocs help co-mentor graduate  
and undergraduate students. Our research groups and labs  
accelerate projects, which present interdisciplinary collaboration 
opportunities, advance the field, and further fortify research  
excellence. It’s a cycle we’re excited to continue.”

M I C H E L L E  M O H N E Y

Investment in People Powers CS Research Growth


