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On Flatlands 8th Street in Brooklyn,
N.Y., in the 1960s, kids played

stickball after school. Families gathered
for neighborhood barbecues. And
nobody’s parent was an engineer.
“Lawyers were much more common,”
Alan Willner said.

That’s how Willner decided he
would study law, although he found his
college physics classes so stimulating
that he majored in the subject. And
when a family friend suggested engi-
neering as a career option, Willner
decided to get a master’s degree in that
and simply defer law school. Still, “I
didn’t know what engineers did. I had
no clue.”

Science, not the law, won Willner in
the end. His post-doctoral work was at
Bell Laboratories, where he studied
under Ivan Kaminow, and his office was
next to that of Tingye Li. Willner’s
father, Gerald, was his first mentor; he
was an accountant, not a scientist, but
he counseled his son virtually every day
until his death last year. In Kaminow
and Li, Willner found professional
mentors. “They were tremendous influ-
ences…the giants of optical communi-
cations. But it goes beyond that. They
were always there to help guide me."

Willner accepted a professorship at
the University of Southern California in
1992. He had had many good teachers,
including his academic advisor at
Columbia, Richard Osgood. He wanted
to give something back.

Eugene Park was one of Willner’s
first doctoral students. The co-founder
of an optical networking company
called LuxN, Park still calls upon
Willner for advice. Willner stresses in
his students the importance not only of
doing fine research, but also of com-
municating one’s work well, Park said.
“He made us take technical writing
classes and practice our presentations
so we’d say the right things,” Park said.
At Park’s first Optical Fiber

Communication Conference (OFC) in
the early 1990s, Willner was terribly
sick. “He had the worst flu, and he’s on
his bed with Kleenex all over the place,
and the portable projector shining on
the hotel room wall so we could prac-
tice our presentations. That’s devotion.”

Willner has received the Presidential
Faculty Fellows Award, 30 of which are
given out by the White House each year
to science faculty. He recently won a
USC University-wide Excellence in
Teaching Award, and is editor-in-chief
of the IEEE/OSA Journal of Lightwave
Technology. These, among his many
honors, reflect skill at conveying knowl-
edge. They don’t convey the fact that
Willner peppers his lectures with
laugh-out-loud references to everything
from “Star Trek” to “Austin Powers,” or
that he spent most of this past
December writing letters of
recommendation for colleagues and
former students affected by the
telecommunications slump.

“He’s the most caring teacher and
mentor for his graduate students that I
know,” Li said. “As far as his research
contributions go, he leads his graduate
students doing very relevant research
for the industry, which is a very excel-
lent blend of science and technology
for practical applications.” Li helped
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inspire Willner’s involvement in OSA,
which has been extensive, covering con-
ferences, publications and the Society's
governance.

Ask Willner about his proudest pro-
fessional moment, and he doesn’t hesi-
tate. Unbeknownst to them, Willner
had nominated Kaminow and Li for
prestigious OSA awards; Kaminow for
the Charles H. Townes Award, and Li
for the Frederic Ives Medal. Both men
were subsequently honored with these
awards. On the day he received word of
Li's honor, Willner himself received a
letter in the mail. “Tingye had nomi-
nated me for OSA Fellow," he said.

It’s these relationships with students,
colleagues and fellow OSA members
that have made his career, Willner said.
“It’s the community. You become part
of it, you contribute to it, and it
enhances your enjoyment of your pro-
fessional life. Some of the best friend-
ships I’ve ever had have been with these
people.”

That he shares these relationships
with his students is a great gift to them,
Park said. “As a student, you hear about
his personal interactions with senior
OSA researchers, and they’re the people
we’re reading about. It provides such a
great connection. It helps us think, ‘We
can get there, too.’”

Alan Willner
Co-chair, Science and Engineering Council

Lives: Los Angeles, Calif. 
Works: Department of Electrical Engineering, University of Southern California 
Education: Bachelor’s degree in physics, Yeshiva University; 
master’s and doctoral degrees in electrical engineering, Columbia University.
Family: Wife, Michelle, is a musical composition scholar. Four sons under the
age of 7; the oldest does math problems with his father as he is tucked into 
bed each night.

Alan Willner and 
family at a Bar
Mitzvah (from left to
right): Gerald Willner
(father); Moshe
Willner (son);
Michelle Willner
(wife); Alan, with son
Asher Willner; Sondra
Willner (mother).


