
Don Scifres and Milton Chang have
devoted countless hours and financial 
support to the activities and initiatives of
OSA. Here, they discuss their work with
the Society, the inspirations behind their 
generosity and where the organization 
is heading.

For Don Scifres, becoming involved
with OSA was a natural development.

“I always like to learn something when
I’m involved in an activity,” Scifres said.
“OSA technical conferences were and are
a great source of learning and inspira-
tion. When you’re on a technical program
committee, you gain knowledge from the
group you work with. I think I took away
a lot from my involvement, which ulti-
mately gave me more success in the
research environment.”

Scifres has been a core Society volun-
teer for many years.

“Giving back to the optics community
is vital to its continued success. I love to
encourage and excite interest in optics
and photonics,” he said. “I believe that
optics and photonics over the next 30
years can be as influential as electronics
has been over the past 30 years. One way
to spur interest is through award endow-
ments, which recognize outstanding
achievements and provide a significant
goal for all in the field. Meetings, confer-
ences and events shape discussions and
spark new ideas. The more involved you
become, the more you get out of it.”

One area of particular technical inter-
est for Scifres is semiconductor technolo-
gies and applications. In 1997, Scifres and
his wife, Carol, decided to establish and
endow OSA’s Nick Holonyak Jr. Award.
Holonyak has made distinguished contri-
butions to the field of optics through the
invention and development of semicon-
ductor-based light emitting diodes and
semiconductor lasers. The award is pre-
sented annually to an individual who has
made significant contributions to optics
based on semiconductor materials.

“We funded the Holonyak award to
further people’s interest in the optics of
semiconductors,” Scifres said. “We hope it

inspires others to continue to work and
make advancements in the field. Past
winners have been extremely deserving
of this recognition.”

Scifres was one of the first donors to
the OSA Foundation, the Society’s formal
channel for philanthropic activity. His
generosity has supported numerous pro-
grams including the international,
domestic and educational outreach
efforts that are at the core of the
Foundation’s 2003 grant programs.

Today, Scifres thinks of OSA as one of
his “home societies.” OSA has played an
important role in the advancement of his
career, Scifres said.

“I was able to stay up-to-speed on
technical advancements through OSA
publications and conferences. The
research shared at Society meetings and
events and in its journals resulted in a lot
of personal papers and patents for me.
And you meet a lot of great people along
the way. I’d really like to encourage the
optics community to become active in
the Society.”

Scifres has a strong interest in optical
communications and biomedical optical
devices, and he continues to look to OSA
in these areas, supporting the Optical
Fiber Communication Conference and
Exposition (OFC) and staying informed
about biomedical devices in optics
through OSA meetings and publications.

“Technical conferences and technical
publications are the core of what OSA
does and they are extremely important to
the technical and business communities.
The optics community has been very
successful and a lot of that foundation
was built by OSA.”

M ilton Chang has inspired the
development of many new com-

panies and has aided in the growth of
the optics industry. It was an OSA co-
sponsored meeting that first inspired
him professionally.

“I attended the 1969 International
Quantum Electronics Conference, co-
sponsored by OSA, as a graduate student.
That event really impressed me, giving
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Donald R. Scifres
has been a recog-
nizable figure in
the optics commu-
nity since he
began his career.
He received a
bachelor’s degree
from Purdue
University and master’s and doctoral
degrees in electrical engineering from
the University of Illinois. He has held
numerous positions, including a role 
at Xerox Palo Alto Research Center,
where he, along with co-workers, set
up a new laboratory for the study of
semiconductor lasers and light emit-
ting diodes and reported and patented
the first semiconductor injection laser
with greater than 1 W of continuous
wave output power. This discovery led
to the founding of SDL Inc. (formerly
Spectra Diode Laboratories Inc.) in
1983, and Scifres was named chief
executive officer, president and chair-
man of the board.

In February 2001, SDL merged 
with JDS Uniphase Corp. Scifres then
became co-chairman of the board 
of JDS and the company’s chief strat-
egy officer.

In January 2003, Scifres retired 
from JDS. He is now chairman of SDL
Ventures LLC, a venture capital com-
pany based in Menlo Park, Calif. SDL
Ventures focuses on early stage invest-
ments in the lasers, photonics, fiber
optics, communications and biotech
fields related to optics. Scifres works
with these early stage startups to help
provide both business and technical
assistance when required.

Scifres holds more than 130 U.S.
patents, and he has published more
than 300 technical articles. A recipient
of numerous awards, Scifres has been
honored with OSA’s Edward H. Land
Medal and he is a Fellow of the
Society. Scifres was conference techni-
cal co-chair for the Conference on
Lasers and Electro-Optics (CLEO) in
1996 and conference general co-chair
for CLEO in 1998. Scifres has served as
a member of OSA’s Board of Directors,
and he is currently involved in the 
IEEE Lasers and Electro-Optics Society
(IEEE/LEOS), having served as a 
past president.
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me the opportunity to see so many of my
heroes. People like Tingye Li and Herwig
Kogelnik, whose papers I had studied,
were in attendance at this meeting,”
Chang said.

While Chang was interested in the
technical programs at OSA meetings
and events, he was active in volunteer-
ing for the association on the exhibi-
tion side.

“I was an exhibitor beginning in the
‘70s. I was able to learn a lot from people
like Bob Pole, who held a high-level role
at IBM Research and who was working
on rejuvenating a conference called
CLEA, the outcome of which was CLEO.
I became very involved in this committee
and I was proud to co-chair a precursor
to CLEO, CLEOS, with Dick Smith of
Bell Labs in 1980.”

Through the years, Chang has taken
an active role in helping to shape the
Society’s long-term strategy and has been
central to the expansion of OSA confer-
ences. He has aided in the molding of
events that address issues of importance
to the optical business community,
including the formation of the OSA
Corporate Associates.

“Being around technical leaders helps
me maintain my technical intuition even
though I have drifted over to the busi-
ness side for 30-some years. Even now,
as a venture capitalist making invest-
ments in this space, knowing who to
turn to for technical due diligence is
tremendously beneficial.

“The benefits of being active in the
Society are often not obvious but enor-
mous. A hallway conversation with a
guru in the field could save months of
work. The same is true with exhibitors;
OSA and LEOS members are ‘opinion
leaders’ who determine what products

to buy even if they do not directly 
write the orders.”

In 1997, Chang played a pivotal role
in the creation of OSA’s New Focus
Student Award, and prior to that, the
Newport Fellowship Awards, established
to encourage research excellence, pre-
sentation prowess, and leadership in the
optics community among students. He
has also established scholarships at 
several universities.

“I enjoy giving back to the community
through scholarships, as they enable the
next generation of scientists. I know that
it would have been impossible for me to
work my way through college without the
financial help provided by scholarships.
Even today, I always keep in mind the
saying, ‘Give a man a fish; it feeds him for
a day. Teach a man how to fish, it feeds
him a lifetime.’”

Chang feels that OSA does an excel-
lent job of serving the technical needs of
its members, and there is opportunity to
do more.

“Because of the magazine columns I
write, I get e-mails from people around
the world on various industry issues. I
am amazed by the large number of ques-
tions I receive on career development,”
Chang said. “I think we need to address
more than just the technical needs of our
members and expand rather holistically
to include jobs and career advancement
in technology, manufacturing, manage-
ment or entrepreneurship. Engineering
enables us to do a better job in just about
any field: witness the number of CEOs
with technical backgrounds running
non-technical businesses. I started with
nothing, and if it wasn’t for my technical
degree, I wouldn’t be where I am today.”

Colleen Morrison (cmorri@osa.org) is OSA’s media
relations manager.
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Milton Chang
is managing 
director of Incubic,
a venture fund 
in Silicon Valley 
created to help
entrepreneurs
build companies.

In 1960, Chang
emigrated from Hong Kong to the U.S.
to attend college. He earned a bache-
lor’s degree from the University of
Illinois and master’s and doctoral
degrees in electrical engineering from
the California Institute of Technology.
He received a tuition scholarship from
the University of Illinois, a part-time
job working in Paul Coleman’s millime-
ter-wave and laser laboratories, and at
Caltech, a graduate research assistant
position working for Nicholas George. 

Chang worked briefly as a research
engineer before joining Newport
Corp., then a startup company, to
begin his entrepreneurial career. He
became president/CEO of Newport,
later co-founded New Focus, and since
then has incubated more than a dozen
highly successful companies. He is 
currently on the boards of Arcturus
Engineering, Lightwave Electronics,
OEpic, OpVista, Rockwell Scientific 
and YesVideo. 

Chang has been active in the 
technical community and has received
a number of awards, including
Distinguished Alumni Awards from
both Cal Tech and the University of
Illinois College of Engineering. He is an
OSA Fellow and was the 2002 presi-
dent of the IEEE Lasers and Electro-
Optics Society (IEEE/LEOS). He writes
monthly business columns for Laser
Focus World and Photonics Spectra.

The OSA Foundation
OSA is built on the generosity and lead-
ership of volunteers such as Scifres and
Chang. Commitments such as theirs
enable the Society to provide the infor-
mation and services that serve the 
scientists of today and tomorrow.

The OSA Foundation was created to
support the philanthropic activities that
help to further OSA’s mission of pro-

moting the generation, application 
and archiving of knowledge in optics
and photonics and to disseminate 
this knowledge worldwide. The
Foundation concentrates its efforts 
in four areas: an international fund 
focusing on developing countries; a
domestic fund targeting students and
underserved populations; an educa-
tional outreach fund supporting 

teachers and their students in kinder-
garten through 12th grade; and a spe-
cial purpose fund for specific requests
by future donors for projects of their
designation. 

More information on OSA’s philan-
thropic activities is available online 
at www.osa.org/foundation/, by 
calling 202.416.1966 or by writing
Foundation@osa.org.

Tell us what you think: http://www.osa-opn.org/survey.cfm
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