Halihan’s Student Research Expectations – October 2005

I have written this description of my expectations of students as a response to a suggestion from other faculty at other universities in the U.S.  The format and some amount of this material comes from Dr. Paul Heideman of the College of William and Mary.  It will allow us to make sure that both of us understand what we expect from each other when you do research with me.  My primary reason for conducting my research in a university setting is to allow me to interact with new scientists that are just learning the trade.  Research as a simple pursuit is not interesting enough unless you throw in a student component.

As one of my students, I plan to treat you as a junior colleague.  You are not a secretary, mule, or idiot.  This releases you from doing work simply to further my interests without concern for your own.  On the other hand, it puts a huge responsibility on your shoulders to live up to the expectations of performance that are required of a person who has already completed a degree.  At this level, you could have a job somewhere paying you to perform at least 8 hours a day with the possibility of being released for lack of performance.  The role you have here should be no different.  My intention is not to provide an atmosphere where you sit and wait to learn.  You will be given an increasingly higher level of responsibility for the group’s well being (training, funding, presentations, etc) until you have completed your course of study and are ready to perform well in other job situations.

What you should get out of the experience is an understanding of how good, rigorous science is conducted, with a caveat.  I do not appreciate science that is boring.  There is a creative component that is difficult to teach, but will be developed if possible.  There are components of many fields of science that feel that new advances are going to be minor compared with where we have come from.  I think they are missing the boat.

From this experience, you will develop technical writing skills, technical presentation skills, a sense of professionalism, some management capabilities, a sense of fearlessness about technical issues, and an overall ability to think yourself out of a paper bag.  These are not skills that come easily.  They are not skills that are developed by showing up to work 4 hours a day.  Some people may not succeed, but I think all are capable.

Your time
The time commitment to research tends to be one of the most important issues for students and mentors.  I assume that a minimum study-work week for a student is 45 hours.  Each credit hour of research will require a minimum of 3-4 hours per week (unless we negotiate something different).  If you take on a project that requires more time, then you are implicitly agreeing to spend the additional time.  Don’t attempt a particular research project if you know that you don’t have the time to do it.  Circumstances that legitimately modify this commitment include illness or, in the short term, personal emergencies.  Time lost for these reasons will be made up later, unless we agree that this is not necessary or would create serious hardship.

I don’t like to monitor student time and commitment.  You are a colleague, not other (see above).  I would recommend keeping track of your own hours spent researching daily.  This helps keep focus and honesty to your own work.  I don’t want to know the results of this tally; it is for your assistance.  If you are working on schedule and meeting commitments and deadlines, I will generally be ecstatic.  Failure to meet time commitments and deadlines is reasonably common for graduate students (and even for professors).  This isn’t good, but it isn’t a disaster.  What is required is to get restarted on progressing towards goals.  Too often, things stall work and then a vicious cycle begins.  Grad student gets off track, advisor wants to know what is happening, student avoids advisor, advisor has more desire to know what is going on.  This results in the student running the other direction when the advisor comes around instead of talking out the issue when this communication needs to occur most.  If we can’t find a way for you to stay motivated and to progress on your project, after significant time and effort devoted to finding ways to keep you progressing, then I will have to ask you to leave my group.  If you don’t like your project, are scared of it, or aren’t working because you’re too busy following other interests, then I can’t help train you and you can’t learn better practices from me.
If you are on funded work, you are not on my time, but the funding agency’s.  They are paying you to get objectives accomplished, not me.  So if you are on a funded project as a graduate student, you are expected to be at the University for 8 hours minimum per day.  I will need your schedule so that I can find people that are working on projects when I need to get something done.  As far as vacation is concerned, the time between Christmas and New Years is off (unless you are trying to finish something).  You can also take 2 weeks off in the year.  Please notify me in advance when that is so that I can plan around that.

If you are on funded work and getting paid hourly, it is your responsibility to deal with time sheets.  I just sign them.  Additionally, if you have committed to work during the semester, you need to keep working (or let me know so I can hire someone else to get the work done).
My time
You have the right to 1 hour/week of my time (and depending on the project and what phase it is in, you may get much more); it will be your responsibility to make sure that you get the time you need.  Be careful to use the time well.  You can and should use me as a source of advice on careers as well as your project.  You may interrupt me at my desk, but please be aware that every interruption, no matter how minor, costs me at least 5 minutes, and often more, while I refocus on my task, so you should think about whether a particular question merits an interruption or whether you might be able to wait until another, better, time with a series of questions.  You can call me at home for important questions, but should find me in the office when questions can wait.  If I find that you are interrupting more than I feel is appropriate, I’ll tell you and suggest ways to decide when you should interrupt me.
It is very hard with 10-15 students for me to get things done.  If you have a question for me, check with me during tea time (10:30-11:00 am and 3:30-4:00 pm).  If you stop by at other times, I may ask you to leave.
Ideas (Intellectual Property)
I consider ideas that come out of my laboratory to be my intellectual property unless we have agreed differently, which actually means that it is OSU’s property.  This means that you cannot take an idea with you to follow up for work elsewhere without consulting me.  Similarly, you may not offer intellectual property or materials developed in my group to other scientists without my consent.  People have imperfect memories, so if you regard an idea as yours, make sure that you have it in writing, in detail, in a form that we both agree correctly describes your contribution, and do this early!  It occasionally happens that two parties disagree on their relative contributions to an idea, and the relative importance of coming up with the basic idea vs. the development of that idea into a viable project.

You will be an author on a published paper if you have provided a substantial portion of the intellectual and physical work involved, and have completed your portion of the project satisfactorily.  This involves participation in both the writing and the research work involved.  You will not be a coauthor if you fail to complete your project, complete it unsatisfactorily, or don’t write it up.  All of these things happen frequently, and often for very good reasons.  I won’t necessarily be upset with you in these cases, but they could keep you from being a coauthor on a paper.

I believe that all authors of a paper ought to have contributed substantially to it intellectually and ought to be able to defend it in front of a scientific audience in that field.  First authorship requires that you put the majority of the intellectual effort and completed the project, including the writing!  If I or another student played the major role in conducting the experiments, analysis, and/or writing the manuscript, or if someone else had to come in to clean up and finish a project that you couldn’t, I or they probably will be the first author of the manuscript.  If you cannot finish a project under my supervision, you may forfeit your rights to be first author, regardless of how much of the work was yours (even if an important part of the intellectual contribution was yours).  You might still be a coauthor, and you would certainly retain the right to be acknowledged for your contributions to the project.  The rationale for this is simple.  If you don’t finish a project, you haven’t played the leading role in it.

Team Setup
I consider graduate school to be similar to the old apprentice system or a current business system.  You know science, but are potentially not sure of the mechanics of doing research or science projects.  In this context, I expect that my group will work together to improve our general lot in life by working together as a team when individual deadlines arise.

Graduate school is also similar to any other company where you might work.  Some things go well, others do not.  Things can always be improved.  One area that usually lacks, but is simple to improve is departmental participation.  I expect that the members of my group will have an active curiosity and will attend departmental lectures and functions even if it is outside their research area.  When alumni or other guests are around, they should be treated with the utmost respect and assisted if needed.  These are things we learned in kindergarten, but occasionally forget.

Group Meetings
Group meetings will be held once a week.  These will be used to either organize field equipment, discuss a paper, or organize grant proposals.  We should actively discuss and critique each others work so as to move everyone forward.  If you didn’t get any work on your project done, say so, but be prepared for some pressure to have more done the following week.

Equipment
As a field geologist, I have a lot of field equipment.  This equipment gets abused and dirty by definition.  However, it is still expensive research equipment.  It needs to be cared for more than ordinary lab equipment because it leads a more difficult life.  I have found that by nature, I am disorganized.  I would love to be organized and hate disorganized equipment.  This paradox lends me to be neurotic about my field gear.  Take better care of it than you would your best prize possession.  Remember, if equipment gets destroyed, it is extremely difficult to replace.  I am still working on an effective way to store equipment here, and need assistance keeping things organized until the system is settled.  As it stands, it will be settled about 3 years after I retire.

Money
I try very hard to raise money for your research.  I hate to do this stuff.  Any monies that I obtain to fund research are extremely difficult to get.  Thus, I will not disburse a research assistantship if I am not sure of your abilities to complete the funded project.  If you take an assistantship for supporting yourself, you are also taking the responsibility to help me get the research products finished.  This includes working on reports to agencies and meeting project deadlines.  My life is generally as complicated as any student’s life, but I am responsible for deadlines too.  If the deadlines don’t get met, the money doesn’t show up, the students don’t get work, and we all eat ramen noodles for dinner (If you really like ramen noodles, think of some other food product, perhaps potted meat food product by Hormel.)

Safety
Field and lab safety is paramount.  Learn and practice safe laboratory procedures and learn what to do in an emergency wherever you may be.  Wear gloves and eye protection when required.  Wear hearing protection when required.  If you don’t know whether a particular action is dangerous, then don’t do it until you consult me or someone who knows.

Don’t do anything unsafe to “save” an experiment.  This includes trying to recover equipment from dangerous locations and trying to patch something together to make something work temporarily.  Think before acting, and think safety.  To quote an anonymous pilot, “Truly superior pilots are those who use their superior judgment to avoid those situations where they might have to use their superior skills.”
Borrowing Policy
Don’t borrow anything without permission, and, when you have permission don’t remove anything from the lab without leaving me a written note with your name, the name of the object, and the date.  

Questions?
If you have questions about these or other topics, and when you have questions about how well you are progressing, or if you need something explained for the nth time, just ask.  There are no taboo subjects or questions.  
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