​Best Practices for Kim Cobb’s Graduate Students


updated 11/10/20
This document outlines my expectations for my graduate students in black and white. I offer this because each of you comes with different past research experiences, based on different assumptions and expectations. It is my hope that this document will help us avoid many of the most common sources of friction between graduate students and their advisors, keep the lab a fun and enjoyable place to be, and help you mature into independent scientists. 

Overarching philosophy:  This is an apprenticeship, not a job!

In jobs, you fulfill your obligations each day, usually outlined by a job description or your boss, and that’s it. In apprenticeships, you have a partnership with your mentor in which you are mostly LEARNING about science and research and academia. Expectations will be communicated whenever possible, but there is an over-arching expectation that you will independently seek out opportunities for your learning, take things to the next step without my asking, display initiative in transforming your ideas into reality, and contribute to the greater growth of yourself, the lab, the department, Georgia Tech, and the world. I trust that you wouldn’t be in graduate school if you didn’t have two qualities in spades:  1) burning scientific curiosity, and 2) a desire to make a lasting contribution to the planet. 

Work hours per week:

This will vary significantly depending on your efficiency and time management skills. I worked about 60-70 hours/week in graduate school, although I was not terribly efficient. Now I work about 40 hours/week because I’m much more efficient, and because as a mother to four young children, I choose to prioritize my family. Of course, if you enjoy what you’re doing (and hopefully you do) the time flies. You will find that time management is key, and I’d be happy to help you work more efficiently if you’d like, or talk with you about making sure that high-priority tasks are accomplished first. For my part, I promise that I will tell you when I do not think you are putting in the time, or have your priorities straight – having a silently or subtlety dissatisfied advisor is the worst. There is no reason why 40 hrs/week isn’t a sustainable work schedule for graduate school – the challenge is to use your time wisely and to ensure optimal communication about your progress and any obstacles that you are grappling with (whether personal or professional).
Vacations:

This is academia, and there are basically no formal rules about when you can and can’t take a vacation. Having said that, I expect that you will design vacations around your major deadlines (abstract or fellowship deadlines, field trips, etc). Please let me know (at least two weeks in advance) when you will be out of the lab for more than a couple of days so that I can plan instrument time most effectively. As a general rule, I think that ~4 weeks of vacation per year is reasonable (not including the odd Monday or Friday when you have family in town, etc, see below). When I was a graduate student, I usually took one week at Christmas and two weeks during the summer. 

Random sick days/ personal days/ three-day weekends:

These are recommended, and are a good way to maintain sanity. Every once in a while (I’d say every 1-2 months), you should give yourself the day off to host a friend’s unexpected visit, rest up after a draining deadline or fieldtrip, etc. Of course, a string of ‘lite’ weeks will probably raise my eyebrows – but that’s nothing that a few long days can’t completely erase.

Working at home:

I encourage you to work at home whenever you want, provided that you do not have pressing labwork that needs to be done. This is especially true for writing assignments, as the constant interruptions of the office are very distracting. It is most helpful if you have e-mail at home (or leave a phone where you can be reached), so that we can get a hold of you with questions if we need to. 

Your writing assignments:

You will have many written assignments in graduate school, including fellowship applications, conference abstracts, and eventually, manuscripts for publication. Writing scientifically is a learned skill – it will not come easily (I still struggle with proposals, etc). It will soak up enormous amounts of your time. Just to give you a point of reference, it usually takes me 2 weeks of 200% commitment (80 hrs/week) to write a 15-page proposal for NSF. When I was writing my thesis, I found that I could write 1-2 pages (double-spaced) per day, at full steam. Writing takes time, and the most common mistake is to leave it until the last minute and then find that you do not have enough time to produce a quality product. If you follow my suggestions and timeline below, I will be able to help you become the wonderful scientific writer that you will be.

· 2 months in advance of deadline:  main figures and outline of fellowship/manuscript (follow formal outline procedures, p 152 of Booth et al)

· 1 month in advance of deadline:  first full draft of fellowship/manuscript (watch for common mistakes as listed in Young’s handbook)

· every 2-3 days until deadline:  revised manuscript based on my comments (yes, we will likely go through 10+ drafts before submission)

Two wonderful books on writing research papers (I have copies of both):

1. Booth, Wayne C. et al., 1995. The Craft of Research. University of Chicago Press.

2. Young, Matt, 2002, The technical writer’s handbook, University Science Books.
The importance of setting and meeting self-imposed deadlines:

At the close of each of our meetings (ideally weekly), I will ask you to review your action items (it is a good idea to write them down as our meeting progresses). Then I will ask you to tell me when you will have these items completed. You can set your own deadline, based on the combination of things going on in your life and your understanding of the time required to complete the tasks. I expect you to honor your stated timelines for your workflow. If you want more time to complete a research task, I ask that you let me know at least 24 hours in advance. Consistently missing your own deadlines is a sign of poor time management, and I will invite you to take part in a detailed assessment of your research prioritization/workflow to help identify and alleviate the problem. 
Performance evaluations:

You will have 3 performance evaluations with me per year (nominally 1 per semester). They provide an important opportunity for bi-directional feedback, and will highlight areas of particular strength as well as areas for improvement where necessary. In these meetings, you will be given a midterm “placeholder” grade (‘S’ for satisfactory or ‘U’ for unsatisfactory). If the performance issues are not resolved by semester’s end, you will receive a ‘U’ for the semester’s research credits. According to the EAS Graduate Student Handbook, two consecutive ‘U’s are grounds for expulsion from the EAS graduate program.
Publication requirements:

If you do not have a paper submitted by the end of your second year, you will likely receive a ‘U’ for the semester. If you do not have a second paper submitted by the end of your fourth year, you will likely receive a ‘U’ for the semester. This schedule will put you on track to graduate sometime in your 5th year, and make sure that you are competitive for post-graduate fellowships and employment.
Fieldtrips:
If you are participating in a fieldtrip as part of your dissertation research, it is your responsibility to get the required permits (must start 12 months in advance), structure the science of the fieldtrip (based on research questions and what methods you will use to address them; this should be written up when permits are submitted), order all necessary supplies, arrange for all logistics (including plane tickets, lodging, car rentals, small boat use, dive safety protocols if applicable, payment for services, and shipping). You must write a preliminary report upon completion of the field trip. It is a huge ordeal, but one of the most important (and hopefully fun) learning experiences of your graduate career. 

Conferences:
You are in charge of finding appropriate conferences to attend. There are usually student travel grants with early deadlines, and I expect you to always apply for such funding. From your third year onwards, you should be presenting at conferences that you attend, including AGU. International conferences will be reserved for students with mature results to present. Regarding travel expenses – I expect you to be good stewards of lab resources. You will have $50/day for food, anything above that is at your own expense. My signature is required on all of your travel expense statements (TES forms).
Seminars:

I expect you to attend every single departmental seminar on Fridays, even if they are outside your field. This is especially the case for faculty candidate job interview (in any discipline). You will see me at these seminars, because I love to learn about other people’s research and often it gives me ideas about my own research. This is an absolutely critical aspect of your growth into an independent and well-rounded earth scientist. 
Public outreach:

I am fundamentally committed to communicating climate science (broadly defined) and my research findings to members of the general public. I do this through public lectures at different venues (roughly once per month), in school visits and partnerships, briefings of legislators, blog activity, etc. I think it is a requirement of being a scientist, but it is the rare scientist who actually does significant outreach. I would like each of you to think about how and where you would like to contribute to the lab’s outreach mission, and I will help you to achieve your goals. We will discuss everyone’s outreach activities in a dedicated meeting once per semester. Hopefully public engagement will be a permanent and integral part of your life as a scientist. Many wonderful opportunities about for climate change scientists, so get thinking!

Funding:
You are very lucky – you will be paid to obtain a graduate degree (my sisters who have legal and professional masters degrees are quite envious). This money comes in the form of either graduate assistantships (paid by my grants), TAships (paid by the department funds), or graduate fellowships (external money). I will only have 2 semesters of TAship per year, so if you are not on fellowship you will not be funded past 5.0 years in our program without prior agreement with myself and your dissertation committee. I need to manage funds very carefully to ensure the lab’s solvency over the coming years.
Learning from each other:

Your fellow graduate students are a wonderful resource, and will aid you in your career for decades to come. I encourage you to have them review drafts or presentations of your work, as many times another pair of eyes from someone who is not a specialist in your field will provide valuable comments. This particularly holds for the comp exam paper, which I cannot edit.

Talking with me:

There is nothing more important than fluid and frequent communication between an advisor and student. However, I am not a mind-reader, so I request that if you are feeling overly stressed, confused, depressed about your work, or otherwise unhappy with any aspect of your experience here at Tech, please drop by and chat with me about it. My door is always open, and anything we discuss will remain strictly confidential. If you do not feel comfortable talking with me, please engage the School Chair to make sure that you have access to needed resources.
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