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Orientation for Undergraduate Research Assistants

Goals:  Your activities this semester working as a research assistant in our laboratory are 
                designed to serve two purposes:

1.  To contribute to the advancement of knowledge by assisting in the process of scientific research on interpersonal relationships and associated topics.  Every study being conducted in this laboratory is intended to help provide understandings and information never before known to human society on issues of deep social and personal concerns.  Thus, participating in the work of our laboratory is not an “as if” or purely training experience.  You are taking part in a serious and significant endeavor.  The effort and care you put into your work in the lab plays a critical role in the success of whatever project you are working on.  Irresponsible or thoughtless behavior can completely undermine its success; careful and thoughtful engagement can greatly contribute to its success. 
2.   To contribute to your education by learning about the research process first hand.  During this semester you will take part in various research activities, such as contacting research participants, preparing questionnaires and research materials, overseeing the running of experiments, entering data into the computer, and searching for articles and books in the library and online.  The various aspects of research you have read about in your research methods courses will come to life in the context of a serious, professional research program.  What is most important in this is appreciating why each step is done the way it is and how all of it fits into the overall focus of advancing knowledge.  In modern society, where science plays such a central role in all aspects of life, every educated person should appreciate the research process from a first-hand perspective.  For those considering graduate education and a career in science, particularly in psychology, your experience this semester will give you the chance to see from the inside what such a future would be like.


ORGANIZATION OF THE LAB:


The lab consists of Dr. Arthur Aron, graduate students working under his supervision as advisees, and undergraduate research assistants.  Dr. Elaine Aron (public website:  www.HSPerson.com) is also affiliated with the lab.  Other individuals that sometimes participate in the activities of the lab include faculty, post-doctoral fellows, research interns, and graduate students (in addition to Dr. A. Aron’s advisees) collaborating with or otherwise interested in the work of the lab, and undergraduates completing honors theses under Dr. A. Aron’s direction.


Administration of day-to-day lab activities is under the supervision of the Lab Director, currently Natalie Nardone.  Most undergraduate RAs work directly under the supervision of one of the graduate students in the lab.  However, Dr. A. Aron is ultimately responsible for all research and educational activities conducted as part of the lab.


Fall 2010, laboratory meetings are held on periodic Mondays 2:30-3:30, with specific Mondays as announced by email. It is preferred that you attend the regular lab meetings, but if you absolutely cannot make it there will be alternate lab meetings announced by email held 12-1 on the Wednesdays immediate following the Monday lab meetings.  The lab meetings typically have brief announcements and discussion of general lab business; then a presentation by someone in the lab or a visitor, or a discussion of a particular project, often with a relevant reading distributed in advance which everyone is expected to read in advance of the meeting.  When readings are assigned, every RA is expected to have completed the readings before the Monday meeting time and come prepared with at least one question or comment which they actually bring up at the lab meeting. Also: Email your question or comment in advance (that is, before the Monday meeting time) to the grade student you are working with, cc’d to Dr. Aron.  

NOTE:  If you can not come to either the regular or alternate lab meeting, starting with the October 25 meeting, in addition to emailing your question or comment in advance of the Monday meeting, you are expected within 3 days of the meeting to view a video of the meeting and send comments to the grad student you are working with, cc’d to Dr. Aron.

(Grad students may hold additional regular meetings with the RAs working with them.)

YOUR RESPONSIBILITIES:

1. Attend and participate actively in the discussion in all lab meetings (including reading and preparing to take part in discussions of any reading distributed in advance for each meeting).  Attendance at every meeting is important.  If an emergency comes up and you can’t attend a meeting, please inform the graduate student you are working with.

2. Each week complete and turn in a “Weekly Progress Report” to your graduate mentor.
3. Assist with the research projects of the graduate student you are working with, as directed by him or her.  

4. As time remains after the above, assist with various other research projects of Dr. Aron or other graduate students as need arises.

5. At the end of the semester (all must be completed by the start of the last regular Monday lab meeting; except you may arrange for materials needed for working on research (point a below) during the last days of the semester to be turned in a bit later):

a. Turn in to your grad mentor all materials that you have acquired in relation to your work in the lab.

b. Email to your grad mentor and Dr. Aron, as a Word attachment (with your last name, the semester, and “contact” at the start of the file name; for example:  “Smith_Fall10_contact”), a sheet indicating where you can be reached over the next 10 years, including permanent address and phone number, such as a parent. (This is because we find we sometimes need to contact someone to help reconstruct how some aspect of a study was done, procedures we followed in entering data, etc.)  Also, the sheet should list the main projects you worked on and the main grad students with whom you worked

c. Email to your grad mentor and Dr. Aron, as an additional Word attachment (with your last name, semester, and “learned”:  For example, “Smith_Fall10_learned”), a 2-3 paged paper (double-spaced) listing your activities during the semester and describing what you have learned from your experience.
6. All RAs must complete the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) Human Subjects Training. This training program involves going through online modules on topics of ethics in human research. You can access the CITI website by going to the AronLab website (www.psychology.stonybrook.edu/aronlab), selecting RA Corner, and under Important Documents selecting CITI training. You can also access the CITI website directly (www.citiprogram.org/Default.asp). You must create a username and password and then you will be directed to complete the training modules. At the end of each module, there is a quiz you must take to move on to the next. When you have completed this, a certificate will appear on the screen with your name and verification that you completed the online training. You should not only save this for your own records, but also send a copy to the graduate student that you are working with.  
7. All RAs must also complete the CITI Responsible Conduct of Research Training. This training program involves topic on several components of the research process (i.e. data management, publications, mentoring, etc.) This online training course can also be found at the above websites. When on the CITI website, you must select RCR Course at the top of the page, and this will direct you through the training modules. You will also receive a certificate for completing this program, and should save it for your records and send to the graduate student you are working with. 
NOTE:  You should plan to spend an average of 9 hours a week (if you are taking the course for 3 credits) carrying out these various activities.  If some weeks you spend less, you should make it up in other weeks.  Your time spent working on lab activities should be at least as high as a priority as other course work. 

SOME OTHER POINTS:

1. Confidentiality:  You are now part of the scientific community.   The research activities you are working on and those you learn about in the lab are confidential and should not be discussed with other students.  Also, any information regarding research participants is absolutely confidential and should not be discussed with anyone besides other lab personnel.


2. Security:  You will be given a combination for entry to the lab.  When leaving the lab, be sure it is ALWAYS left locked.  Please keep the combination absolutely confidential (and do not write it on any papers that identify the lab, such as this sheet!!).  Also make sure you make a folder with your name on it.


3. Use of the lab is for research purposes only! Research takes first priority in the lab.  Any business other than research should be conducted outside the lab, this includes using the computers to check personal email or to complete coursework.


4. Please keep the lab clean.  No open food or drink (other than unflavored water) should ever be left in the lab at any time. Please empty the wastebaskets and recycling bins into the large trash and recycling bins at the end of the hallway (near A-261). 
5. Please remember to lock up the windows when leaving the lab. We have had uninvited squirrel visitors in the past!
6. Procedure if after working in the lab you would like a letter of recommendation from Dr. Aron

The basic idea is that Dr. Aron writes a letter that comes officially just from him, but is mainly in fact written by the grad student or grad students you worked with--and he makes it clear in the letter that he "consulted extensively" with the grad student(s) in preparing the letter, often including extensive quotes from them.

    Here are the steps involved: 

    1.  Ask the grad student you worked with most closely to write a draft letter about you for Dr. Aron to use on your behalf. (If you have worked with other grad students in our lab, ask them to send the main grad student writing the letter some comments about you to include in the letter.)  (They may both need materials from you to help write the letter. Once you let your grad student know you need a letter, he or she can tell you what you need to provide.  He or she will certainly need to know to what schools you are applying, what kinds of programs, and whether any of the letters require ratings on various scales.)  

  2.  Once Dr. Aron has the draft letter from the grad student, he will edit it, add his own additional input, and prepare it.  You need to send Dr. Aron a word file with a list, for each place to which you want the letter sent (a) date it is due, (b) name and address to which it is to be sent if it is to go by mail (in a form he can just paste on to a label for an envelope), whether it is to go by mail directly from him to that place or back to you in a sealed signed enveloped, or whether it is to go by email or in some other way. 

  3.  Dr. Aron will also need hard copy of any forms he needs to include with hard copy letters (these usually involve your signature at the top for whether it is anonymous or not--he suggests you make it anonymous as such letters seem to be taken more seriously) and envelopes addressed to the schools.  Please give those to your grad student to forward to Dr. Aron. 

  4  ONCE THE GRAD STUDENT HAS WRITTEN THE LETTER:  LOTS OF REMINDERS TO DR. ARON--EVERY WEEK OR SO, THEN EVERY FEW DAYS, THEN EVERY DAY, THEN EVERY HOUR UP TO THE DUE DATES, until Dr. Aron has emailed you that he has sent it. (He really does not mind being reminded so much in this case.) 

  5.  NOTE:  In most cases, no letter is better than a weak letter. So if you have doubts, you should ask the grad student(s) you worked with about whether they feel comfortable writing a strong letter for you.
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