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Preface

With the second edition of the “other graduate handbook™ out, I realize that a word of
explanation is needed. As part of my job as Associate Chair in the Department of Anthropology
at MSU, I update the Department’s graduate manual, which outlines the graduate program
requirements, provides helpful links to various University and Graduate School websites, and
outlines when and how students and faculty are supposed to fill out various forms. In doing so, I
realized that nowhere is there a place for the most important instructions of all—how to behave.

I myself was a very shy and clueless graduate student in my day, but I was fortunate enough to
have an advisor and also a more senior grad student apartment-mate who simply told me what to
do— go to the brown bag lectures; go to the department parties; be sure to talk to these faculty
members and tell them what you’re up to; schedule in the time to see and be seen around the
department.

At the same time, as someone who enjoys a good story, I was keeping a mental list of my
colleagues’ commentary about each other, job-interviewees, and students. I also had some of my
own favorite wry philosophical expressions, born from (sometimes) bitter personal experience.
In addition, at some point I wrote out some lectures about “how to read an article” for my
students. I threw it all together and lo, “the other graduate handbook” was born.

It is worth emphasizing that every single example presented is (supposedly) true. I did not make
anything up--in fact I’ve left out the most amazing stories of people’s totally deranged behavior,
figuring that if one abides by the “2 drink maximum” advice, one will probably not need them.
(Then again, I’'m not sure that explains why one graduate student at Unidentified U would wear
her S-M outfit for her dissertation defense....)

This handbook is addressed primarily to the basically polite and well-meaning, earnest but
clueless, shy, concerned, self-reflective, and deferential beginning graduate student and
beginning professional. The others, whose more entertaining behaviors are described here,
aren’t going to pay any attention to advice anyway.

AER 9/07

This manuscript is not a legal document.
It was not solicited, endorsed, approved, funded, encouraged, or sponsored in any way by the
Department, Graduate Student Union, College, Graduate School, or the University. Any
opinions expressed here are those of the author. The Department had nothing to do with it.

Remember: “Not all advice is good advice”
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The Top 5 Take-Home Messages

1. Be able to code switch between different cultural contexts
(When you aren’t sure; err on the side of formality)

2. Be honorable at all times (even in difficult situations)

3. Be proactive in making, sustaining, and rescuing professional relationships

4. Be the “calm assertive confident leader” when dealing with students

5. Be careful of email and any web-based communication.
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PART 1.
BEGINNING GRADUATE STUDENT SKILLS

1. How to read an article. Think:

1. What is the author trying to do?
Is this a research article, a report, an overview, an essay, a programmatic statement? It’s
unfair to judge an author for not doing something they didn’t plan to do anyway.

2. What is the author’s basic argument or question (in one or two sentences)?
3. What kind of evidence does the author think will contribute to answering this question?

4. What methods are used to deal with the evidence? (linkage between data and
interpretations)

5. What inferences does the author make from these results?

6. How does the author know when he/she is done?

2. How to ask important research questions

1. Ask: “Under what conditions?”

Avoid letting people put you into a position where you have to argue either/or. The tendency
to create dichotomies often oversimplifies an argument. Think: “under what conditions”
would that suggestion work? In what context would that argument be more suitable? In
what ways does this idea help us understand some phenomenon?

2. Ask: “What is the underlying issue that connects these ideas?”

3. Or, ask “what different variables are involved in this one general concept?” In what
way(s) is this concept or idea involving more than we thought at first? Would it be more
helpful to disaggregate the concept into different component parts (e.g., “mobility” into
“residential mobility” and “logistical mobility”). Conversely, is this concept really just one
aspect of a larger issue?
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3. How to “engage with the literature”

At student evaluation time, the faculty always talk about how the student is or is not
“engaging with the literature.” Frankly, I have no idea what this means. But from context, I
think that they want the student to:

1. relate the given article to previous ideas discussed in the seminar. Think: “why are we
reading this article in THIS course?”

2. relate the ideas in the week’s readings to the organization and structure of the course as a
whole (shown by the organization of the syllabus). Think: “why are we reading this article or
person NOW in the course?”

3. relate the ideas to general issues in the field. Think “why are we reading this article at all?”
Or, more specifically, “what is the most general topic that this article addresses?”” and “what
does this article reveal about the author’s general view of this general topic?”

4. Relate the ideas to your own potential research (not your personal life). Think of the
important issues in your subfield, geographic area, topic. How might this article relate?

4. How to talk in a graduate seminar

Similarly, faculty are always commenting about how a student is or is not “participating in
class.” I don’t know what this means either; all my graduate courses were lecture. My
impression, however, is that they want students to:

1. develop the ability to speak clearly and articulately in a professional setting with their
peers and also with professors. This is a skill and it comes with practice.

2. stay on-topic professionally. Do not wander off into personal anecdote. Relate ideas to
other ideas in the course, NOT to your personal life or personal experience. Use data or
evidence from the course readings or from other professional contexts (other articles, current
events, ethnographies, etc) to support, refine, or refute an idea.

3. articulate how general ideas play out in specific circumstances, or (alternatively) how
specific case studies or events (described in the article) relate to a general concept. (That is,
articulate the connections across conceptual scale)

4. For assertive, Alpha-types: Link what you are saying to what previous people brought
up—that is, join the discussion, don’t crash into it.

5. For shy, deferential types: If you’re truly clueless, make an appointment with the
professor. Say how interesting the class is (or at least the topics that are covered in that class,
right? That’s why you’re in graduate school) and that you want to do well. If you’ve never



The other graduate handbook (Sp 09 printing) 9

had to talk in class before, say that and ask for help. After an exam or paper, ask the
professor to explain the comments and ask how you could improve next time.

Don’t grovel or be apologetic or self-deprecating about your lack of skill, background, or
practice; just be matter-of-fact and professional. It is difficult for even the most jaded
professor to resist a student who conveys genuine “respectful eagerness to learn” and is
asking how they might improve.

Follow through—at some later time, tell the professor exactly what you think you have done
to improve and ask whether your strategy has helped.

Postscript. it does seem that lately more students are faulted for being too assertive and too
aggressive in class— the shy and retiring grad student seems to have been culturally selected
out by the educational process. For the shy and retiring, a word of encouragement: I did it,
and you can do it. Soon you’ll be lecturing to 300 students and holding your own with
Alphas at professional meetings without even thinking about it.
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5. How to write an article.
1. “No one cares”

No one cares about your own specific work except you. You have to put it into a context in
which they WILL care. You have to make your article something that other people can cite
about their own work. It’s your job to make them care. You do that by linking your research
to a larger issue: a theoretical “Big Idea”

2. “Think Big”

Would you want to read a book called “agricultural strategies for risk avoidance in seasonal
crop yield to cultivated land ratios in southeastern Michigan during the late prehistoric
period? Boring. But you would want to read about Prehistoric Farmers: a case study

Why? Because you can relate it to YOUR research on farming. Basically what you are
always doing is a case study of something else. Think of your title as “BIG IDEA: a case
study using the blank blank blank situation”.

3. “The reader is dumber than you think”

The reader is not going to read your article or draft by lovingly lingering over every word.
The reader has to get the point the first time through, reading as fast as he/she can, while
thinking about the million other things they’d rather be doing. Therefore, YOU are the one
who has to make the points you want to make obvious to the reader. You can do so by
strategic use of headings and subheadings, tables, bullet points, or lists (1), (2), (3). If the
reader can’t get it, it’s YOUR responsibility to make sure your writing is clear.
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6. How to succeed in graduate school for the first two years.
The Annual Review.

What do you want the faculty to say about you at your annual review? These are skills for
success in graduate school. Are they the same as “Skills for Success in Life”? It depends, I
guess. | compiled these comments over many years of listening to faculty talk about students
at annual review time.

Student is a Workhorse Shows responsibility (but not too self-reliant)
OR Student is a Powerhouse (also good) Engages others (but not reliant on others)
Comfortable with new ideas (but appropriately Mature (but not yet cynical)

critical) Confident, (but not over-confident)

Humble, (but no groveling) Not reticent (but not too talkative)

Good listener (but not silent) At ease (but respectful)

Brings others into discussion (but has own ideas) Determined (not driven mindlessly)
Motivated (but not mindlessly driven) Focused (but not narrow)

Enthusiastic (but not overwhelming) Performance is consistent, synthetic

Shows initiative (but not overbearing and bossy)

Please notice that most of these characteristics are describing a student’s personality. These
desirable characteristics are great if you have them already, and some will develop them as
they go along in life.

Do not despair! Even if you can’t change your personality, there are a number of
BEHAVIORS that the faculty also admire. I suggest paying the most attention to issues of
behavior that you can in fact do something about, regardless of how mature, responsible,
determined, focused, etc...you are right now....

When faculty say... How do you show this trait?
“engaged” Participate in class (but let others participate too)
Seek out instructor
Ask what to do to improve
Follow through—ask for feedback, respond to feedback
Go to dept functions and parties
Go to the dept brown bags in MCD
Seek outside funding if possible
Seek out your advisor
Get to know other faculty - it’s ok to just make an appt to chat
Make use of mentors/faculty
Be open to new ideas; be courteous to your fellow students
Recognize what you don’t know yet

“writes well” Identifies key questions
“is analytically rigorous” Make new linkages between authors or between author and idea
Looks at an author’s background assumptions
Notes relevance to other texts
Uses resources such as writing center
Takes advice to heart and shows improvement
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Here is another perspective on ‘“professional behavior” from the business world

Reference:

Cornelius Grove & Willa Hallowell,

2002 The Seven Balancing Acts of Professional Behavior in the United States
A Cultural Values Perspective. Professional Knowledge Center
http://www.grovewell.com/pub-usa-professional.html

accessed 9/06

The following article appeared in the 3rd Quarter 2002 issue of Focus Europe, a supplement to
Velocity, the magazine of the Strategic Account Management Association (SAMA).

You can access the article to read some examples of the balancing act...but here is the outline:

In work-related situations in the United States, professional behavior is. . .
1. Individualistic yet restrained.

2. Egalitarian yet respectful.

3. Assertive yet sensitive.

4. Accurate yet tactful.

5. Punctual yet patient.

6. Warm yet "cool." (that is friendly, but reserved and calm)

7. Optimal yet practical.

Following are four additional components of professional behavior:
* Presentable (meaning physically presentable re: dress and grooming, manners)
* Reliable
+ Conscientious
* Nonjudgmental.
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How to Read Cultural Anthropological Theory (ANP 855 “Roots”)
e.g, how to “interrogate the sources fully”

I had no idea what this meant, so I asked Dr. Morgan to explain specific phrases (January 2008).
This represents my understanding of what she said.

“read deeply”
I think this means: don’t take the author too literally when he/she defines a word for the first
time. See if the author follows through, using his/her own definition in the later writing.

Does the author actually follow his own advice? Does he/she use their own terms correctly?
They may talk the talk, but do they walk the walk?

cite evidence
I think this means: quote supporting evidence or contrary evidence from the data from the
course, not from your life or experiences, or other readings.

Use the author’s text itself to discuss that author. Do not use outside evidence.

“engage with the author”
I think this means: imagine that you are watching the different authors talking to one
another. What would Anthropologist A say about some topic? What would anthropologist B
reply?

Writing a good paper for Roots (“The Roots of Anthropological Theory”’)
Student papers admired in Roots seem to involving choosing a “topic” that the author
apparently is interested in, or alternatively, what you yourself are interested in. A one word

topic will do: “environment”, “gender”, “use of space” , “hierarchy”, “identity”,
“subjectivity”, etc.

Now see how the author’s assumptions and background affect his/her treatment of this issue.
Even if the author never says anything about that particular word, the writing will reveal
his/her position. That is what you are doing when you “interrogate” the author.

Example: “sooo, Professor Blank, what do you think about, say, gender?” you ask the
article/book. What does the article or book reply?
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Different Kinds of Class Papers

This discussion with Dr. Morgan helped me realize that scholars recognize different types of
“engagement”, meaning different kind of papers that one might write as a student.
Professional articles are a different story (see above).

1. the “engage with the authors” concept in which the reader imagines the authors talking
with one another about each other’s ideas. This is fairly inward-turning and self-referential
as a discussion. I suspect this approach is more literary and borrowed from the humanities.

2. the kind of paper in which one asks (figuratively speaking) one author to comment
on a given issue or topic. This can represent the author at a given point in time (e.g., a
limited group of articles) or alternatively, the idea of “change over time” in an author’s
thinking or assumptions.

This is again fairly inwardly focused, since no other resources are needed outside the original
readings, but does ask each author to comment on something outside their original examples
or discussion. It reminds me of the WWIJD bracelets: “what would Prof. X say?”

3. the kind of paper that presents you as a researcher USING the author’s ideas to
address a new issue, or analyze a new situation. On our imaginary continuum, I see this
approach as the most outward-looking and social-science-minded of the papers, since one is
not particularly concerned with the author’s clarity or lack thereof, or changes in his/her
ideas over time— just “how can I use these ideas, or modify them, to help ME do MY
research” Or “in what ways does this author’s work provide a useful perspective on MY
data.”

4. the “apply the theory” paper--For some papers, you need not come up with brilliant
theory yourself, you need only report “What did Prof X say about this general situation?”
and then you bring it down to earth in YOUR research or data or area or time period (the case
study).

First: very general expectations

Second: so how would I see this expressed in my situation/ geographic area/ etc

Third: so did I see those things? Or not?

Fourth: so what does that tell me in general about my expectations?
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PART II.

WHAT IS “PROFESSIONAL BEHAVIOR”?

The WINNER of the “isn’t this common sense?” award
“One must wear some sort of shoes at a professional meeting.”

Just in! the runner-up
“one should wear some sort of shoes when interviewing for admission to graduate school”

1. Code switching
Cultural context is important: be able to be friendly and fun-loving, but also be able to turn it off
and be formal, dignified, and intellectual in the appropriate contexts. A colleague explained it
this way:
Assistant Professor level: code-switch at one second’s notice when challenged by
colleague or graduate student
Associate Professor level: code-switch time is less than one second after three drinks;
demolishes challenger easily
Full Professor level: demolishes the opposition in no more than 2 one-syllable words,
while motioning the bartender for another drink
Distinguished Professor level: order the challenger a drink, too. Co-author next article
together.

2. “Student” changes to professional

Convey “respectful eagerness to learn” during the class-taking phase of your career, and then
you must change to a “calm assertive confidence” when you are writing your own work. YOU
are now the expert.

¢ Alpha personalities will know how to do this naturally and have done it for years. Skip
to the next section. Word of wisdom: be aware that Alpha can slip into Arrogant and
Annoying and ultimately to Professional Crash-and-Burn.

¢ Helpful hints especially for shy, deferential, unassuming, non-Alpha personalities:
Carry yourself as if you were the Queen of England, nodding graciously to the
underlings. Stand tall, make eye contact.

Pretend you are ending every professional statement with an unstated mental
“F*you”. With a bit of practice you can see that this gives you that (for some people)
elusive note of authority. You can be polite and confident at the same time. After a
while you won’t need this crutch.
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Never apologize for or denigrate your professional work, opinion, or writing. No
groveling. Be matter of fact: “here is my paper.” Not “I hope you like my paper.”
Groveling elicits a “kick the dog” response from Alpha personalities.

Some people (particularly Alpha personalities) interpret “I’m sorry” as an apology
(see above). Don’t use “I’m sorry” except in sympathy cards. Use “I apologize” for
actual apologies. Use only when called for by your behavior.

3. Err on the side of formality
4 Address all senior scholars by their title unless they specifically request that you use
first names. Refer to senior scholars in the third person by their title when speaking
to students; you are modeling professional behavior. The senior scholar sets the tone
of your interactions. “You can never be criticized for being too polite.”

4 Senior scholars set the pace of the relationship in terms of shaking hands vs hugging
when greeting at meetings, chatting in the bathroom, and so forth.

4 When in doubt, use the more formal option.

4 Being on a first-name basis with people does not mean that they have forgotten your
respective professional positions. You should not forget it either.

4 Professional seniority usually trumps age and gender.

4 React in a matter-of-fact way to power games. Being a junior colleague does not
mean that you have to grovel or put up with unreasonable behavior. (see “thinking on
your feet”)

4. Professional social graces: department parties and beyond...
¢ Spouses and Significant Others. NEVER ignore the spouse or significant other of a
professor. You have no idea what they do or how their various connections may be
of use to you. Plus, they do tend to express their opinions to their spouses, who tend
to respect their opinions.

On the other hand, it is also a mistake to pay too much attention to a significant other
or in fact any one person at a party. Parties are for mingling. Your job is to chat up a
variety of people at the party, not hang out with people you already know.

If you absolutely must troll for conquests at professional meetings and parties, at least
realize who it is you are hitting on, and (even more importantly) their role in the
profession and/or to whom they are married.

¢ Professional Parties. Professional party attire is usually “teaching attire”. Not
“revealing little black dress” Again, err on the side of business formality rather than
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cocktail party attire. You want to look professional without eliciting jokes about the
“oldest profession.” Take it easy with the sequins and/or leather.

4 Greet and shake hands with the host/hostess of the party upon arrival and upon
leaving. Take a formal leave of both.

¢ Two drink maximum in any professional setting.

4 Be polite to the departmental staff, building staff, janitors, everyone. You never
know what they know, whom they chat with, to whom they might be married, or
what they do outside their university job.

Along the same lines, be careful of public settings such as restaurants in college
towns. You never know what dean is sitting at the next table, whose child your
server is, or whom they might know.

5. Professional privacy
4 What happens in grad school stays in grad school. Ditto regarding the more
interesting behaviors exhibited at departmental parties or professional receptions.
Professional honor and generosity require that the legendary stories about that
certain party are told WITHOUT names and identifying details

¢ Inappropriate party photos are not suitable for professional meetings. Think
CONTEXT. Save it for a grad student reunion with your buddies.

4 What happens in the field stays in the field. Ditto.

4 When trapped in someone else’s inappropriate story, you can laugh and say “good
times, good times” in a tolerant, reminiscent tone of voice. This lets the audience
know that you can’t be blackmailed later.

¢ “Everyone is sleeping with everyone else”—
You can interpret this expression literally or metaphorically.
First, this means that if it’s none of your business, then don’t worry about it.
Second, this reminds you that in fact you have no idea who is or was or will be
personally involved with whom (re: sex, marriage, friendship, collaborations, co-
authoring or whatever else). Know your audience before criticizing or complaining
to them about someone else. You don’t know where their loyalties lie.

¢ [t is bad manners to talk shop with a colleague in a context in which one or both of
you are not wearing professional attire. That is, cornering a colleague or
administrator at the YMCA in the shower to discuss graduate student funding is just
too weird. If you must, at least ask “is this a good time for me to ask you about my
research budget?”
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¢

¢

Use a sensible email address for professional activities. Keep your
sexybaby@yahoo.com address for interactions with your friends.

Be careful of FaceBook and other web-based data-and-photo-postings. Do you
REALLY want your colleagues and potential colleagues knowing all that about you?
As an undergraduate, you’ve benefited from a certain “leeway for learners” in that
some behavior is greeted with a tolerant knowing smile by the world. As a graduate
student and professional, you may wish to re-consider your public persona.

6. Professional courtesy

¢

When reviewing an article or grant, focus on “what needs to be done here to make
this manuscript publishable?” Focus on WHAT to do to improve the article, not on
all its inadequacies. It’s up to the author to decide if he/she wants to do all those
things that you advise.

Do discard the drafts; if you must save them, don’t circulate them; never discuss an
unpublished article/grant with another person using names or identifying details. If
you think it’s that great, send a copy of your comments directly to the author and ask
the author for a copy.

If you are writing an article that criticizes someone specific, or addresses specifically
some one person’s work (positively or negatively), it is polite to provide the person
with an advance draft. You can present a fait accompli—you need not ask for
response. But it is considerate to give a head’s up that this is coming out in print, so
they don’t hear about it from someone else.

Basically, people don’t like surprises. A considerate professional knows that.

No one is so important or famous that they don’t appreciate hearing about how great
they are. If you honestly think someone’s article /book is the greatest thing, why not
tell them? (You never know when they might be reviewing something of
yours—what goes around comes around). This only works for your real opinion,
however. Use it sparingly—no more than once per year at the most, and probably
once per recipient’s lifetime.

Extra credit: Acknowledge when a professional friend gets something
published—send an email that says “hey, I see you got an article in X; good for
you”. You don’t have to read the article or like it to acknowledge their
accomplishment.

It is extremely poor manners to criticize a scholar’s personality or refer to anything
personal in print. It makes YOU look bad, not them. A good editor would make you
take it out. “A bland and deadly courtesy is infinitely more devastating, don’t you
think?” (D.L. Sayers, Gaudy Night)
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7. Separate Professional from the Personal

¢ Don’t take it personally.
Whatever IT is—article review, job search, etc. This is a tough one, but it’s true. You
have no idea what the larger context was/is or how you might be being used as a tool
in someone else’s fight.

¢ Professional friends.
Be aware that professional friends are not necessarily personal friends, and vice versa.
They may in fact have to vote against you, or be professionally honest in an evaluation.
That is their job.

Similarly, you may have to act publicly against a professional friend some day. If so, be
courteous. Do not surprise anyone in public—give a head’s up privately that
unfortunately, you are in a position where you will have to vote the other way on this
issue.

Along those lines, be careful of role confusion in different social contexts. This is
sometimes difficult when your neighbor may also be a colleague or upper-level
administrator. Just be aware that information provided by “just chatting” may find its way
into an unexpected professional context.

¢ Use the Process.
Do not subvert the established chain of command in the organizational hierarchy.
Translation: when you have a problem, ask your most immediate superior first. If you’re
a student, that means discuss the problem with your class professor or your Guidance
Committee Chair first, and THEN go to the Department Chair if the problem cannot be
resolved. If you are a faculty member, deal with administrative issues via your Chair.

Chairs (and Deans) take a very dim view of faculty who go over departmental heads to
the upper administration. You should skip a level in the hierarchy only if the problem

involves specifically that person (e.g., your Guidance Committee Chair, or department
head).
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7. Professional Honor

Behave honorably at all times, even in difficult situations. This means that sometimes you will
take the high road when everyone else is taking the low road. Why bother? Because one hopes it
will pay off somehow in the long run. Honorable behavior includes:

4 Be aware of other’s opinions but form your own. Be aware, be cautious, be careful.
But ultimately you must base your interactions with an individual on YOUR relationship
with that individual. You have no idea what “really happened” in any argument,
situation, or problem. You don’t need to know, and you can’t know. All that you can
really know is the interaction that you yourself have had with that person.

¢ Professional ranking: The higher the rank of the individual, the more likely it is that at
some point he/she will have had to pull rank and make a decision that made someone
angry, hurt, resentful, or vindictive. Some people classify pulling rank as “acting like a
jerk.” Appreciate that sometimes a person has to act a certain way because of their
professional position, not their personality.

A corollary is that when some people complain about the professional qualifications or
administrative skills of a colleague or higher-up, they may simply be annoyed that the
colleague is not doing something THEIR way. You have to form your own opinions.

Another corollary is that, if appropriate, and if you end up in a position where you must
evaluate the situation, you might privately ask the apparent evil-doer for their version of
the story. You may find out that they were doing the best they could or were legally or
ethically allowed to do.

4 Watch out for email. As my sainted mother used to say, “Never write anything down
that you don’t want published on the front page of the newspaper.”

Be generous: delete the less-than-suitable-for-public email messages that you receive
from friends. Hope that they do the same for you, but don’t plan on it.

Be careful to distinguish “reply” from “reply all”

CC and BCC can help you deal with problems. Briefly, use BCC (blind carbon) to give
someone a head’s up. Use CC to let the recipient know you have involved this third party

When forwarding inappropriate You-Tube clips to your buddies, at least delete your
“return address” identifier at the bottom. Be generous—delete your less-than-careful
buddy’s name from the bottom of the clip they sent you before passing it along to all your
other friends.

¢ If you make a professional mistake, be proactive. Admit it immediately, preferably
before anyone notices the mistake. Apologize directly to the affected parties (using the
words “I apologize”) and tell them how you are fixing it.
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If your group, organization, or larger social unit makes a mistake, apologize on their
behalf, even if it wasn’t your fault. You represent the group.

Along those lines, if you hear gossip that so-and-so is annoyed with you, or you get that
feeling, you must not let it slide. If this is an important professional relationship, you
must be proactive in protecting it.

¢ “If you strike at a king, you must kill him.” There are two implications here.

1. The first is “Pick your battles.” Do not waste social, emotional, and professional
capital on fighting an issue that you cannot win.

2. A second meaning is: be sure of your facts before you come out swinging. If a fight is
worth a public venue, then you must be committed to see it through.

4 Have zero tolerance for destructive gossip. Basically, you need to decide what you will
classify as fun gossip and destructive gossip. Here are some guidelines:

Fun gossip
Fun gossip includes entertaining stories about oneself (“the time I got chased by a
bull”) or about the personal foibles of another person, preferably those foibles or
eccentricities of which they are most proud (their tough grading; their tight
discipline; some specific skill; the time they told off the Prince of England). If you
would happily tell the same story in that person’s presence, that is fun gossip (“a good

story™)

Institutional gossip
Insitutional gossip includes stories that are so old or so iconic that no one cares if they
are true or not--they are just good stories.

Destructive gossip
Destructive gossip is any story or commentary that might damage a relationship.
Relationships include professional friendships, personal friendships, marriages, dating
relationships, co-authorships, collegial relationships, and so on. An honorable
professional will not listen to this kind of gossip, will squelch it firmly among the
younger generation, and will never pass it along.

When a personal or professional relationship is at stake, truth is completely
irrelevant.

Here are some sample squelchers:

“I saw things a different way” or “I remember the story differently”

“I’m not sure that anyone knows the whole story”

“That doesn’t seem like the person that I know.”

“There must have been something else going on there that we can’t know”
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Serious Ethical Discussion.
Destructive gossip also includes questioning the professional competence,
professional values, and professional judgment of a colleague. This is not done in a
public venue such as a restaurant, bar, or hotel lobby. If there is a real problem, there
are other venues for addressing them through one’s professional organization or
University. Go through these appropriate channels if it concerns you.

Public news and facts.
Public information is not gossip. News includes: “they divorced in 1999”; “he got
tenure at MSU”’; “Professor Strange was his major advisor”; “She works on human
rights in Africa”; “He spent last summer in Indonesia.”; “She and her partner just
adopted a boy from China”; “He now goes by the name ‘Donna’”

Personal commentary and speculation
Personal comments on news and facts fall under the rules of Gossip. There is a
difference between news and commentary.

8. Advising students
¢ Never give advice—that makes you potentially responsible. Lay out the options, as you
understand them, and the consequences of those options. Then the student can choose the
course of action. Of course, this whole document is advice, but there it is---““a foolish
consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.” (R. W. Emerson). As a recipient of advice,
realize that not all advice is necessarily good advice.

¢ “Pay it forward.” As a student, your advisor’s role was partly to protect you from
embarrassing yourself in public. Carry that role forward to your own students. That
means you provide your student with opportunities to be successful. Your job is to
manage the professional context (say, in an oral defense) so that your student can show
off what they do know and minimize their bumbling around stupidly where they don’t
know. You protect them from unnecessarily aggressive interrogation by the loose cannon
members of the committee. You keep the other committee members, the audience, and
the student from wandering off the point. You structure the situation; the student does
the performance.

4 Letters of recommendation are crucial. If you agree to write one, you have committed to
writing an honest one, and to getting it in on time. In some cases, it may be appropriate
to ask the student to write a first draft—this saves you some time and may alert you to
important information. Of course, you can then edit the letter any way you wish.
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9. Thinking on your feet
¢ Have some polite phrases ready for difficult situations when your brain goes blank. Here
are some good ones to memorize:

For personal issues:
“I appreciate your concern”
“How kind of you to take an interest”

For professional issues:
“I’ll have to get back to you on that”
“You’ll have to remind me about...”
“I’ll make a note of that”
“Thank you for bringing that up”

4 Being polite and honorable does not mean you have to put up with any kind of behavior
from a colleague. You have a right to expect to be treated fairly and courteously as well.

You may be caught by surprise by what you interpret as a deliberate power game or
possibly a momentary peevish snap. Here are some sample responses, ranging from
responses to a friend’s harried mistake to a full deliberate verbal attack:

(1) One option is to stare at the person silently while they recover.

(2) Another easy-to-remember response is to repeat what was said in a flat, matter-of-fact
tone of voice. Often that will help them realize that they sounded abrupt, rude, or

inappropriate.

(3) You can ask them clarify their offensive remark (“I’m not sure I understand ...” or
“You’ll have to explain....”)—use a slow, even, deliberate tone of voice while staring
directly at them.

(4) Once when I snapped irritably at a professional friend, he stared at me and said in a
conversational tone, “Hmmm, [ wonder---did you say that or did you just think that?”
This is another good option that gives the person a graceful and dignified way to back
down and exit their bad mood without having to apologize or discuss anything.

(5) For totally out-of-control individuals or totally inappropriate personal remarks: stare
directly at them with your eyes very wide open in a surprised look. Drop your mouth
down in exaggerated surprise and say “WOW?” in a flat, even tone. Leave the open eye-
open mouth expression on your face for just one nano-second longer than necessary.

Then turn around pointedly and walk away. If you can’t escape, just turn your back and
start a conversation with another individual. Do not reward them with engagement.
Congratulate yourself on taking the high road, rather than doing whatever it was that you
really felt like doing.
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For more serious issues, ask for help from a colleague, your Chair, or organization (look
under “human resources”. Begin a paper trail—you may need it later.

10. Job Interviews
4 See “party behavior.” Err on the side of formality.

¢ Thank everything that moves. Send an email thank you to everyone after the interview.

4 No more than two drinks at dinner. In fact, if everyone is having two, then drink one and
let the second one just sit there. Don’t order anything messy.

4 Do NOT discuss: your family, your other jobs and other interviews, your therapist, your
legal troubles, your health or medications, your sexuality, your disputes with your
professors or other colleagues.

¢ Be forward-looking. What are you going to do after the dissertation?

¢ Be honest. If you are not willing or able to teach something or other, or to confine your
research to a particular area, then they need to know that. You really don’t want a job
where you’d have to do something you really don’t want to.

¢ Do NOT radiate angry resentment about your misfortunes in life—e.g., being
unemployed, working at a bank, working at Undesirable University. Your body language
should convey calm pleased confidence and a “looking forward to contributing here at
Desirable University” sort of idea.

4 Your body language should say to them “I’m interviewing you, too, to see if [ want to
come here”. No one from junior high school on is particularly attracted to someone who
conveys “I’m incredibly desperate and needy.”

11. Professional meetings
4 “Err on the side of formality” regarding greeting behavior, bathroom conversation, etc.
See “professional party behavior”

¢ When talking to people, do not look past them to find someone more important or
interesting to talk to.

4 Give up and ask if you can’t remember their name. Don’t try to fake it. Don’t stare at
anyone’s chest in a vain attempt to read the name tag.

Corollary: Have mercy. Volunteer your name and context whenever you re-encounter
someone who may not remember you.
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12.

¢

It is safest to ask, “do you have a family?” if you end up in a more personal discu