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ABSTRACT 

Almost half of all graduate students leave their doctoral programs without finishing.  Who 

leaves, taking which skills and strengths with them, is still poorly understood, however, 

because it is hard to measure exactly what graduate students learn in their doctoral 

programs. Since the expertise required of a PhD holder is highly dependent on discipline, 

the development of a better understanding of graduate education and attrition requires 

studying the process at the departmental level.  

 

This is a qualitative study of the cultural values and norms of academic astronomy, as 

transmitted through the socialization of graduate students into giving talks, asking 

questions, and participating in departmental speaking events. This study also looks at the 

conflicts that arise when implicit cultural norms, which are practiced but remain 

unacknowledged, are inconsistent with the official, explicit values and norms for speaking 

in astronomy.  

 

Doctoral students and faculty members in a single astronomy department, at a large 

western university, filled out a short survey about the stakes involved in astronomy 

speaking events. A subset of these individuals was interviewed in-depth about the goals 

of, and their experiences with, five departmental speaking events: Coffee Hour, Journal 

Club, research talks, Thesis defense talks, and Colloquia. These interviewees were: (1) 
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graduate students who had given a verbal presentation at one of these events, and (2) 

graduate students and faculty members who were in the audience at a graduate student’s 

presentation.  

 

The desired outcomes which were expressed for these speaking events included: (1) 

lively, informal discussion among all participants, (2) increasing graduate student verbal 

participation in these events as they “learn to speak like astronomers,” and (3) the utility 

of these events in helping graduate students learn and practice their speaking and 

reasoning skills related to astronomy research. In practice these goals were not achieved 

due to: (1) the ubiquitous, but unacknowledged practice of judging others’ speech 

performance to come to negative conclusions about those individuals’ intentions, 

intellectual abilities or efforts,  (2) a lack of feedback for graduate students on their verbal 

performances, and (3) a lack of faculty members making explicit their own solutions to 

the inherent dilemmas of academic speaking.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Rationale for the study and review of relevant literature 

 

Who stays and who leaves? 
 
A surprising percentage of graduate students do not finish the PhD programs they enter. 

Between 40-50% (Lipschutz, 1993; Golde, 2005) of graduate students never receive the 

doctoral degree they began. This is can be compared with attrition rates of 10-20% at “the 

selective undergraduate institutions (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992, p. 109) that many 

doctoral students attended” (Golde, 2005, p. 670).  Additional, newly minted PhD 

students leave academia after completing graduate school. While the number of PhD’s 

who do go on in academia may be as many as the job market can sustain, there is still 

considerable uncertainty about which traits this system of graduate education is actually 

selecting for in these future postdocs and professors. With approximately half of entering 

graduate students not continuing on in academia, what are the characteristics of those who 

do stay? Has the system managed to select them based on superior performance, ability, 

interest or potential future contributions in academia? Or is persistence the main 

characteristic they have in common - a propensity to continue on in academia “no matter 

what.” While this is not a negative quality for an academic to possess, it is not the only 
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criterion by which we want to select future professors and researchers.  And as Golde 

(2005) has argued, 

...consistently high levels of attrition may signal underlying problems in a 
department, university, or discipline. Those factors that spur attrition in 
some students may also inflict damage on those who persist. (p. 670) 

 

 Just because academia continues to produce new PhDs does not mean that it does so in 

an ideal manner. A number of commentators on the graduate education process have 

focused on organizational barriers to PhD completion (Lipshutz, 1993; Golde, 2005; 

Nerad & Miller, 1996; Herzig, 2002; Smith et al., 2006), and many of them lament the 

poor fit of certain graduate students to the programs they have chosen, or to academic life 

in general. Many academic graduate training programs subject their graduate students to 

uncertain assessments and expectations, problematic training, and lack of direction in the 

undertaking of becoming academics (Egan, 1989; Nyquist, et al., 1999). This results in 

graduate student anxiety about performance (Hirt & Muffo, 1998; Herzig, 2002) and 

about how good of a fit a future in academia actually is to their values and skills.   

 

Born vs. made 
 
At the root of this issue is an extremely important question, which has powerful 

implications for policy and practice: are scholars, researchers, and professors born or 

made? If it is the former, then graduate programs should be mostly concerned with 

selecting the right graduate students to succeed in their departments and using 
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programmatic obstacles to keep unfit graduate students from proceeding. In this case, 

greater graduate student success in graduate school depends on finding better predictors of 

eventual graduate student success such as applicant interviews and the inclusion of non-

cognitive factors in applicant assessment.  If it is the latter, and scholars are made, then 

graduate education (and studies of problems therein) should be very different - the focus 

should be on to how tailor teaching, advising and socialization to maximize graduate 

student success. In this case, the best predictors of graduate student success in graduate 

school are the characteristics of the graduate program itself, such as departmental 

environment, types of financial support, dominant research mode, and even how the 

dissertation is conceptualized in a particular department (Nerad & Cerny, 1993).  

 

Problems in graduate education 
 

Uncertainty and anxiety 
 

Many scholars have wondered in print about why students leave graduate programs 

without finishing (e.g. Golde, 2005; Nerad & Miller, 1996; Smith et al., 2006).  There is 

also a significant body of literature about problems with how graduate students perceive 

doctoral programs (e.g.  Egan, 1989; Ferrales & Fine, 2005; Puddephatt, Kelly, & 

Adorjan, 2006; Shulman & Silver, 2003, 2005; Traweek, 1988; Zorn, 2005). There is a 

mismatch of expectations that graduate students have about academia and what they 

experience through the reward structures of their programs (Nyquist, et al., 1999; Nerad 

& Miller, 1996). Graduate students experience considerable anxiety about how their 
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performance and intellect are judged.  There is disagreement even among academic 

sociologists about what causes this anxiety in their own graduate programs (Ferrales & 

Fine, 2005; Puddephatt, et al., 2006; D. Shulman & Silver, 2005). Departments and 

graduate students tend to attribute this anxiety to the individual graduate student instead 

of looking to departmental and disciplinary socialization practices for a cause (Egan, 

1989; Nerad & Miller, 1996; Ferrales & Fine, 2005; D. Shulman & Silver, 2005), which 

means that solutions are not likely to be sought on an organizational level (Caplan & 

Nelson, 1973). Instead, when the problem is attributed to individual weakness or failure, a 

Darwinian survival-of-the-fittest argument can be used to excuse the institution and 

departments from taking some responsibility for the experience. If successful scholars are 

born and not made, the department need only find them, and not spend too much time or 

resources on those who do not fit the culture. Studies of organizational socialization 

(Jaskyte, 2005; Rosen & Bates, 1967; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979) give examples of 

more and less successful ways to reduce the ambiguity of one’s expected role in an 

organization, but not much has been done to apply these in academic departmental 

settings.  

 

Difficulty of assessment 
 

Not only graduate students must worry about understanding what, why, and how skills 

and competencies are being judged. Faculty members, who are the evaluators of graduate 
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student progress, have a difficult tasks both (1) explicating key competencies that they 

want graduate students to develop, and (2) figuring out how to assess these (Mervis, 

2000; Kyllonen, Walters & Kaufman, 2005). They must decide what is actually 

important (and possible) for graduate students to learn during graduate school and how 

this can be judged. The problem may also have roots in the assumption that it is possible 

to easily assess a graduate student’s progress towards becoming a competent academic, as 

grades and comprehensive exams scores are hard to standardize and dissertation quality is 

likely impossible to operationalize (Hartnett & Willingham, 1980). Power and authority 

issues frustrate the academic ideal of being judged and assigned status solely on “the 

qualities of one’s ideas” (Ferrales & Fine, 2005; D. Shulman & Silver, 2005). It does not 

just matter what is said or calculated or argued, it matters who is the author of the 

statements, calculations and arguments. This is relevant to how a graduate student 

displays her or his ideas, in written and verbal form, which is central to graduate school 

training and professional success.  

 

Communication in academia 
 

Verbal communication skills are integral to academic life, and rank highly on faculty 

member beliefs about the skills that are important for graduate student success (Kyllonen, 

Walters & Kaufman, 2005). I concentrate on verbal performance in this study, and take 

my starting point for this work from a collection of studies done on intellectual talk in the 
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field of academic communications done by Karen Tracy and collaborators (Tracy, 1995, 

1997; Tracy & Baratz, 1993; Tracy & Carjuzaa, 1993; Tracy & Muller, 1994; Tracy & 

Naughton, 1994). Tracy (1997) chose departmental colloquia because "to understand 

better how talk enacts identities, it is necessary to look at people talking in situations in 

which it is consequential for them" (p. 4).  She looked at speaking practices of both 

graduate students and faculty members in a communications department. The goal was to 

understand how speaking related to identity enactment in a “high-stakes” event which 

was consequential for participants’ egos. Tracy framed intellectual discussion as 

dilemmatic (Billig et al., 1988) - a situation in which institutional and personal ideals were 

in conflict. She went on to investigate the numerous dilemmas that academic intellectual 

discussion presented to individual participants and to the group. These and other 

dilemmas make teaching a graduate student how to speak like an astronomer an inherently 

difficult task because there is always a delicate balance to be struck. Part of the difficulty 

in training a novice speaker to become an expert communicator lies in how heavily 

contextual (Bransford, 2000) the rules and norms of a task like verbal science speaking 

are. It is not as simple as collecting a list of “10 things to do that make a good talk” since 

for every item on such a list there will be subtle changes in rules depending on the 

situation. 

 

Dilemmas in academic socialization 
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Studies of academic speaking and graduate socialization have shown that, as with all other 

facets of life, there are fundamental dilemmas that make speaking and socialization 

confusing. Even in everyday life, common sense beliefs provide individuals with unclear 

choices between conflicting options (Billig, et al., 1988). For Tracy’s studies, one of the 

main dilemmas arose from the fact that  

…there is a mismatch between talk requirements for intellectual discussion 
and the institutional setting. Ideals of intellectual discussion held by both 
philosophers (e.g. Habermas, 1979) and academic participants (Tracy & 
Muller, 1993) presume the absence of inequality. Yet in the academic 
context, participants are non-equal. (Tracy & Baratz, 1993, p. 189).  
 

In other words, intellectual discussion is defined as the type of activity that can occur 

when all participants are equals. But the members of a group that consists of both 

graduate students and faculty members are unequal specifically because of differences in 

institutional status.  

 

Another dilemma of academic socialization is that graduate students constantly have to 

negotiate whether to behave as a graduate student or as a colleague (Rosen & Bates, 

1967). The graduate student is treated as “essentially too uninformed to help establish 

standards or make certain decisions relevant to his training” (p. 81). This encourages 

graduate student dependence on faculty members, yet one of the main goals of graduate 

education is that graduate students develop a strong sense of individual voice and opinion, 

and become innovators. As Rosen and Bates explain, expecting graduate students to learn 
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independence in “an authoritarian social structure has a potentially paradoxical quality 

which is not always recognized” (ibid.) by the professor. In effect, graduate students are 

told by faculty members: "become an independent thinker; be critical, innovative, and 

question the established body of knowledge; but remember, we will be the sole arbiters of 

what you must do and how well you go about it" (ibid.).  So in addition to a lack of 

clarity about expectations for graduate student performance, there are inherent dilemmas 

that every department and every group of faculty members have to address. 

 

Studies at the departmental level 
 
 
How should we go about investigating these issues of graduate education to better 

understand what graduate students learn, what they experience and why their leave? 

There is a strong argument in favor of studying graduate education on a departmental level 

(Nerad & Miller, 1996; Golde, 2005). At a higher level, it is the discipline that a 

department is part of, and not the university in which it is located, that defines graduate 

students’ future prospects. This is because departmental requirements across the span of 

a graduate degree can vary significantly by discipline, in terms of advising structures, 

coursework, examinations, and the structure of dissertations (Lipschutz, 1993; Hirt & 

Muffo, 1998).  So, departments are a preferred unit of analysis for studies of graduate 

education because they are “the local instantiation of a discipline” (Golde, 2005, p. 695).  
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Deficiencies in the literature 

 

This study focuses on a single astronomy department at a large public university. As in 

other fields, the selection and retention criteria of graduate education in astronomy do not 

pose a catastrophic problem, in the sense that many graduate students still go on to fill 

postdoctoral, and then faculty, positions.  This represents the “business-as-usual” of 

how the graduate training of astronomers has been done for many decades, and there are 

still many new PhD astronomers being produced in the United States every year. They 

compete for, and get, prestigious fellowships, and go on to become faculty members 

across the country in various academic research institutions. Some claim (AAS 

“Examination of Graduate Education in Astronomy” report) that there are too many new 

PhDs in astronomy being produced every year. However, there still exist attrition from 

and complaints about the climate of astronomy graduate programs, and a significantly 

smaller fraction of minorities and women among these newly graduated PhDs than in the 

general population. Although these issues have been documented statistically (Hoffman & 

Urry, 2004; Ivie, 2008), neither has been studied in detail, qualitatively. Thus, little is 

known about astronomy graduate socialization experiences. As expressed by Lovitts and 

Nelson (2000), “students leave less because of what they bring with them to the 

university than because of what happens to them after they arrive”  (p. 50). 
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A handful of disciplines from sociology and anthropology to communications look 

directly or indirectly at graduate education with single departments or fields of study. 

Sociologists (Ferrales & Fine, 2005; D. Shulman & Silver, 2005) have published critiques 

of their own graduate socialization process. Anthropologist Sharon Traweek (1988) has 

assembled an ethnography of the high-energy physics community (not just of its 

academic component) that highlights some problems with the education of graduate 

students. Communications professor Karen Tracy (1997) has looked at the 

communications colloquium, uncovering intrinsic dilemmas for both faculty member and 

graduate student participants.  There is also a substantial body of feminist critique of 

academic science (e.g. Addelson, 1983; Harding, 1983; Harding, 1986; Belenky et al., 

1986) and of graduate education, which focuses on the difficulties and barriers that 

women and minorities face to be successful in academia (e.g. Stage & Maple, 1996; 

Ferreira, 2003). Despite the significant body of literature that looks at issues of graduate 

student socialization, attrition and experiences, little of the non gender or minority-

focused literature concentrates on the specific pedagogies used in the physical sciences 

(Golde, 2007; L. S. Shulman, 2005; Traweek, 1988), and on the pedagogical beliefs that 

faculty members and graduate students in the sciences hold (Herzig, 2002).  

 

Since the department and discipline have been argued as the biggest influence in a 

student’s graduate experiences, it is important to have studies on this level, and as of yet 
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no one has looked specifically at how graduate students learn to become astronomers.  A 

lengthy report, on graduate education in astronomy, was produced by the American 

Astronomical Society (Strom et al., 1997), however it focused mainly on how to deal with 

an overproduction of astronomy PhDs. For instance, the report considered: (1) increasing 

the number of master’s degree programs in astronomy, (2) training graduate students in 

more widely applicable skills (such as computation, instrumentation, management and 

teaching), and (3) redefining what is regarded as “success” in astronomy, to deal with this 

issue. What was missing in this report was a sense that the normal training process for 

PhD students was lacking or imperfect. Studies of the culture of academic astronomy are 

scarce, apart from a few survey and interview projects of departmental climate, gender 

equity (Hoffman & Urry, 2004), workforce statistics (e.g. Ivie, 2008) and a newly begun, 

quantitative longitudinal survey on graduate student experiences in academic astronomy. 

Clearly, there is room for closer attention to be paid to the processes through which the 

next generation of astronomers is prepared, and by focusing on the processes of 

socialization to shed light on how well the process works for graduate students, as well as 

for the department and the discipline.  This type of work can also add another example of 

department- and discipline-specific socialization practices and norms, and pedagogical 

strategies and beliefs, to combine with studies of other disciplines. It is likely that the 

ensemble of many, discipline-specific research projects will provide useful insights about 

disciplinary cultures and solutions that have been found within specific departments to 
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problems that are found across many departments.  

 

A more general look at the graduate student socialization, experience and attrition 

literature uncovers many researchers calling for more clarity on the part of departments 

and faculty members as to what is expected of graduate students and how the meeting of 

those expectations will be measured (Ferrales & Fine, 2005; Hartnett & Willingham, 1980; 

Nyquist et al., 1999; G. L. Rose, 2005; Rosen & Bates, 1967; Weidman & Stein, 2003). 

The ideal situation was expressed by Rosen and Bates (1967) just over four decades ago: 

For the socialization process to function optimally, our model assumes that the 
goals of the organization are clearly defined, known to all socializing agents and 
neophytes, accepted by them as valid, and mutually compatible. (p. 82) 

 

In other words, until we know how well or how poorly these goals are defined, known by 

and accepted by both faculty members and graduate students we will not have a clear 

picture of how far from any ideal a socialization process is.  What is actually meant by 

ideal? Which kinds of graduate students actually survive this process and continue on into 

academia? In the worst case, the only characteristic we may be selecting on is persistence. 

Although this has resulted in talented, productive academics in academia, we do not know 

who might have stayed had the socialization process been different. As Nesheim, 

Guentszel, Gansmeyer-Topf, and Turrentine (2006) add, we "should study the needs and 

perceptions of those we intend to serve and identify gaps between what we think we are 

doing and how we are perceived by our constituents" (p. 8). We cannot just assume that 
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as long as PhD degrees continue to be granted, nothing can be all that wrong with the 

process graduate students must go through to earn them. In addition, the graduate 

education literature is full of studies affirming the importance and impact of mentors and 

advisors on graduate student success (e.g. Lipshutz, 1993; Hirt & Muffo, 1998; 

Tenenbaum, 2001; Rose, 2005), and it tells us that not all advisors are good at advising 

graduate students. Especially in these cases, the responsibility of successfully socializing 

graduate students into their field falls to the department as a whole. As Shulman and 

Silver (2003) explain, “failing to openly distribute professional socialization can be an 

invisible and unstated form of hierarchical gate-keeping, meritocratic-based inequality in 

the midst of the appearance of egalitarian training” (p. 69). If only a subset of graduate 

students learn the rules of academia explicitly, through providential information sharing 

among a group of peers or an exemplary student-advisor relationship, we cannot claim 

that our end assessments are impartial to unequal opportunity.  

 

Purpose of the Study  

 

It is necessary to better understand how and how well departmental socialization events 

serve and shape astronomy graduate students. This is a study of the role that various 

departmental speech events play in socializing graduate students into the culture of 

academic astronomy. Socialization is the process by which novices learn the values, 
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norms, and acceptable behaviors of an organization or a culture of practice. There are 

many ways in which graduate students learn to act as professional academics and 

researchers. Some socialization is formal, such as coursework and examinations, where 

graduate students receive feedback which helps them gauge what is expected of them and 

if they are living up to these expectations. Grades regulate their further advancement in 

the program. Assignments and concrete assessments make explicit what is valued by the 

culture and what graduate students are expected to be learning. 

  

Other socialization is informal, where no official rules are explicated and no final 

evaluation is carried out to determine if the graduate student may advance toward some 

next step in becoming a professional. Informal socialization can also involve information 

and skills that are extremely important for graduate students to learn in order to be 

successful academics. Examples of this are departmental speaking events, open to all 

graduate students and faculty members, where the focus is on presentations of research 

results. These events include informal coffee gatherings, journal clubs, topic-specific 

research seminars, weekly colloquia, and dissertation defense talks. In the speaking events 

studied, graduate students are able to observe professional (or soon-to-be-professional) 

astronomers engaged in authentic discussions about science. As with classes, graduate 

students are given a chance to practice what they see. However, these are informal 

socialization events, where there is no explicit, agreed-upon set of goals or assessments, 
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and graduate students are often left to judge their own success or failure as potential 

astronomers. This is similar to the apprenticeship of observation (Lortie, 2002) that 

school teachers experience, where there is much time to have observed one’s own teachers 

as a child, but without the benefit of access to one’s teachers’ underlying motivations, 

decision making process and goals for teaching.  These types of apprenticeships are 

potentially both powerful and problematic.  Although the observation of authentic 

activities (be they teaching or speaking about science) is a powerful learning opportunity, 

without deeper reflection on the processes observed it is also lacking as a training 

experience for novices. 

 

Science speaking events are potentially powerful as a focus of study because they are 

authentic events, which involve astronomers acting and speaking as astronomers. The 

values and behavioral norms of the culture of academic astronomy are encoded, 

consciously or not, within the participation structures of these events. When these values 

contradict each other, or the needs and goals that graduate students have as learners, these 

events are also potentially problematic. They present graduate students with the dilemma 

of choosing between conflicting behaviors.  Because uncertain, but consequential, 

situations can lead to anxiety about acceptable or successful performance, these events are 

likely to cause unnecessary anxiety in graduate students who are still learning to speak 

like astronomers. While the consequence of an event like a thesis defense talk or 
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colloquium may be necessary to maintain, the uncertainty of how a speaker is judged 

during such an event is hard to justify. What is really lost if a graduate student better 

understands what is expected of her or him during such an event? 

  

This study seeks to uncover the values and norms of academic astronomy encoded in 

these speaking events. It will accomplish this by focusing on graduate student and faculty 

member experiences of, expectations for and judgments about these events.  

 

Research Questions 

 

This study looks at the norms and ideals regarding participation structures for a handful 

of speaking events in a high-status, academic astronomy department. These events were 

chosen as those for which graduate students in the department have the opportunity to 

talk with peers and professional astronomers about science research. These events are 

routine within the department but qualitatively different from each other in terms of: (1) 

whether attendees talk about their own research or someone else’s, (2) whether graduate 

student verbal participation is limited to asking questions or can include presentation, (3) 

how many people attend, and (4) the importance of each event within the departmental 

culture. The events are public, but are most often attended only by members of the 

departmental or university community, or other astronomers. They are not intended to be 
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venues for the general public to hear about research. 

  

This study also seeks to explore graduate students’ experiences, expectations and 

understandings of these structured speaking events, through the lens of socialization. For 

this study, socialization is defined as the process by which novices learn the values, 

norms, and acceptable behaviors of an organization or a culture of practice. The culture of 

practice under study is research science, specifically astronomy. Novices are the graduate 

students in a doctoral program at a Research I university, who hope to become astronomy 

researchers. Socialization can take place through both formal and informal events wherein 

novices observe experts modeling appropriate behavior, practice and watch other novices 

practice this behavior, and receive feedback on their attempts. The events included in this 

study provide informal, but powerful, socialization for graduate students in how to speak 

and act as astronomers.  

 

Data collection efforts were aimed at providing information regarding the following 

specific research questions: 

RQ 1. What is the nature of speaking events where research is discussed in a high status 

science department? 

 1a. How is each event conceptualized by graduate students and faculty members? 
 1b. What do graduate students and faculty members believe are the goals of each 
event? 
 1c. How is participation in each event structured? 
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RQ 2. How do these speaking events socialize graduate students into the culture of 

academic astronomy? 

2a. What official, professional ideals and values are communicated to and learned 
by graduate students? 
2b. What unofficial ideals and values are communicated to and learned by graduate 
students? 

 
RQ 3. What intrinsic dilemmas are contained within the various goals, problems, values 

and ideals reported by graduate students and faculty members for these events? 

3a. What problems do graduate students and faculty members encounter with 
these events? What do they dislike about these events? 
3b. What successes do they encounter at these events? What do they like about 
these events? 

 

Significance of the Study 

 

While there exists considerable literature on graduate student socialization, attrition and 

experiences, and on feminist critique of academia in general, as well as a handful of 

graduate department climate studies of astronomy departments, there is a need to bring 

the strength of the former together with the specificity of the latter. We do not yet know 

whom we are losing, or what personality and problem solving characteristics and skills are 

lost to a discipline when graduate students leave academia prematurely. Departmental 

discipline matters for studying specific graduate pedagogies and discipline-specific 

cultures. It is also informative to study the process of socialization without assuming ab 
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initio that the departmental or disciplinary culture is unproblematic. The results of this 

study are important for astronomy graduate students to better understand the processes 

they experience that contribute to anxieties about their future role in academic astronomy. 

The results of this study are also important to faculty members who are in charge of 

departmental graduate curriculum decisions as well as those faculty members who advise 

graduate students one-on-one or are in any way involved in giving graduate students 

feedback about their communication skills. 

 

However, the results of this study are applicable not just to graduate students, postdocs 

and faculty members in the department studied. They are also applicable to the wider 

research astronomy community, as a baseline for what kinds of speaking events are used 

to teach graduate students to speak like astronomers, how they are structured, and what 

results they actually produce. It is this kind of description that can help start discussions 

about: (1) what the goals for these events should be, and how these events might need to 

be changed to meet those goals, (2) what values are being transmitted through these events 

and if they are desirable or necessary to the astronomy community, (3) what science 

communication skills and competencies it is important for astronomers to possess and 

how these events might aid in their development, and (4) what problems with academic 

astronomy speaking events are attributable to structural issues that are not mainly about 

gender or minority status so that a better understanding can be developed about how 
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gender and minority status do provide problems for speakers and the goals of a more 

diverse demographic of astronomers. For gender, as I expect also for minority issues, 

there is still an undecided debate raging in the communications literature about how gender 

affects speaker performance, language use, and assessment of speakers.  Some say gender 

is like culture, and that science is masculine which presents a problem for women. Others 

say that gender is not the most important variable. What is certain is that to try to study 

this issue without understanding first what goes wrong when events take place “as usual” 

puts a researcher at risk of oversimplifying the problem. Finally, although this study 

focuses on academic astronomy, it is likely to provide usefully information for other 

academic departments, especially those that emphasize research for knowledge building 

(e.g. education, psychology, sciences). Academic discussions of a similar nature take place 

in all of these departments, so it is likely that at some of the issues that have come up in 

this study will translate to useful discussion topics in these departments as well. 

Although the study is specifically about “how graduate students learn to speak like 

astronomers,” it also has much to say about “how graduate students learn to speak like 

researchers.” 

 

Outline of this dissertation 

 

This chapter has introduced the reader to the issues that will be addressed in this 
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dissertation. The next chapter, Chapter 2: Review of the Literature, will discuss the 

literature on graduate student socialization, speaking in academia, and language and culture 

in academic science. Next will be Chapter 3: Methods, where I discuss my philosophical 

approach to qualitative research and how this study was designed and carried out. After 

that is Chapter 4: Results, where I present the voices of graduate students and faculty 

members of one astronomy department, talking on the topic of speaking about research in 

astronomy. Finally, in Chapter 5: Discussion and Implications, I pull together the 

results of the study and discuss them in light of the literature that was presented in 

Chapter 2 as well as considering how the results fit within other applicable literature, and 

look at implications for future research on, and practice of, graduate student training in 

speaking like astronomers.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction: “Why is it so hard to learn to ask questions?” 

 

I once heard an astronomy graduate student ask this question during a group 

brainstorming session about how to speak up more, in reference to asking questions at a 

structured departmental speaking event like Journal Club or Colloquium. It is a question 

that has remained in the back of my mind as I designed this study. It is a question that I 

took with me into the literature searches of the vast on-line databases that spanned the 

education, science, gender studies, sociology, psychology, anthropology, and 

communications bodies of literature. It is a question that managed to pull in articles from 

over 50 different journals to help address it.  

 

It had looked like such a short, simple question when I first heard it. But I had to break it 

down into many component questions as I looked through what other researchers had 

written that might give me insight into building a study to address some piece of it. What 

characteristics of the general graduate student experience help answer this question? It 

there something about the nature of academic speaking that can give insight into this 

question? For this graduate student in this astronomy department, what understanding 
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about the language of the physical sciences might impact this question? What about the 

overall culture of science might create the situation and setting that gave rise to this 

graduate student’s question? And finally, how can this question be reframed through 

some theoretical lenses in the literature to make it feasible to study? 

 

These various questions are not independent of each other. There is overlap of research 

on graduate student experiences in science; there are studies of graduate student 

socialization in academic speaking. This literature review is organized by relevant 

literature that influenced the study rather than by clearly separated, monolithic research 

topics. As such, the layout of this chapter starts with a look at some of the literature on 

(1) graduate students experiences, focusing on socialization and graduate student 

experiences. Next, I will discuss one main study on (2) academic intellectual discussions, 

and a number of studies that relate to that topic. Third, the focus will move to the (3) 

language and culture of academic science. Finally, there are a number of writings that 

discuss (4) how to study speaking events and graduate student socialization approaches 

and how to analyze them to provide a window into the values and beliefs of the cultures 

in which they are practiced. Often, I will highlight studies or writings that deal with the 

graduate student aspect of these topics. 

 

Graduate student experiences 
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There is a considerable body of research literature on various aspects of the graduate 

student experience. According to a review on this literature by Nesheim, Guentszel, 

Gansmeyer-Topf, and Turrentine (2006) this is split into four main topics: (1) graduate 

student attrition and persistence, (2) graduate student learning experiences, (3) graduate 

student socialization, and (4) programmatic interventions. I will focus on the literature 

that looks at learning experiences and socialization, because this study is concerned with 

what happens within an existing group of faculty members and graduate students at 

existing departmental speaking events.  

 

In their review, Nesheim et al. (2006) make a case for the importance of studying the 

graduate student experience at the level of individual institutions, saying “graduate and 

professional students are an extremely heterogeneous group of people pursuing degrees.” 

They also point to a paper by Lovitts and Nelson (2000) that claims that the “lack of 

integration into the graduate program resulting from the organization and social structures 

of graduate education and culture of graduate school" (p. 6) is responsible for graduate 

student attrition. In other words, conditions at the institutional and departmental levels 

affect graduate student experiences more than those at a national level. 
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Organizational Socialization 
 
While many studies have looked at conditions that affect graduate student decisions to 

leave their programs, the literature on graduate student socialization looks at the 

processes that graduate students undergo in their departments that are meant to integrate 

them into their larger organizational or discipline-specific cultures.  In order to discuss 

graduate student socialization, it is helpful to look at some of the literature on the more 

general topic of organizational socialization. According to Rosen and Bates (1967), the 

situation in which “all socialization occurs is a social one. Its definition will vary with the 

norms and values of the group in which the learning takes place” (p. 72).  

 

Organizational socialization is explained in a seminal paper by Van Maanen and Schein 

(1979) as follows: 

Any organizational culture consists broadly of long standing rules of thumb, 
a somewhat special language and ideology that help edit a member's 
everyday experience, shared standards of relevance as to the critical aspects 
of the work that is being accomplished, matter-of-fact prejudices, models for 
social etiquette and demeanor, certain customs and rituals suggestive of how 
members are to relate to colleagues, subordinates, superiors, and outsiders, 
and a sort of residual category of some rather plain "horse sense" regarding 
what is appropriate and "smart" behavior in the organization and what is 
not. (p. 210) 

 

These authors view organizational cultures as “a way of coping with and making sense of 

a given problematic environment" (ibid.). A novice must learn many new ways of 

behaving and thinking (social knowledge and skills) in order to participate in an 
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organization successfully. This learning, which involves understanding the values 

embodied in the culture, can take place through a variety of processes. It can be short and 

informal, it can involve trial-and-error, or it might take the form of elaborate and 

structured training. Van Maanen and Schein (1979) give six dimensions, which are neither 

exhaustive nor experienced in mutual exclusion, that they use to describe the nature of a 

socialization process: (1) collective vs. individual, (2) formal vs. informal, (3) sequential 

vs. random steps, (4) fixed vs. variable, (5) serial vs. disjunctive, and (6) investive vs. 

divestive. The first dimension deals with the issue of whether novices go through the 

process individually (as with a thesis advisor) or with a group (as with a study group in a 

course). The second dimension deals with how explicit the process is – in their definition, 

formal socialization involves a strictly “in-training” status for the novice, who is 

separated at least categorically from more experienced individuals, where informal 

socialization involves novices and full members interacting together, without a not-yet-

official status for the novice. Next is sequential socialization, which involves stages that 

must be experienced in order (such as coursework followed by a preliminary examination, 

followed by doctoral candidacy), in contrast to random socialization, which involves 

learning many different skills but where order does not matter. The fourth dimension pits 

fixed socialization, which has a definite timescale (such as medical residency), against 

variable socialization, which gives “a recruit few clues as to when to expect a boundary 

passage” (ibid., p.55). The fifth dimension deals with the issue of role models, were serial 
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socialization involves having a role model who gives the novice a sense of what is in store 

for a full-fledged member of the culture (such as a rookie/police officer partnership), 

where disjunctive socialization is the situation where there are no role models for novices 

to model their own behavior on (such as for the first African American president of the 

United States). Finally, the issue of a novice’s personal values and skills is dealt with, 

where investive processes support and validate the personal characteristics that novices 

bring to an organization, whereas divestiture processes require novices to leave behind 

those parts of themselves which do not match the organizational ideals and values. It is 

easy to imagine that these dimensions are not just determined by the setting, but will 

depend on the characteristics of individual novices and teachers as well. In response to the 

character of the socialization, a number of resulting behaviors are exhibited by novices, as 

described by Van Maanen and Schein (1979), depending on the combination of options 

across these dimensions. On one end is what they call a “custodial response” where the 

novice learns to copy what is learned and reproduce the same behavior, and on the other 

end are “content innovation” and “role innovation” where the novice makes changes to the 

organization through her or his participation in it.  

 

A successful socialization process should impart to the individual the ability to recognize 

what is relevant and what is not in the daily life of the organization and an awareness of 

how she or he is being judged and, conversely, how to judge the behaviors of others. Not 
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only does a novice learn which events are deemed important by the culture, but also how 

she or he can expect to be judged based on the values of the culture. Learning what 

behaviors are faux pas is as much a part of the socialization process as learning which 

behaviors are desirable. In addition, the socialization process can be one of anxiety for the 

individual because  

it usually follows that if these expectations are met or exceeded, certain 
organizational rights and rewards are passed on to the person performing 
the role. If not, however, it usually follows that certain remedial actions are 
taken or punishments meted out (ibid., p. 226).  
 

There are consequences for the novice if socialization is unsuccessful.  

 

Finally, the existence of these rules of “do” and “do not” or “should” and “should not” 

does mean they are reasonable or even useful. Van Maanen and Schein (1979) explain that 

not all socialization practices and tactics within an organization are necessarily useful to 

either the novice or the organization. Outdated or obsolete socialization practices that 

have not been retired even though they are no longer relevant can and do exist within 

organizations.  In other words, just because things “have always been done that way 

around here” does not mean those things, events or processes are impervious to critique 

or to change. It is one thing to classify and describe a socialization process, and another 

thing to evaluate how well it serves its constituents.  

Graduate student socialization - making experts out of novices 
 
When we look at academic socialization, the organization is a specific academic discipline 
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embodied in a department and the novice is the graduate student. At its core, 

organizational socialization is about learning the behaviors and values of the organization, 

which means that at its core, a study of graduate student socialization will also be a study 

of the values of academic disciplines. As Neisheim et al. (2006) explain, “graduate and 

professional education are designed to socialize graduate students to the values and 

culture of a profession” (p. 8). They are expected to produce expert academics from 

novice graduate students.  

What exactly are graduate students supposed to be learning? 
 

Graduate students learning to be experts 
 

The goal of socialization of graduate students in an astronomy department is to produce 

individuals capable of creating new knowledge through research in astronomy. One 

indication that this has happened to some acceptable level is the awarding of a PhD at the 

end of a successful graduate education. Most of the general public would regard 

individuals who have obtained a PhD in Astronomy, especially from a prestigious 

graduate program, to be experts in astronomy. But what does it mean to be an expert?  

 

Expert vs. novice behavior 
 

A substantial body of literature deals with the notion of expert skills and behavior, how 

they are different from novice skills and behavior, and the process by which a novice 

becomes an expert. This latter issue is particularly important for designing better 
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instructional experiences for students and learners of all kinds. Expertise has been studied 

across a multitude of areas of specialty, from teaching (Carter, Sabers, Cushing, Pinnegar 

& Berliner, 1987; Berliner, 1994; Bransford, 2000) and chess playing (DeGroot 1965), to 

problem solving in physics (Chi, Glaser & Rees, 1981). An individual who is an expert in 

some topic is, by definition, a person who: (1) knows how to effectively conceptualize 

and solve problems in that topic, and (2) performs these tasks better than a novice can. 

The book How People Learn (Bransford, 2000, p. 31) provides a list of six key 

components of experts’ knowledge: 

 
 1. Experts notice features and meaningful patterns of information that are 

not noticed by novices. 
 2. Experts have acquired a great deal of content knowledge that is 

organized in ways that reflect deep understanding of their subject 
matter.  

 3. Experts’ knowledge cannot be reduced to sets of isolated facts or 
propositions but, instead, reflects context of applicability: that is, the 
knowledge is “conditionalized” on a set of circumstances. 

 4. Experts are able to flexibly retrieve important aspects of their 
knowledge with little attentional effort. 

 5. Though experts know their disciplines thoroughly, this does not 
guarantee that they are able to teach others. 

 6. Experts have varying levels of flexibility in their approach to new 
situations.  

 
Equally important to understanding expertise is what is not included in this list, 

especially when applying these ideas within academia: experts do not know all the 

answers. In addition, expertise is domain specific (Lajoie, 2003) and experts “excel mainly 

in their own domain and in particular contexts” (Berliner, 1994).  



 
 

46

 

What is a PhD astronomer an expert at? 
 

In studies of expert behavior, the tasks that are investigated are defined fairly narrowly or 

concretely. For instance, a study of teaching might concentrate on the ways novice and 

expert teachers differ in their use of information about students (Carter et al., 1987). In 

Chi et al.’s (1981) study of physics problem solving, the tasks included identification of 

key features of problems and problem characterization. This latter study, however, is a 

far cry from a description of expertise in academic physics. To participate as a professor 

and researcher in physics requires much more than the ability to correctly classify 

classical physics problems. Similarly, an academic astronomer must be able to conduct 

research involving problem solving and problem identification, as well as be competent in 

collaboration, literature review, grant writing, and communication of findings in writing 

and oral presentation. She or he needs to know how to read peer reviewed literature but 

also how to review it, and review grant proposals. An academic astronomer often needs to 

teach undergraduate and graduate courses as well as advise PhD students and postdoctoral 

fellows through their process of becoming experts. All of this takes place within the 

reward and motivation structures of an academic department and an international 

discipline. This socially situated complexity of expertise and motivation is addressed by 

scholars like Alexander (2003) who discuss models of learning specific to academic 

domains and Berliner (1994) who reviews work on expert sensitivity to social situations. 
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Expertise is tied to context, to the specifics of the goals of a problem to be solved, and to 

the particulars of a situation (Glaser, 1985). 

 

This view of expertise, as highly context and situation dependent, is consistent with how 

important the characteristics of organizational socialization are for a graduate student 

learning to be an academic. What is less clear is how to assess or foster the development 

of expertise “as an astronomer.” Although this study will focus on how graduate students 

speak about research, the ability to speak like an astronomer is not easily separable into 

speaking expertise and astronomy expertise (Lemke, 1992; Halliday, 1998). This is 

because an individual who is successful in being recognized as an “astronomer,” 

accomplishes this, to a large extent, by speaking like an astronomer.  

 

Being socialized into expertise 
 
 
There are both formal (explicit) and informal (implicit) forms of socialization. In their 

report on a study of graduate student perceptions of the climate of collegiality and 

scholarship in their departments, Weidman and Stein (2003) list various parts of formal 

graduate student socialization, including “things that are written, listed, stated directly 

and explicitly (Thornton & Nardi, 1975), like course requirements, prelim exams, etc.” (p. 

644). In this model, informal socialization is the learning that takes place through 

observing what is acceptable behavior or not, through participation in events and 
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conversations with senior graduate students and faculty members, and by learning the 

rules implicitly. It is interesting to consider how graduate student socialization might be 

defined using Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) six dimensions.  

 

Divestive or investive 
 

Some researchers speak about socialization in terms of learning the discursive practices of 

a culture. For Hicks (1995) and Gee (1999) this involves the mastery of formal academic 

discourses. According to Gee, the term “discourse” refers to both language-in-use and “it 

involves acting-interacting-thinking-valuing-talking-(sometimes writing-reading) in the 

‘appropriate way’ with the ‘appropriate’ props at the ‘appropriate’ times in the 

‘appropriate’ places” (1999, p. 14). These usually involve “ways of describing, 

explaining, and questioning that are dissimilar to ‘ordinary’ conversation" (Hicks, 1995, 

p.58). In this definition there is the sense that a divestive process might more aptly 

describe what is expected of any graduate student who comes in only having mastered the 

“ordinary” conversation of non-academic life. However, the investive vs. divestive nature 

of the socialization process may also depend on what identity the graduate student brings 

in to the program, because “for some students, coming to terms with the values of the 

academy involved disillusionment and a setting aside of their own values, while for others 

values meshed well and the academy's values were easily internalized" (Nesheim et al., 

2006, p. 8). 
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Individual and Collective mentoring 
Sociologists David Shulman and Ira Silver (2005) attest to the importance of individual 

socialization, saying "a great deal of the important professional socialization that 

transpires in graduate school occurs informally through faculty mentors” (p. 5). In an 

earlier paper, Shulman and Silver (2003) bring up the concern that this type of 

socialization falls far from the ideal when it comes to how graduate students are expected 

to learn discipline-specific norms:  

It was as if there were an unspoken understanding among faculty that 
graduate students either intuitively would know how to master the informal 
norms necessary for becoming successful in the business, or they would gain 
this knowledge through their private working relations with individual 
faculty members. (p. 57) 

 

There are numerous studies of the graduate student/advisor relationship in the literature 

including one by Gail Rose (2005) which looks at how mentoring is conceived by 

different types of graduate students (across gender, age and nationality) and discusses 

how the mentoring process can be “complicated by the power relationships between a 

student and a research advisor” (p. 52). Rose considers whether or not an academic 

advisor can even take on the role of mentor, due to the limitations imposed by the power 

difference and by the fact that the advisor must assess the graduate student. Much of the 

socialization of graduate students happens through this one-on-one mentoring, or 

apprentice-type activity. They learn to conduct research, publish, and present their 
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results under the supervision of an advisor or a small group of academic astronomers. In 

the case of research design, the instruction is most often a one-to-one relationship in 

astronomy. However, in learning to speak about research, an advisor may or may not 

provide much input. In this case, there are department- and discipline-wide events at 

which graduate students learn from other graduate students, postdoctoral fellows and 

professors. Whether it is a lone advisor or a group of individuals is responsible for 

mentoring an individual in her or his learning to speak like an academic, there is no 

guarantee that learning takes place. Ardery (1990) describes mentoring as a teaching and 

learning process between the mentor and the mentee and as the transmission of 

knowledge. Although there is a general consensus that an essential attribute of mentoring 

is this teaching-learning process, Little (1990) cautions that:  

...proponents of mentoring take for granted that mentors will be a source 
of expert knowledge to others. Access to mentors’ knowledge, however, is 
arguably problematic. Can mentors express what they know in a manner 
accessible to others; will they have sufficient opportunity to do so; and if 
they can, will they feel obligated to do so? (p. 318) 

 

There are a number of similarities between the situations a graduate student is in and that 

of individuals preparing to be, and starting work as, schoolteachers. Dan Lortie (2002) 

introduces the concept of “apprenticeship of observation” to describe the potentially 

problematic nature of the path to becoming a teacher. He highlights that, in school, 

children spend many years observing their teachers’ behavior. Those children who 

continue on to become teachers have some advantages over those going into other careers 
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because of this childhood “apprenticeship” in which they observed teaching. However, 

Lortie (2002) cautions that this apprenticeship is only partial because, as children, the 

students are not privy to the complex decision-making that their teachers are involved in: 

The student is the 'target' of teacher efforts and sees the teacher front stage 
and center like an audience viewing a play. Students do not receive 
invitations to watch the teacher's performance from the wings; they are not 
privy to the teacher's private intentions and personal reflections on 
classroom events. Students rarely participate in selecting goals, making 
preparations, or postmortem analyses. (p. 62) 

 

This apprenticeship of observation is incomplete, then, because it does not allow 

students to see all that influences and helps construct their teachers’ expert behavior. 

Depending on how much of this backstage preparation and thinking is made explicit to 

graduate students learning to speak about their discipline through observation of others 

engaged in the same task, similar problems may present themselves in graduate 

socialization. The implicit, unwritten rules for speaking and asking questions that can 

affect how successfully a graduate student is perceived to have learned to speak and, by 

extension, to think or behave like an academic. The ability of the mentor to explain and 

guide the novice, in academic speaking just as with teacher training, can affect how well 

expert behavior is actually learned.  

 
There also exist a number of collective socialization processes in graduate school, not all 

of which occur in the classroom. There can be opportunities for speaking about research 

and research literature in a group setting, with graduate students and faculty member 
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participating together, as with the case of “journal clubs” in science disciplines. Chris 

Golde (2007) describes this event found in neuroscience (in contrast to the “reading list” 

in English) as a “signature pedagogy” because it has features that make it well suited to 

the character of the literature that graduate students are expected to master in the 

respective disciplines. For neuroscience, new findings that must be incorporated into 

current research come out daily, and new papers are written within weeks or months, 

hence the need to keep updated on the literature in a weekly discussion of a new paper. 

Golde takes this definition from a paper by Lee Shulman (2005) where the discussion 

ranges more widely, to signature pedagogies in law (case studies), medicine (bedside 

teaching), and engineering (the lecture).  

 

Signature pedagogies  
 
The concept of a signature pedagogy (Shulman, 2005) is also powerful because its 

structure points to discipline-specific values, and cultural norms. As Shulman explains, 

“if you wish to understand a culture, study its nurseries" and "if you wish to understand 

why professions develop as they do, study their nurseries, in this case, their forms of 

professional preparation" (ibid., p.52). The very events which are designed to teach 

novices the rules and values of the culture, and which reflect the structure of the culture in 

their own structure, are those that are fruitful to focus on for an outsider who wants to 

know more about the culture. Shulman writes that this is because signature pedagogies are  

critical "in shaping the character of future practice” (ibid., p. 53) and because they 
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represent the values and norms of the discipline in which they are found. These case 

studies, journal clubs, and bedside teaching practices "define how knowledge is analyzed, 

criticized, accepted, or discarded. They define the functions of expertise in a field, the 

locus of authority, and the privileges of rank and standing" (ibid., p.54). They are a 

temporally limited, conveniently packaged example of what a graduate student should 

learn to do.  

 

However, in the pursuit of socializing graduate students, Shulman cautions that signature 

pedagogies "are both marvelous scaffolds for complex behavior as well as dangerous 

sources of rigidity and perseveration" (ibid., p. 56). They can have a tendency to limit 

learning within the specific programs to very few teaching styles or techniques. In 

addition, echoing Van Maanen and Schein’s worry that socialization processes do not 

automatically change when needed, Shulman reminds us that these pedagogies can 

“persist even when they begin to lose their utility, precisely because they are habits" 

(ibid.). In other words, they are not just fertile sources of inquiry for education 

researchers, they can also be problematic, which makes them more interesting to study. In 

addition, I would argue that they are important to study because this may provide 

participants in these events and processes with tools for making useful changes to 

outdated practices.  

Graduate student anxiety and identity management 
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Theories of organizational and graduate student socialization look to describe the ideal 

situations of what should happen to help novices and graduate students become full-

fledged members in their respective organizations and research communities. They also 

look at the limitations and problems with how this takes place. One important issue that 

comes up across the literature on graduate student experiences is that of anxiety about the 

socialization process. Authors often relate this anxiety to graduate student worries that 

their intellectual identity or worth is being judged, although not all authors hold the same 

opinion of the necessity or even existence of an individual’s intellectual worth. A number 

of articles have appeared in the journal The American Sociologist that provide an inward 

look by sociology researchers at their own graduate socialization processes. What makes 

this literature interesting is the authors’ application of sociological analysis to some of 

their own discipline’s practices, which is why I highlight it next. It is interesting to see 

what sociologists will say about the nature of graduate socialization, just as I will discuss 

what communications researchers have to say about the nature of academic discourse in 

Part 2 of this review. 

Consequential and uncertain judgment 
 

I will focus on four articles (Ferrales & Fine, 2005; Puddephatt et al., 2006; Shulman & 

Silver, 2003, 2005) that were written by sociologists about the graduate student 

socialization process in academic sociology. In an introductory article to a special issue of 

The American Sociologist, Shulman and Silver (2005) make note that  
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a recurring theme across the papers is the troublesome presence of anxiety 
in the graduate experience. Anxiety is typically seen as an individual 
problem, yet anxiety is also, sociologically, a plausible reaction to a 
situation of uncertain and consequential judgment (p. 7).  
 

This statement, that anxiety can arise from judgment which is uncertain and 

consequential, hints at a very fundamental issue within academic socialization, and may 

connect at least weakly to Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) dimension of variable 

socialization processes. Even in his discussion of signature pedagogies, Shulman (2005) 

says that most of these pedagogies involve public student performance or speaking and 

that  

uncertainty, visibility, and accountability inevitably raise the emotional 
stakes of the pedagogical encounters. Uncertainty produces both 
excitement and anxiety. These pedagogies create atmospheres of risk taking 
and foreboding, as well as occasions for exhilaration and excitement. (p. 57)  
 

Again there is a theme of uncertainty and consequence (here in the form of risk taking), 

which is connected to anxiety, specifically surrounding public actions.  

 

What is additionally note-worthy about this way of conceptualizing anxiety is that it is 

being related to the nature of the socialization process (as structural) and not to the 

individual. Egan (1989) also frames the issue of anxiety in graduate school this way, 

noting that despite the assumption that graduate school socialization is functional, useful, 

and well-meaning, this does not match what happens in practice. She goes on to “examine 

the possibility of structural causes of stress, as compared with the current tendency to 
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look to individual or psychological shortcomings to explain student depression, anxiety, 

and so forth” (ibid., p.200). In other words, when there are features of a socialization 

process that lead to both uncertain and consequential judgment, novice anxiety is a likely 

outcome. This discussion about a structural versus personal root to anxiety is informed 

by an article written by Caplan and Nelson (1973), where the authors consider the pitfalls 

of looking at any problem from the perspective of it being personally-located instead of 

systemically-located. They make the case that how a problem is defined dictates what is 

done about it. The definition “determines the attempts at remediation - or even whether 

such attempts will be made - by suggesting both the foci and techniques of intervention 

and by ruling out alternative possibilities" (ibid., p. 200).  Not only does it make a 

difference for the individual graduate student experiencing anxiety, but also for the larger 

departmental community, whether anxiety is “blamed” on the graduate student’s 

shortcomings, the programs’ shortcomings, or both.  

 

Judgment 
 

What kind of judgment is going on in these sociology departments? Ferrales and Fine 

(2005) list the following faculty member assessments as routine: 

students' presentation of self; the quality of the comments and questions 
posed in course discussions; the caliber of papers written during 
coursework; a student's publication record; obtaining outside recognition 
such as prestigious grants, fellowships, and awards; endorsements by other 
faculty members; and information gleaned from the graduate school 
application. (ibid., p. 59) 
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There is an inherent component of judgment of intellectual identity in the first two 

assessments on this list, presentation of self and quality of public, spoken performance.  

 

    Uncertain and consequential judgment 
 

It is not necessarily the case that a socialization process must involve uncertain judgment. 

However, according to a number of authors, academic socialization does. Ferrales and Fine 

(2005) describe the process as one where graduate students are learning to make sense of  

“a status system in which criteria for evaluation are often variable, uncertain, or 

undisclosed" (p. 57). Their suggestion to mitigate this is that graduate students “should 

avoid comments that reveal a lack of sociological training and/or demonstrate a lack of 

commitment or passion to a rigorous academic career" (ibid., p. 63). They also comment 

that although many people were taught in elementary school that there was no such thing 

as a stupid question, academia is a different situation, and this is not a good strategy when 

a graduate student is concerned about how faculty members will see her or his reputation. 

While I disagree with this advice, it is consistent with their stated belief in the importance 

of graduate students carefully crafting intellectual identities. 

 

In a direct response to Ferrales and Fine (2005), two sociology graduate students and one 

postdoc, Pudephatt, Kelly and Adorjan (2006) agree only that the nature of assessment is 

uncertain. They attribute this to inherent subjectivity in the process of judging “the 
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ability and potential” of graduate students: 

This process of "tracking" and "streaming" is complicated, and made 
possible by way of typifying student success along categories that resonate 
with personal, professional, and organizational goals. The competence of 
graduate students is a social accomplishment that has gatekeepers drawing 
on "collective representations" generated by the faculty to determine who 
among the students are worthy of the investment. (ibid., p. 87) 

 

As mentioned before, the judgment of graduate students by faculty member seems to 

focus on a graduate student’s “worth” of some kind, be it intellectual, or in terms of 

potential future success. Pudephatt and co-authors lament that Ferrales and Fine’s advice, 

taken to the extreme, becomes a “hustling game” of attempting to hide intellectual 

weakness and striving to appear competent. Shulman and Silver (2005) echo this view of 

a problematic assessment system as the “playing field reality where intellectual products 

enter a marketplace embedded in affect and social relations. This is a marketplace where 

no certainty of determining pure scholarly merit exists, yet such a system may be 

assumed" (ibid., p. 7). Here we see a commercial metaphor in use, of intellectual products 

and a marketplace, to describe academia. 

Academic Intellectual Discussions 

 

This section of the literature review deals with a specific type of academic speaking – of  

intellectual discussion and argumentation, for all practitioners and for graduate students.  

In the previous section on graduate student socialization, Shulman’s (2005) discussion on 
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signature pedagogies described these events as often involving “public student 

performance.” In other words, part of the graduate school experience involves speaking 

about ideas and research because this is a skill that professors and professionals must 

possess, and so graduate students must learn them. I will concentrate on the journal club 

(sometimes called seminar or colloquium) type of events here. These events seem to be an 

informal type of socialization (according to Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) dimensions) 

in that they often involve novices and full organizational members engaged in intellectual 

discussions of the ideas and findings contained in an article or a speaker’s research. In 

addition, because we have already seen their strengths described in the previous section 

(as windows into the culture of each discipline), I will focus on the problematic aspects of 

these events here.   

 

Kahn and McCormick (Kahn, 1981; McCormick & Kahn, 1987) identify some limitations 

of an event they call a seminar, which is similar to Shulman’s (2005) journal club. This 

event takes place in a classroom setting, where one faculty member moderates a 

discussion among graduate students. These authors describe the undesirable participation 

behaviors of graduate students that arise due to the seminar being conceived of as a 

standard academic discussion. This standard, they claim, is based on a number of 

problematic metaphors for argumentation: a free-for-all, a beauty contest, or a 

distinguished house tour. In each of these cases the authors report being disappointed 
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with graduate student behaviors as they impact the quality of intellectual discussion. In 

the free-for-all, “there is a prize to be won, whether it’s the instructor’s approval or one’s 

self esteem” (Kahn, 1981, p. 121), and it is as important for the speaker for look smart as 

it is to make others look stupid. In the beauty contest, ideas are “paraded” in all their 

glory, one at a time, with no discussion connecting them. In the distinguished house tour, 

each idea is examined separately, questioned and interrogated, but ideas are never 

compared to try to decide which one is best. Although the authors report preferring the 

house tour metaphor initially, it still led to lone individuals defending ideas, and not much 

vigorous, whole-group participation. The authors finally propose a different metaphor, of 

a barn-raising, that they claim produced more favorable results. In essence, during a 

discussion, when a speaker makes a claim or asks a question of out loud, “after you’re 

offered the idea, you have no more responsibility for developing it, defending it, or 

explaining it than anybody else in the group” (McCormick & Kahn, 1987, p. 17). The 

ideas that are brought by one individual become the responsibility of all the participants 

to examine collectively. These authors provide a number of suggestions for how to 

moderate this type of discussion.  

Intellectual discourse 
 
What is the goal of academic discussions like McCormick and Kahn’s seminar (Kahn, 

1981; McCormick & Kahn, 1987) or Shulman’s journal club (2005)? I now switch to 

focus on a series of articles from the communications literature. In a series of publications 
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in the 1990s, Karen Tracy and collaborators (Tracy, 1995, 1997; Tracy & Baratz, 1993; 

Tracy & Carjuzaa, 1993; Tracy & Muller, 1994; Tracy & Naughton, 1994) looked at 

speaking practices during communications department colloquia, and how institutional 

goals conflicted with personal goals in this type of  event. While these are not the only 

studies of speech practices in academia, they stand out because they were undertaken by 

communications academics. In their paper about academic’s beliefs about intellectual 

discussion, Tracy and Muller (1994) uncovered a handful of ideas that participant 

academics held. Intellectual discussion should: (1) be about ideas that are somewhat 

abstract (instead of practical topics like "how to plant your beans"), (2) involve 

differences of opinion, (3) involve participants who are willing to change their opinions as 

a result of the talking, and (4) be about discussing ideas, not necessarily with any other 

goal in mind. Intellectual talk is meant to reach important academic goals such as the 

"advancing and testing of ideas, socialization of new institutional members, and the 

creation of a sense of community among members" (ibid., p. 319). 

 

The departmental colloquium in these studies was a setting where both graduate students 

and faculty member participated, with one person presenting her or his own work-in-

progress to a small group for 45 minutes, followed by 45 minutes of discussion and 

questions. It differs from the journal club and seminar in that this colloquium deals with 

the work of the presenter, instead of being a discussion of the work of someone not 
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present. The motivation for Tracy’s studies was to better understand the process of 

intellectual discussion in an academic setting - something that Tracy felt was an 

institutionally significant activity that had not been studied much at the time. Tracy 

framed the issue of intellectual discussion as dilemmatic as defined by Billig, Condor, 

Edwards, Gane, Middleton, and Radley (1988) in a book titled Ideological dilemmas: A 

social psychology of everyday thinking. According to Billig et al. (1988), in a situation 

where there are competing goals, participants are faced with the dilemma of choosing 

between them. For instance, deciding whether to follow the adage of “too many cooks 

spoil the soup” or the one of “many hands makes the work light” presents an overworked 

caterer with the dilemma of choosing to get all his food cooked with help from friends but 

have it be of a lower standard than if he had made it himself, versus keeping the quality of 

the meal high but not completing the entire order. In another example Billig et al. (1988) 

recount a story of a soldier who runs from a battlefield to save his own life – if every 

soldier on the field chooses this option, the enemy army will likely kill them all. This is 

an example of a dilemma of individual versus collective interests. If all individuals behave 

in their own best interests where limited resources are available, no individual will survive. 

It is in consequential situations (that can damage life, livelihood or the ego) that these 

dilemmas become problematic and "what makes the choice so hard is the chance that the 

decision might matter" (ibid., p. 11). 
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In Tracy’s study (1997), the institutional goal for colloquium, which participants 

identified in interviews on the subject, was to have an energetic discussion amongst peers 

for the sake of speaking itself and of furthering knowledge. The personal goals of 

participants were different, and at times contradictory to the institutional goals, and other 

participants’ goals. Personal goals included the desire: to be seen as intellectually able, and 

to be kind to speakers in the group who had lower status (like graduate students). 

Dilemmas arose on both the level of the individuals’ concerns and of the group’s 

concerns. 

 

Participant dilemmas included: dilemmas of identity, dilemmas of positioning and 

accounting, dilemmas of questioning and responding, and dilemmas of character 

challenges. I will discuss the first two dilemmas in more detail. Dilemmas of identity are 

described by Tracy (1997) as follows. Presenters could choose to present a high-risk but 

desirable identity “of being intellectually provocative” or they could err on the side of 

safety (of not making egregious intellectual errors) but display a less valuable intellectual 

identity. For discussants or audience members, the dilemma was of how to ask a valuable 

(tough) but fair question, where fairness was determined after the fact by if the presenter 

had been able to answer adequately. There was also a concern that the question not be 

seen as self-serving or selfish.  Dilemmas of positioning and accounting involved being 

able to demonstrate an intellectual commitment to both theory and practice in the study 
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of communications, and being linguistically sophisticated but also sounding natural. Tracy 

describes this dilemma as “the expectation that a good style was an argumentatively 

coherent and linguistically elegant one that did not sacrifice interactional naturalness” 

(ibid., p. 49). 

 

Group dilemmas involved: equality and expertise, discursive expressions of institutional 

rank, emotion in intellectual talk, intellectual community. This first dilemma, of equality 

vs. expertise is explained as follows: “on the one hand it was believed that participation 

should be restricted to those who are informed and knowledgeable; on the other, that 

participation should be engaged in by everybody” (Tracy, 1997, p. 89). If the group erred 

on the first point, there might be lively but ignorant conversation, whereas erring on the 

second point would likely happen when people were continuously monitoring what they 

said for fear of sounding uninformed. In addition, there was a dilemma between the beliefs 

that “ideas should be examined in light of intrinsic merit (ignore the rank of presenter), 

and that they should be examined in light of a presenter’s experience level (attend to 

rank)” (ibid., p. 79). The dilemmas of intellectual community involved issues of 

conversational practices that implied friendliness and trust, the use of humor, and the 

notion of participation as obligatory voluntarism. This last point was explained as a 

balance between allowing “each person to sustain some sense of personal involvement as 

being chosen rather than coerced,” and the need for some minimum number of participants 
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to attend regularly for the colloquium event not to dissolve (ibid., p. 130). What is key to 

the use of a dilemmatic lens for these studies is that the problems occurring for 

participants at this colloquium are understood as rooted in the competition between 

incompatible goals. Each person, and the department as a whole, must choose how to 

proceed each time these issues surface.  

 

Tracy’s studies (Tracy, 1995, 1997; Tracy & Baratz, 1993; Tracy & Carjuzaa, 1993; 

Tracy & Muller, 1994; Tracy & Naughton, 1994) looked at issues of establishing and 

maintaining identity (both intellectual and institutional) by use of questions, responses to 

questions, and types of statements made. She used a form of discourse analysis to extract 

institutional norms and goals from participant interviews, as well as from observations of 

colloquium. In interviews, she looked at explicit statements about institutional goals and 

implicit s to goals through the judgments interviewees passed on other speakers. 

Observations of actual speaking events were used to investigate personal goals, through a 

focus on the verbal work done by participants in real time. This included verbal behavior 

such as rephrasing a sentence or qualifying a question to achieve desirable results such as 

sounding fair or demonstrating awareness of the discipline’s intellectual ideals.  

 

Language and culture of academic science 
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This section will look at the literature on the culture of science and use of language in 

science where it overlaps with issues that affect speaking in academic science and graduate 

student socialization. Up to this point, I have been presenting work on these topics, but 

not specifically in how they relate to, or show up in, academic science. While some of 

Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) socialization dimensions and Tracy’s (1997) intellectual 

discussion dilemmas will apply to an academic science setting, it is useful to consider the 

specifics of a physical science culture. What is it that makes a physical science 

department (and its corresponding socialization processes) different from a psychology 

or art department? In this discussion, I do not spend time considering the bigger, much 

more complex question of what makes physical science (or a scientist) different from 

psychology or art. I am interested in the formal, organizational differences that are 

encoded in the practices of academic physical sciences, specifically academic astronomy.  

 

An article by Michael Thompson (2003) introduces one model for understanding graduate 

student socialization in “disparate academic environments,” meaning in different 

departments. He combines Weidman, Twale and Stein’s (2001) professional socialization 

framework with Holland’s (1997) theory of vocational behavior to better understand the 

differences between graduate programs in a mathematics, MIS, art, and psychology. 

These different disciplines are used to represent four of Holland’s six model 

environments: realistic, investigative (mathematics), artistic (art), social (psychology), 
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enterprising (MIS) and conventional. In Holland’s model, people are classifiable into one 

of these categories, which represent personality types, and each environment is 

“hypothesized to attract, to be dominated by, and to reinforce and reward the abilities, 

interests, and values of associated personality type” (Thompson, 2003, p. 409). While 

this is likely to be a significant oversimplification of the philosophy of each discipline, it 

may represent the formal, academic version of each. Thompson’s work looks to describe 

the actual working of the different programs, such as what it takes to be a successful 

working mathematician or psychologist from the perspective of faculty members in these 

various departments. In this study Thompson looks at professors’ beliefs about the 

“salient attributes they emphasize and reinforce to their graduate students in socializing 

them” (ibid., p. 408). It is his results regarding mathematics that I use to start painting a 

picture of the academic culture of the sciences. Thompson (2003) reports three categories 

of relevant attributes for each academic environment, which are listed with the specifics 

for the Interpretive environment, represented by mathematics: 

 The specific competencies, demeanors and role tasks graduate students must learn:  

 1. mathematics and technical abilities with computer software, precision and 

critical analysis 

 2. caution, patience, sharing ideas, working collaboratively 

 3. oral presentations, written research reports, teaching, internships 

 The specific values, ethics and beliefs associated with the environment:  
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 1. academic integrity, honesty, patience, persistence, curiosity 

 2. independence, intellectual curiosity, ability 

 The specific graduate student activities, projects and cognitive abilities required for 

success: 

 1. research publications & presentations, breadth of interest, teaching skills 

 2. collaboration; balance between teaching & research 

 

Ironically, the investigative category which includes mathematics and physics, also 

contains (according to Rosen, Holmberg & Holland (1989)) anthropology and education 

research, which are very different academic departments, so the overall framework may 

not be as useful for explaining disparate graduate environments as it would be if the focus 

was on specific departments. However, Thompson uses mathematics as representative of 

the Interpretive category so perhaps the application in this dissertation research, to 

physics and astronomy, is not as potentially problematic.  

 

In her ethnography of the particle physics community, Sharon Traweek (1988) described 

a physics subculture’s approach to socializing its novices, where young physicists must 

learn the criteria that influence the success of one’s career. She explains that this learning 

happens through “formal education, but also in the daily routines and in everyday 

experience called ‘common sense’ ” (ibid., p. 74), in stories about who and what was 
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important. Their textbooks present: physics topics unfolding sequentially and logically in 

time; “immediate predecessors, who can be labeled the heroic discoverers” of current 

science ideas and are shown as socially conforming and free of any apparent social context 

in photos; and stories that emphasize for students “that there is a great gap between the 

heroes of science and their own limited capacities" (ibid., p. 75). Traweek also found 

certain values were passed on to novices, such as encouragement to “regard physics as a 

calling and not an occupation” (ibid., p. 21), and to hold a model of knowledge “as a 

commodity” where the goal was accumulation of “as many facts as possible” (ibid., p. 

81). In matters of communication and discussion, novices were expected to cultivate a 

competitive and sharp conversation style, to display independence and a distaste for 

mediocrity. Based on the previous excerpt, one possible form of mediocrity is likely to be 

a failure to accumulate a wealth of factual knowledge. However, it is likely that the myth 

of heroic figures who have greatly influenced the field, but whom the students should 

never expect to live up to, will provide problematic when it meets the expressions of 

contempt for mediocrity.  

 

Just as with all graduate socialization, the induction of science graduate students involves 

learning both the behaviors and attitudes as well as the communicative practices of 

science. As Deborah Hicks (1995) explains in her work Discourse, learning and teaching, 

“learning to ‘talk science’ or ‘talk math’ involves more than just learning a set of linguistic 
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forms; it also involves learning beliefs and values” (p. 53). And as linguist M.A.K. 

Halliday (1998) explains, this science speech is recognizable so that “any speaker of 

English for whom it falls within the domain of experience knows when he sees it or hears 

it" (p. 162). In an article on scientific literacy, Zhuhui Fang (2005) writes that since the 

process and enterprise of science is so different from everyday activities, “it is expected 

that the language used to construe scientific knowledge and values should be quite distinct 

from other varieties (registers) of language,” (p. 337) and says that scientific English uses 

specialized grammar. This grammar includes (1) a high density of information (high lexical 

density), (2) a high degree of abstraction which is accomplished through nominalizing 

verbs and adjectives, (3) the pervasiveness of technical vocabulary, and (4) an 

authoritative tone which is accomplished through strategies like the use of third-person 

voice.  

 

Michael Mulkay and G. Nigel Gilbert have written a number of articles and books about 

the sociological study of science, and on discourse and language use in science (Gilbert & 

Mulkay, 1984; Mulkay & Gilbert, 1982, 1983). They identify features of scientific talk 

that are similar to those mentioned by Traweek: “Laboratory work is characterized in a 

highly conventionalized manner, as instances of impersonal, procedural routines which are 

generally applicable and universally effective” (Gilbert & Mulkay, 1984, p. 56). In an 

article on humor in science (Mulkay & Gilbert, 1982), these authors contrast two 
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mutually inconsistent “interpretative repertoires” that scientists employ when 

communicating about science: the ‘empiricist’ repertoire and the ‘contingent’ repertoire. 

The ‘empiricist’ repertoire is used in formal settings such as written publications and in 

accounts given to politicians and other laypeople. This involves scientists employing 

“only part of the full range of terms and interpretative notions which they use informally 

to describe their own and their colleagues' actions and beliefs” (ibid., p. 589). This 

discourse involves genuine scientific knowledge being presented as follows, 

as being determined by the controlled, experimental revelation of  “the facts” 
about the natural world. The production of experimental facts is taken to 
follow from scientists' application of impersonal procedural rules, and 
theoretical interpretation to derive unproblematically from the facts, as long 
as no personal or social factors are allowed to influence scientists' 
judgments. (ibid.) 

 

In contrast, in informal situations among colleagues, Mulkay and Gilbert assert that 

scientists prefer a ‘contingent’ discourse, which  

…treats action in science as much less uniform and scientific belief as much 
more open-ended. Emphasis is placed on the importance of personal 
commitment, intuition and practical skills. The production of data is taken 
to be a highly individual accomplishment. Theoretical interpretation is 
regarded as problematic and only partially constrained by experimental 
findings. (ibid.) 

 

These two discourses are seen together only in informal, conversational settings, where 

the scientist is “not normally required to produce a recorded version of his position and 

where his accounts are not usually subjected to systematic scrutiny" (ibid., p. 590). In 
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other words, audience matters in the speaker’s choice of repertoire.  

 

One last point about the language of science and its connection to the culture of science 

deals with the issue of objectivity – the objective observer who can describe the world 

from some neutral position. This notion overlaps with the ‘empiricist’ repertoire of 

Mulkay and Gilbert (1982), and is described by astronomer Bruce Gregory (1990) in his 

book about the language of theories and constructs like force, quantum mechanics, and 

quarks in physics. He describes this as a fundamental myth of physics culture, "the idea 

of a place outside the world on which to stand” and calls this a “spectator view of 

knowledge - the notion we can stand aside from the action and comment on it from a 

detached viewpoint" (ibid., p. 190). While Gregory sees this viewpoint as unproblematic 

for a classical physicist, quantum mechanics and special relativity are not so kind to the 

idea of an objective observer. He explains that: 

Classical physics demonstrated the power of a language that separates the 
observer and the observed, the subject and the object. Surely there are facts 
about the way the world is independent of what we say, and surely we can 
talk about the world as it is independent of any observations. Quantum 
mechanics, however, did not fit this framework...To go beyond the realm of 
classical physics, physicists had to give up the paradigm of a detached 
observer and an independent reality. (ibid., p. 181) 
 

However, this earlier way of speaking and thinking about the observer (as an “all-seeing 

eye”) was not given up with the adoption of quantum mechanics and relativity. Just as 

Van Maanen and Schein (1979) cautioned that not all socialization methods were 
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continuously adapting to be useful to the individual and the organization, but instead rife 

with outdated, historical artifacts, the language of physical science is likely to have 

retained some of its classical physics roots. After all, in many of the physical processes 

studied by astronomers, classical physics assumptions (about gravity, position, velocity 

and mass) still hold.  

How to study graduate socialization into speaking like 

astronomers 

 

In the previous three sections of this review of the literature, I have considered research 

and other writings that deal with socialization, speaking, academia and science. What has 

surfaced, especially in studies of socialization, are statements that can be turned into 

advice on research design for the study of these issues. For instance, Lee Shulman (2005) 

says that while signature pedagogies are powerful means for teaching students, "I would 

argue that such pedagogical signatures can teach us a lot about the personalities, 

dispositions, and cultures of their fields" (p. 52). A focus on pedagogical tools is 

extremely useful for learning about a culture.  

 

Sharon Traweek (1988) suggests that "the fieldworker's goal, then is to find out what the 

community takes to be knowledge, sensible action, and morality, as well as how its 

members account for unpredictable information, disturbing actions, and troubling 
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motives” (p. 8). In other words, the fieldworker and the novice are both after the same 

information, albeit for different reasons. The concept of anxiety, which was so prevalent 

in the sociology articles on sociology graduate student training, was linked to uncertain 

guidelines for assessment, and expressions of anxiety can be used to target these confusing 

or possibly inherently dilemmatic situations in the socialization process. As Rosen and 

Bates (1967) explain, “discrepancies between the ‘ideal’ and the ‘real’ often reveal strains 

in the system. These strains may arise from structural as well as psychological factors, 

and their consequences can be dysfunctional for the system as well as for the individual” 

(p. 73). Looking for both the ideal conceptualization of how an event should proceed and 

descriptions of what takes place in reality, can help identify important focal points for 

research. Finally, according to Billig et al. (1988) in their discussion of dilemmas, even 

“common sense contains contrary themes, and these enable the emergence of social 

dilemmas" (p. 8). It may not just be the conflict between ideal and real, but also a conflict 

between two ideals, which produces problems for participants in a speaking situation.  

 

Dilemmas, conflicts, complaints and excuses can all help guide analysis to probe the 

issues that astronomy graduate student speakers face when they attend various 

departmental speaking events, expecting to be improving in their verbal performance skills 

as they get further along in their program, and yet find themselves asking “Why is it so 

hard to learn to ask questions?” 
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Summary 

 

Graduate students go through a process of socialization, unique to their academic 

departments and strongly influenced by their discipline, the goal of which is to prepare 

them to participate as expert, full members in academia. At the end of this process, they 

are expected to hold the values embodied by that discipline and department.  The 

umbrella of socialization of graduate students covers a variety of experiences, including 

course work, interactions with advisors and peers, formal and informal events, and graded 

and un-graded activities. Problems within that socialization process (unclear guidelines for 

what should be learned, limited feedback, conflicting instruction and assessment) can lead 

to problem with successful participation in academia and unnecessary anxiety for 

graduate students. As disciplines, departments and graduate student demographics change 

not all socialization structures in graduate programs remain useful. In other words, 

problems encountered by novices (graduate students) are not necessarily the fault of 

those individuals. The problems may also be contained within structure of socialization 

practices and departmental or disciplinary norms.  

 

Intellectual discourse is a cornerstone of academic activity. It is also a complex activity, 

however, and can involve many dilemmas for participants, where personal and 
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institutional goals are in conflict. The language used by academic scientists is further 

specialized, in grammatical structure and also in the ways it portrays the enterprise of 

science. In astronomy, graduate students learn to speak and ask questions about 

astronomy research through participation in informal departmental events. These 

comprise the signature pedagogies for learning to speak like an astronomer, and can 

include events like journal clubs, which exist in other science fields as well.  These 

signature pedagogies are powerful learning situations for graduate students and education 

researchers alike, because they encode the values and norms of the academic culture in 

which they are found.  

 

At the beginning of this chapter, I referred to a question that influenced the focus of this 

research project. The question, asked by an astronomy graduate student, dealt with why 

it was so hard to learn to ask questions at astronomy talks. This question relates closely 

to socialization practices, but also to the nature of speaking in academia in general and in 

academic astronomy and physics in particular. To speak, or ask a question, “like an 

astronomer” is to be recognized by other astronomers as a competent participant in a 

community of practice. This is not so simple as just raising your hand and speaking out 

loud, as there are many rules and norms that will shape the perception of a competent 

astronomy talk. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

 

Introduction 

 

A discussion of research methods is meant to both justify and explain a researcher’s 

choice of the inquiry tools used for a particular study. This discussion should be tailored 

somewhat to the audience for the report, which I expect to include education researchers 

(from both quantitative and qualitative research traditions), physical scientists who have 

crossed over to social sciences, and practicing physical scientists. Given this diverse 

group, I believe it is useful to introduce my methodology choices in a way that frames 

them in terms of both my quantitative astronomy research past and my current use of a 

qualitative social science approach. Not only are some of the differences between the two 

research traditions relevant to the analysis I will present in Chapters 4 and 5, but also I 

have come to realize over the past four years that the two traditions (astronomy, and 

education and social science research) are not as incompatible as they might seem.  

 

I have chosen to start this discussion with the story of my transition from thinking like an 

astronomer to thinking like an education researcher to finally, I hope, thinking like a 

better researcher. When I left the doctoral astronomy program that I am studying in this 

work, I had spent a number of years working on computational simulations of how 
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chemical elements are created in the supernova death explosions of high-mass stars. I was 

used to working with numerical variables, statistical methods, and quantitative graphs.  

 

Why I chose to do a qualitative study 
 

One of my first courses in the Teaching and Teacher Education program was 

“Introduction to Education Research,” taught by the dean of the College of Education. 

Around the fifth week of class was the first time I heard the term "qualitative research." 

My first through was "you've got to be kidding me. How can research be qualitative?"  

As it turned out, I already had gained useful tools for understanding the potential power 

of (and finally choosing) qualitative as a research methodology. This had to do with: (1) 

looking at meaning, (2) my beliefs about objective vs. subjective truth, and (3) my beliefs 

about people’s behavior.  

 

Meaning 
 

At its core, qualitative research of human beings deals with meaning. My quantitative 

research background from astronomy had not prepared me to consider the notion of 

investigating “meaning” formally, even though I had many experiences that dealt with 

the complexities of meaning. One example was the year I was part of the astronomy 

department’s Graduate Admissions Committee. Although we looked at GPAs and 

Physics GRE scores to help rank applicants, the notion of meaning was extremely 

relevant when it came time to weigh reference letters based on who wrote them, where 

that person was from, what they said, and what it meant. I realized that some of the most 
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difficult questions I had been asking of my own life were also best answered with 

qualitative methods. This included questions like "should I quit my astronomy PhD?" My 

first instinct, coming from a quantitative background, had been to write a list of pros and 

cons, and count the entries. This did not work very well. 

 

My coursework in qualitative methods, as well as feminist research methodology, 

changed how I think about “meaning” and how important it is for describing and 

explaining the activities of everyday life. I now believe that quantitative research 

methods cannot answer all the important questions about science and academia, such as 

how to evaluate different faculty members or graduate student candidates.  Qualitative 

research is necessary if we want to make better decisions regarding policies of all kinds 

that affect the lives of academic astronomers – hiring, retention, grading and assessment.  

 

Subjective vs. objective truth and people’s behavior 
 
 

While I was a graduate student in astronomy, I also believed that there was an objective 

“truth” of “what happened” in an event, setting, or an interaction between people. When I 

felt badly in an interaction with another person, or felt embarrassed, I thought it was 

because the person had intended this to happen. My data (that I felt bad) implied the 

existence of bad intentions on the part of the other person. This was a belief I applied to 

friends and family, as well as in my astronomy graduate program, at conferences, and in 

classes. For instance, I believed that a person who asked me a question (about a science 

presentation) that I felt was hostile was in fact intending to be hostile, and that anyone 
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who had been present would agree this was the case, including the question asker. 

Obviously, there were some mean, hostile people in astronomy. 

 

Again, through my coursework and related reading in the social sciences (anthropology, 

women’s studies, psychology, education, sociology and discourse analysis), I started to 

develop a different view of the “truth” of a situation that involved human beings. From an 

unusually talented counselor I learned completely new (unintuitive, but very fruitful) 

ways of questioning intentions, judgment and behavior.  “What happened” could be 

subjective because meaning, intention, perception, and interpretation all came into play. 

In order to count how many hostile questions had been asked at a talk you needed to 

come up with a way of defining hostile, and this opened up a broad set of questions. 

Hostile from whose side - the person asking the question or the person being asked? 

What if these two opinions did not agree? Social science allows for multiple, differing 

perspectives of an event to exist simultaneously – if people disagree about what 

happened, this does not mean that one of them must be lying. 

 

From my counselor I also learned very stringent methods of questioning my own 

definitions as a likely root of conflicts. I learned some of the analysis skills I apply here, 

by being the subject of analysis, from someone I consider to have been a master analyst. 

In long, open-ended interviews for which I was unfortunately not compensated, I learned 

to listen and adopt her methods (to internalized them somewhat, so I could apply them 

myself) in my own life and at some point I realized that I was applying these approaches 
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in the way I read and "listened" to my qualitative research data. It is not surprising that 

they overlap with a number of well-established qualitative research traditions, including 

ethnography and discourse analysis.  

 

Finally, from both my education coursework and my counseling experiences, I learned to 

look at people’s behavior from a new perspective, one that provided me with more 

successful explanations about people than I had before. I learned that it was reasonable to 

assume that people acted rationally and logically given their beliefs, and that those beliefs 

could be discerned from their behavior and use of language. So I have wound up with 

certain assumptions, but not because I think they are the only way to view or talk about 

the world. I have chosen to use them because in my daily life they have proven to be a 

much more fruitful way of proceeding to frame my own questions and to choose a course 

of action, from how to react to other people's behavior to how to choose a future path or 

career. I like the kind of world they imply, where some conflicts can be to product of a 

group of well-intentioned people’s conflicting values or beliefs.  

 

In the end, I came to this dissertation project with a number of new (to me) beliefs and 

assumptions, which have intimately guided which research questions I have decided to 

ask and the design of the project: 

(1) Qualitative methods do a much better job of answering some kinds of questions, 

especially those that deal with “meaning” for human beings.  
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(2) People are overall well intentioned, and act reasonably given their beliefs. These 

beliefs can be discerned or detecting in how people act and speak. 

(3) Definitions and categories are complex and have fluid meanings, depend on who is 

using them. 

(4) Conflicts can come from a mismatch between people’s beliefs, and not just intentional 

harmful behaviors.  

 

I hope this has given you a sense of my pleasant surprise at the power of qualitative 

methodology and explains to some extent my decision to use these tools to look at the 

culture of astronomy, what it values, and how graduate students learn about these values 

through speaking events at one department. In the following sections of this chapter I will 

look at: (1) the characteristics of qualitative research (in comparison to quantitative 

research), (2) the specific research methods I chose for this study and how they 

influenced data collection and analysis, (3) my role in the study, (4) data collection, (5) 

data analysis, and (6) issues of research ethics and quality.  

 

Qualitative Research 

 

During that first education research methods course, I had doubts about qualitative 

research as a legitimate methodology. However qualitative research is not so different in 

its fundamental aim as I believed since, as Bogdan and Biklen (1992) explain, 
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"qualitative research shares with quantitative research an emphasis on disciplined data 

collection" (p. 4).  There exist entire classes of questions that it addresses best – these are 

questions that deal with exploration, as well as, according to Cameron (2004) 

“description (produce an account of general patterns in the data) and explanation (explain 

why the patterns occur)” of social phenomena and processes (p. 187). It involves the use 

of carefully constructed instruments, the awareness of theories in light of which the 

collected data will be evaluated, and a concern for sound research design that uncovers 

relevant results. In all these ways, qualitative research is a valid research methodology.  

 

A number of authors present their lists of the characteristics of qualitative research, in 

books that outline qualitative research methods (e.g. (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Lancy, 

1993; Marshall & Rossman, 1999). I will use a combination of features listed in these 

references (and references therein) to give a summary of these features. There is no single 

algorithm for conducting a qualitative research project, as Marshall and Rossman (1999) 

assert in their book Designing Qualitative Research, however, there are some 

fundamental properties of this type of research, that distinguish it from physical science 

research, or even a quantitative social science approach. These authors explain that:  

Qualitative researchers are intrigued with the complexity of social 
interactions as expressed in daily life and with the meanings the participants 
themselves attribute to these interactions. This interest takes qualitative 
researchers into natural settings rather than laboratories and fosters 
pragmatism in using multiple methods for exploring the topic of interest. 
(ibid., p. 2) 
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The emphasis is my own, to bring attention to the variety of characteristics that make 

qualitative research its own methodology. Below, I expand on these characteristics of 

qualitative research and how they distinguish it from quantitative research. This is how I 

first came to understand it - in comparison to the quantitative tradition I had learned so 

well as an astronomer.  

 

Complexity and social interactions 
 
First, qualitative social science research deals with social interactions. This means it is 

about human beings and social, instead of biological or medical, questions. Due to the 

nature of human social behavior, qualitative research also deals with complexity. To 

accomplish this, qualitative research deals in descriptive data. This means the data 

consist of words and pictures instead of numbers (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). These data 

can include a wide variety of some of the most taken-for-granted parts of human life: 

gestures, who is silent and who speaks in a setting, the arrangement of chairs in a 

classroom, and the use of specialized ways of speaking. Because this means that 

traditional numerical graphs are not applicable, reports of qualitative data "contain 

quotations from the data to illustrate and substantiate the presentation" (ibid, p. 5). Where 

quantitative research might involve counting instances of words or turning phrases into 

categories, qualitative focuses on “what” was said and “how.” Unfortunately, "the data 

collected have been termed soft, that is, rich in description of people, places, and 

conversations, and not easily handled by statistical procedures" (ibid, p. 2), as this can 

promote the idea that this information is somehow of lesser value or importance than 
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numerical data, when in fact it is integral to understanding the complexity of human 

interactions. For example, essay questions on examinations are much more time 

consuming and difficult for an instructor to grade, but I have yet to hear the argument that 

quantitative multiple choice exams give more insight into graduate student 

comprehension.  

 

Because of the inherent complexity of social interactions, qualitative research also winds 

up being an inductive and emergent research tradition. According to Bogdan and Biklen 

(1992), qualitative researchers  

do not search out data or evidence to prove or disprove hypotheses they 
hold before entering the study; rather, the abstractions are built as the 
particulars that have been gathered are grouped together. Theory 
developed this way emerges from the bottom up, from many disparate 
pieces of collected evidence that interconnected (p. 6)   
 

This inductive approach in qualitative research is referred to as grounded theory (Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967). It could even be argued that it is irresponsible to come to a complex 

situation with too many theories or the notion that you know what you might find, and 

end up simply confirming or disproving this suspicion. A situation that is sufficiently 

well understood no longer warrants the detailed look that qualitative methods bring. As 

Bogdan and Biklen (1992) explained, “the qualitative researcher plans to use part of the 

study to learn what the important questions are. He or she does not assume that enough is 

known to recognize important concerns before undertaking the research” (ibid., p. 7).   In 

his book Inventing Reality, astronomer Bruce Gregory (1990) talks about how physicists 

use the language of physics: of quantum mechanics, special relativity, fields and quarks. 
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He describes physics as “the drive to predict the behavior of a world stripped of most of 

its complications” (ibid., p. 197). In contrast, qualitative research focuses on the other 

extreme, looking to explore, describe and explain these complications.  

 

Naturalistic inquiry 
 
According to Bogdan and Biklen (1992), the essence of qualitative research is to 

“investigate topics in all their complexity, in context” (p. 2).  The last piece of this 

statement brings up another key aspect of qualitative research – it deals with actions and 

interactions in daily life, and does this by looking at them where they occur. Another way 

to say this is that qualitative research is naturalistic. Unlike controlled laboratory 

experiments, qualitative research takes place in the settings where the behaviors or events 

of interest actually take place. This aspect is not so different from the situation in which 

most observational astronomers find themselves – studying phenomena and objects in 

space instead of in a laboratory setting. Although astronomers might choose otherwise 

given the chance (instead of having to collect minute quantities of light from extremely 

distant objects), qualitative researchers choose this situation. They believe that in order to 

develop a solid understanding of the actual processes at work and how people navigate 

real situations, these things must be observed in context, because "human behavior is 

significantly influenced by the setting in which it occurs, and whenever possible, they go 

to that location" (ibid, p. 5). 

 

The subjective nature of meaning 
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The importance of participants’ subjective experiences to the qualitative research 

approach is explained by Marshall and Rossman (1999) as follows: "For a study focusing 

on individuals' lived experience, the researcher could argue that one cannot understand 

human actions without understanding the meaning that participants attribute to those 

actions - their thoughts, feelings, beliefs, values, and assumptive worlds” (p. 56). In other 

words, qualitative research deals with “the meaning that people express about some 

aspect of their lives” (ibid, p. 60). This attention to meaning leads to the highly subjective 

nature of qualitative research – every person (therefore every research participant) 

attributes meaning to some aspects of the world in a different way. There are also ways in 

which groups of people (astronomers vs. astrologers, for instance) attribute group-

specific meaning to the world. The fundamental point is that the meaning of a word, a 

concept or an action, is not limited to a dictionary definition. In Bogdan and Biklen’s 

(1992) words, qualitative researchers are “concerned with understanding behavior from 

the subject's own frame of reference" (p. 2), which echoes a familiar concept from special 

relativity – that the meaning of some experiences (like the passing of time) depend on 

which frame of reference you are describing. Qualitative research is based on the belief 

that there are parts of the human social experience that are similarly relative, and that (1) 

there are multiple (sometimes contradictory) experiences that can be investigated and (2) 

these differences of experience do not necessarily have to be resolved into one, 

monolithic meaning. In special relativity, two observers can come up with two 

“inconsistent” measurements for the length of an object that is in the rest frame of one 

observer, but not of the other observer. In other words, there are ways of describing the 
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world that do not require multiple observers to see (or interpret) the same “truth,” be they 

qualitative researchers or physicists.  

 

There is a corollary to this subjectivity that all participants are assumed to have – the 

researcher is also human, with her or his own subjective experiences. And these ideas and 

meanings are brought to bear on the research analysis. This is why a qualitative 

researcher must also be as explicit as possible (and specify her frame of reference) about 

her own beliefs and assumptions about the world. In Gregory’s (1990) words, "we only 

know what the world looks like from our point of view” (p. 184). There is no “view from 

nowhere.” It does not exist to be teased out by some ideal, objective qualitative 

researcher. For example, in the case of an interview, the interviewee is speaking to a 

person, and what the interviewee says (and how it is said) will depend on who is doing 

the interviewing. There is no “unbiased” interviewer. Furthermore, when do we, as 

humans, ever speak to some ideal “other” who does not affect what we say and how we 

say it? To whom do we reveal some “real” self, in a way that does not depend on the 

identity of our audience? Rossman and Rallis (1998) echo this sentiment, stating that 

qualitative researchers needing to be aware of how their life experiences shape their study 

design. Each researcher will ask certain questions, have certain points of view, and 

believe the world works in a certain way. It is important to make these explicit in the 

report of the research so that readers can be aware of it.  
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A second component of the subjectivity of human experience is related to the fact that it 

is difficult for a qualitative researcher to conduct “objective” research in a group of 

people in a way that does not influence the behavior of those people. If the research role 

is fully disclosed to the group (as is usually required by the ethics review board), it is 

likely that people will behave in some ways that they would not have if the researcher 

had not been present. They may have concerns about looking nicer, smarter, or displaying 

any number of other attributes in the presence of an official observer. This happens even 

in the most private setting of one researcher and one interviewee. Even if the pair have 

established a good rapport, and the interviewee is speaking somehow honestly or 

truthfully, the researcher has affected the interviewee. Bogdan and Biklen (1992) call this 

observer effect, and wonder "might not asking a person for his or her opinion create an 

opinion?" (p. 35). It is a given that an interviewee will say different things to different 

interviewers, but the point being made here is that there is no objective interviewer in the 

“view from nowhere” sense of the word objective. Gregory’s example in physics comes 

from Heisenberg – “What we observe is not nature in itself, but nature exposed to our 

method of questioning” (1990, p. 185) – the act of observing collapses the wave function. 

The best a scientist can do is to describe how a particle or photon was observed, so that 

the reader can understand the conditions of observation and be able to interpret it. The 

same is required of the qualitative researcher. 

 

Finally, in the course of analyzing the data, a qualitative researcher engages in 

interpretive work. What did some event mean to the different participants? What does 
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that word mean to different groups? Again, the subjectivity of human experience also 

applies to the researcher, so the analysis will "guided by a set of beliefs and feelings 

about the world and how it should be understood and studied" (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, 

p. 13)" (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 3). 

 

Qualitative vs. quantitative research 

 

So, qualitative social science research is subjective, exploratory, descriptive, emergent 

and inductive, and it deals with the complexity of meaning and human experiences in the 

contexts they occur. Some of these characteristics, such as human experience as its 

subject, it shares with quantitative social science research. Other characteristics, such as 

the subjectivity of the observer, it shares with some of the more exotic branches of 

physics. At a practical level, how does qualitative research differ from quantitative 

research in the social sciences? 

 

During its initial stages, qualitative research design is less rigidly constrained than 

quantitative work. This is because data analysis is constantly underway, from the moment 

the qualitative researcher enters her setting or program of interest, to the point where 

finishing touches are put on a manuscript. As she gains more understanding of the 

complexity of the situation, she will change some of her questions, as well as start to 

theorize about what is taking place. A quantitative study, such as a survey of multiple-

choice questions, is much more straightforward to analyze, using statistical methods and 
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graphs. However, in defining data collection variables and how they will be measured 

ahead of time, a very limited data set is constructed. What if your understanding of the 

setting is grossly incomplete, and you miss more important behaviors? Should you look 

at how many times a graduate student asks a question at a talk or for how many minutes? 

Or maybe it is more fruitful to look at what kind of question was asked. A qualitative 

study allows for evolving data collection.  

  

Another difference between qualitative and quantitative research is the treatment of 

reliability, validity and generalizability. Reliability is the notion (central to the quality of 

a quantitative research approach) that another observer using the same methods would 

garner the same results. Qualitative research does not use this same standard, due to its 

focus on subjectivity and observer effects. It is because human interactions are so 

complex and constantly changing depending on the context that a different observer (e.g. 

a different person conducting an interview) would not collect the same exact data as 

someone else. It would not suffice to make sure two interviewers asked the same 

questions, worded exactly the same - imagine the different ways you might answer a 

close friend versus your boss at work, even if they asked you the same question.  

 

Validity, which concerns itself with whether a researcher measured what she intended to, 

is a much less problematic issue for qualitative research than it is for quantitative 

methods. When the nuance and subtlety of a belief or interview answer is investigated 
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with qualitative methods, it is much more likely that respondents’ beliefs have been 

investigated validly than when they fill out a multiple-choice questionnaire.  

 

Finally, generalizability is the concern that the research questions and project will teach 

us something we can apply elsewhere. Where quantitative research focuses on how 

applicable results are to a larger segment of the population, qualitative research looks 

more for applicability to similar groups of people, settings or processes. In Bogdan and 

Biklen’s (1992) words, “they concern themselves not with the question of whether their 

findings are generalizable, but rather with the question of to which other settings and 

subjects they are generalizable" (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; 33). A qualitative study of how 

the graduate admissions process works and what happens to the graduate students 

admitted to a program will not lead to a list of simple rules for choosing the next “great” 

astronomers. Regardless of how nice it might be to have a theory of graduate success, 

there are countless exceptions to the rules we decide on when making graduate 

admissions decisions. For every applicant who is admitted or rejected based on a high 

GRE score, another one is admitted in spite of a low GRE score. Applying rules to human 

beings is not so straightforward.  

 

Qualitative plus quantitative research 
 

In some ways, these two research methodologies are very different. While some social 

science researchers (and research traditions) claim they are mutually exclusive, or that 

they represented incompatible paradigms, others see them (as I do) as complementary. 



 
 

93

Lancy (1993) lists a range of relationships between qualitative and quantitative research, 

including the view that they are incompatible, complementary, antecedent (one following 

the other), encapsulated (one supporting the other) or simply independent. He goes on to 

describe a case of qualitative research encapsulated in a large quantitative study: 

…we need to consider that, especially for the case study, a small-scale 
qualitative investigation of the problem may serve not as an alternative to 
a large-scale multivariate evaluation, but as an alternative to “expert 
opinion.”  (ibid, p. 27) 
 

Bogdan and Biklen (1992) describe the antecedent approach, where questionnaires are 

designed based on information gained through open-ended interviews. Qualitative data 

from interviews can also be used as complementary, supplementary, explanatory, or as a 

validity check to quantitative data gathered from the same participants or site.  

 

This range of relationships between the two approaches is not so foreign in the physical 

sciences, either. Even though photometry and imaging are both vital to the study of 

astronomical objects, not every astronomer must use both to be considered scientific. 

Exploratory surveys of the sky (such as the Palomar survey or the Hubble Deep Field) led 

to hypothesis testing research. In other words, both approaches are necessary, just as I 

might use the number of people who RSVP as well as the nature of their replies to plan a 

party. It matters how many (quantitative data) vegetarians are coming as much as it does 

what kinds of vegetarians (qualitative data) are coming if I want to feed my guests a 

proper meal. It matters what people mean when they say "vegetarian" just as much as it 

matters how many “vegetarians” are planning to come. 
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Strategies of inquiry 

 

There are 100’s of different stories that a qualitative data set can tell, and 100’s of 

different questions it can probe. The richness of human words and actions in even a 

single conversation about astronomy between a graduate student and a faculty member 

could be used to look at issues of gender, race, conversational techniques, scientific 

thinking, mentoring, beliefs about intelligence, the nature of reality, and status. In 

choosing a qualitative research design, the researcher gets to keep some of the multitude 

of potential lines of inquiry open. This also means that qualitative research design is less 

rigidly constrained. In any case, the strategies of inquiry that are chosen should be well 

matched to the research questions and vice versa. The research questions that frame this 

study are: 

 

RQ 1. What is the nature of speaking events where research is discussed in a high status 

science department? 

 

1a. How is each event conceptualized by graduate students and faculty members? 

1b. What do graduate students and faculty members believe are the goals of each 

event? 

1c. How is participation in each event structured? 
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RQ 2. How do these speaking events socialize graduate students into the culture of 

academic astronomy? 

 

2a. What official, professional ideals and values are communicated to and 

learned by graduate students? 

2b. What unofficial ideals and values are communicated to and learned by 

graduate students? 

 

RQ 3. What intrinsic dilemmas are contained within the various goals, problems, values 

and ideals reported by graduate students and faculty members for these events? 

 

3a. What problems do graduate students and faculty members encounter 

with these events? What do they dislike about these events? 

3b. What successes do they encounter at these events? What do they like 

about these events? 

3c. How might some of these difficulties, failures and worries be caused by 

conflicting astronomy cultural values? 

 

This study 
 
Marshall and Rossman (1999) discuss three different purposes that qualitative research 

studies can have: exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory. The first purpose that 

matches my study is descriptive – “to document and describe phenomena of interest.” 
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Descriptive research projects look at what “salient actions, events, beliefs, attitudes and 

social structures and processes occur” (ibid., p. 33) in the phenomenon of interest. This 

aligns with research question #1 above, which looks at the nature of a variety of speaking 

events in the astronomy department and how graduate students and faculty members 

conceptualize them.  

 

The second purpose that matches my study is exploratory – “to investigate little-

understood phenomena”, “to identify or discover important categories of meaning” and 

“to generate hypotheses for further research” (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 33) 

Exploratory research projects ask questions about the relevant themes and categories of 

meaning for participants. This aligns more with research questions #2 and #3 above, that 

ask what the rules and norms of speaking are in these events, what cultural values these 

imply for academic astronomy, and how they may produce conflicts for speakers and 

audience members at these events. 

 

Because I did not come to this project through a specific qualitative research tradition 

(such as case study, phenomenology or discourse analysis), the methods I have used were 

chosen to make use of the skills and strengths I already possessed. These include: (1) my 

eight years as a graduate student in an American astronomy department (and one year in 

a British department), (2) my interest in solving problems that are rooted in the meaning 

of words and concepts, and dilemmas of cultural vs. personal values, and (3) a personal 

preference for one-on-one conversation. These three conditions led me to choose 
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individual interviews as my central data source, analyzed with a mixture of ethnography 

and discourse analysis techniques. In their book Qualitative data analysis, Miles and 

Huberman (1994) discuss a similar approach to research design and analysis, stating that  

as researchers, we do have background knowledge…We know some 
questions to ask, which incidents to attend to closely, and how our 
theoretical interest are embodied in the field. Not to “lead” with your 
strength can be simply self-defeating. (p. 17) 
 

 I do not remember if the research topic (graduate student socialization into astronomy 

culture through speaking events) preceded the choice of qualitative methodology. 

However, I believe the resulting research questions match both the purpose of the study 

and the methods I used to answer them. 

 

Ethnography 
 

The first tradition this study borrows from is anthropology and its use of ethnographic 

research tools. What does this entail? According to Bogdan and Biklen (1992), 

ethnography is "the attempt to describe culture or aspects of culture" (p. 28). 

Ethnography is concerned with the specialized knowledge that people acquire as 

members of a culture, which helps them interpret their experiences in that culture and 

also helps them know how to behave properly as a member of the culture. For a member 

of academic astronomy culture, this would include knowing how to speak about science, 

how to phrase scientific arguments, how to write, how to behave, which kinds of jokes to 

make, how to dress, and how to judge others on these skills. In her book, Beamtimes and 

Lifetimes, anthropologist Sharon Traweek (1988) describes the tenets of ethnography, 
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which she applied to study the culture of particle physics in the United States and abroad. 

She explains that: 

The account written as an outcome of anthropological fieldwork, an 
ethnography, usually includes information about four domains of 
community life. The first is ecology: the group's means of subsistence, the 
environment that supports it, the tools and other artifacts used in getting a 
living from the environment. The second is social organization: how the 
group structures itself, formally and informally, in order to do work, to form 
factions, to maintain and resolve conflicts, and to exchange goods and 
information. The third is the developmental cycle: how the group transmits 
to novices the skills, values, and knowledge that constitute a sensible, 
competent person; the stages of a life and the characteristic attributes of a 
person as each of those stages. The fourth is cosmology: the group's system 
of knowledge, skills, and beliefs, what is valued and what is denigrated. (p. 
7) 

 

Although ethnography originated in anthropology, the term has also taken on a looser 

meaning when ethnographic tools (detailed observation and immersion in a setting) have 

been used to study education or sociological questions. This study of graduate students in 

astronomy focuses on two of the four domains that Traweek (1988) wrote about -

centrally, about cosmology, but also using the domain of the developmental cycle (how 

students learn some of the beliefs and values) through the lens of learning to speak about 

astronomy. She also described her task as an ethnographic fieldworker as discovering  

physicists' ‘common sense’ world view, what everyone in the community 
knows, and what every newcomer needs to learn in order to act in a 
sensible way, in order to be taken seriously...The first goal is to discover 
what counts as being the right kind of person in the community one 
studies. (ibid., p. 8) 
 

This study has a similar goal for speaking, thinking, and acting like an astronomer.  
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In her book, Working with spoken discourse, Cameron (2004) talks about the importance 

of an ethnographic understanding of a community in order to work effectively at 

understanding its language. She describes ethnography as “the investigation of culture(s) 

using a particular methodology, that of participant observation” (ibid., p. 53). The role of 

an anthropologist is to be "simultaneously 'inside' the culture, immersed in its day-to-day 

life, and 'outside' it, trying to understand the way its members think and act, and 

reflecting on their own progress" (ibid.). This aligns with how this study has progressed, 

with the special case that I spent different epochs in different roles, first “inside” the 

culture and then “outside” it. This is shown in Table 1, where I have sectioned off the 

different periods of the past 13 years that contribute to this work, first in building an 

insider view of the culture, and more recently as a somewhat neutral observer and 

interviewer. 

Table 1. Researcher’s role in the study setting as related to methodology. 

Epoch My role Research Strategy Data 
1996-
2004 

Graduate student in 
astronomy; constantly 
present at the research 
site; fully embedded, 
fully participating 

Ethnographic; 
Participant (non-
observer) 

Autobiographical 
experiences developed. 
Insider understanding of the 
culture, norms, terminology; 
Relationships and rapport 
with graduate students and 
faculty members 

2004-
2009 

Graduate student in 
TTE; occasionally 
present at the research 
site; participating 
socially and 
personally 

Observations Nothing collected. Use of 
attendance at departmental 
events to help guide my 
design of research questions 
and my data analysis, 
interpretations 
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2007-
2009 

IRB-approved 
qualitative researcher, 
working on my PhD 
dissertation project; 
fully disclosed; 
occasionally present at 
the research site; 
participating socially 
as well as for research 
purposes. 

Sociological; 
Interviewing; 
Detached 
participant/observer 

Surveys; 
Interviews 

 

Ethnography incorporates both descriptive and exploratory research purposes and is part 

of the methods I have used, because my background with respect to the community I am 

studying is closest to the tenets of ethnography. I have spent significant time in the 

setting, in the past, and developed an insider’s view. At that time, I did not come to the 

setting with any exploratory or descriptive research goals – I merely tried my best to be a 

successful participant, by learning how to speak and act like an astronomer. All of this 

contributes to my bringing an ethnographic understanding of the culture I am studying to 

this research.  

 

Discourse Analysis 
 

While a traditional ethnography aims to capture a complete picture of a culture, discourse 

analysis can go to the opposite extreme – creating an extremely detailed picture of the 

daily use of language, sometimes at the level of a single word or speech unit (e.g. 

Edwards’ (2005) study of laughter and complaints). Cameron (2004) locates the origins 

of discourse analysis in a number of fields: “...many of its questions and conceptual 

frameworks were borrowed in the first place from longer-established academic 
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disciplines, such as anthropology, philosophy, sociology and linguistics” (p. 47). It is 

partly because of this link to anthropology that discourse analysis has more than just a 

linguistic “how grammar works” focus. As Gee (1999) explains in An introduction to 

discourse analysis, our use of language is highly contextual, and depends on our cultural 

knowledge: 

When we speak or write we always take a particular perspective on what 
the “world” is like. This involves us in taking perspectives on what is 
“normal” and not; what is “acceptable” and not; what is “right” and not; 
what is “real” and not; what is the “way things are” and not; what is the 
“ways things ought to be” and not; what is “possible” and not; what 
“people like us” or “people like them” do and don’t do; and so on and so 
forth, again through a nearly endless list. But these are all, too, 
perspectives on how we believe, wish, or act as if potential “social goods” 
are, or ought to be, distributed. 

 

Different cultures will have different perspectives on all of these issues, which is where 

ethnography and discourse analysis find common ground. The meaning of a segment of 

speech is “a matter of knowing which of the many inferences that one can draw from an 

utterance are relevant (Sperber and Wilson 1986). And relevance is a matter deeply tied 

to context, point of view, and culture” (Gee, 1999, p. 28). It is this contextual use of 

language, such as how to give an academic astronomy talk that I am looking to make 

more explicit in this study. I am not looking at how to give a public astronomy lecture, 

writing an article, or give a theoretical physics talk. How do people who participate in 

one astronomy department speak about science when they present it to their colleagues? 

What is the range in how astronomy talks can be structured? What are speakers judged 

on, positively and negatively? What underlying beliefs influence these judgments? I have 

chosen to look at these questions by concentrating on graduate students who are still 
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learning these rules. Both the successes and mistakes of graduate students can help 

answer these questions.  

 

Interviews 
 

It is not enough, however, to choose a qualitative tradition for a study. A researcher needs 

to specify how these data (word use, meaning, values, rules and norms) will be collected. 

For instance, what human behaviors are good measures of rules and norms? One way to 

do this is through the use of interviews. Patton (1990) describes the general qualitative 

research approach to interviewing: “The purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to 

enter into the other person’s perspective. Qualitative interviewing beings with the 

assumptions that the perspective of others is meaningful, knowable, and able to be made 

explicit” (p. 278). Discourse analysis methods are used to look at not only what is said 

but how it is said to make implicit perspectives explicit.  

 

In-depth interviews with graduate students and faculty members in this astronomy 

department were my choice of instrument for data collection. I based this design on a 

study of intellectual discussion in academic communications departments by Karen Tracy 

and collaborators (Tracy, 1995, 1997; Tracy & Baratz, 1993; Tracy & Carjuzaa, 1993; 

Tracy & Muller, 1994; Tracy & Naughton, 1994). Tracy’s studies employed a form of 

discourse analysis that combined observations of a departmental colloquium and 

interviews with academics about speaking at this colloquium. The studies, which were 

conducted in departments of which she was a member, used discourse analysis to look at 



 
 

103

what people said about intellectual discussion and how they said it. This “how” included 

pauses, iterative re-statements of an answers (implying that the speaker was adjusting 

something she or he had said to comply with cultural norms), and other fine details of the 

transcripts of speech which occurred during the colloquium itself and of interviews with 

colloquium participants. However, Tracy also applied her ethnographic knowledge 

gained through participation in the community to supplement in interviews with 

participants “to make visible the community’s likely interpretive practices” (Tracy, 1997, 

p. 15). In other words, she was using an approach that agreed with Gee’s statement that 

“a discourse analysis is based on the details of speech (and gaze and gesture and action) 

or writing that are arguably deemed relevant in the situation and that are relevant to the 

arguments the analyst is attempting to make” (Gee, 1999, p. 75). In a later section where  

discuss Data Collection Procedures, I will describe more about my use of interviews as a 

main data source for this study, and how this differed somewhat from Tracy’s study. 

 

Interviews are an important part of many qualitative research strategies (ethnography, 

phenomenology, case studies, discourse analysis). As Cameron (2004) explains, a 

researcher 

who decides to use discourse analysis as a method would be more likely to 
spend time talking in depth to a sample of the people s/he is interested in, 
encouraging them to explore the subject in their own way and in their own 
words.” (p. 14)  
 

Other research strategies might use interviews in different ways. For instance, some 

researchers use strict lists of interview questions, to be sure they ask every interviewee 

the same question. Other researchers might have more of what looks like a conversation 



 
 

104

with a participant, where the topics of discussion are only roughly decided on and the 

interviewee’s train of though determines what specifics are covered.  

 

How the research strategy shapes the study 
 
A combination of ethnographic and discourse analysis strategies to study graduate 

students learning to speak like astronomers warrants the use of certain tools of inquiry, 

namely in-depth interviews and detailed observations. As mentioned, the observation part 

of this study, which will provide an ethnographic perspective of the culture was done 

over the course of eight years of my participation in the culture. In the interest of keeping 

the impact of my presence as a researcher to a minimum in the department, while 

maintaining complete disclosure to the participants of the study, I chose to do no official 

observation of the department as a researcher. Instead, I employed both interviews and a 

short survey to collect data.  

 

In this study I have used discourse analysis and an ethnographic perspective to interpret 

data collected from in-depth interviews with, and a simple on-line survey of, graduate 

students and faculty members in one academic astronomy department. The interview 

questions in Tracy’s study (as well as the ones I used to guide interviews) were designed 

to specifically target situations or issues that academic speakers found problematic or 

“dilemmatic” in speaking events. This focus was taken from work by Billig, Condor, 

Edwards, Gane, Middleton, and Radley (Billig, et al., 1988) which claims that some 

dilemmas that people face in making decisions are rooted in conflicting beliefs or values 
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that exist within a single culture. This approach struck a chord for me with my 

experiences in counseling where problems were located in conflicting goals or beliefs, 

instead of arising from bad intentions or other problematic personality traits of at least 

one person in the situation. Billig et al. (1988)  frame the problem as inherent in any 

culture, suggesting that there are always contrary themes contained within the common 

sense of a culture, and “these enable the emergence of social dilemmas” (p. 8). This focus 

applies to my interview instrument and use of interview data – a search for the common 

sense understandings of academic astronomy culture and how they may present insiders 

with dilemmas in speaking situations.  

 

Although this is a qualitative study, one partially quantitative instrument (the survey) was 

also used for data collection. The survey was sent to all of the graduate students and 

faculty members in the department. The survey asked respondents to rank a number of 

speaking events in the department, and within the larger academic astronomy community, 

as low-, medium- or high-stakes. There were also open-ended (qualitative) questions for 

which respondents could add comments about their ranking answers. This survey was 

intended to help frame the study, as well as to add to the description of academic 

astronomy culture by providing some information about respondents’ perspectives on 

speaking events.  

 

A final component of the study is my own personal recollections of a variety of speaking 

events in this department from my time as an astronomy graduate student. This is meant 
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to provide background information for the reader on some of the specifics of each 

speaking events as well as my own perspective as a graduate student participant in these 

events. It will also likely provide the reader with some better sense of some of the 

concerns a graduate student might have. This information (and that from the surveys) 

informs the ethnographic perspective used to interpret what is said during interviews.  

 

The researcher’s role 

 

Past experience 
 
In the introduction to this chapter, I described how my personal experiences influenced 

my choice of qualitative research and shaped my dissertation research design. Here I give 

the reader a short introduction to my place in the department I am studying, as well as in 

the culture of academic astronomy overall. 

 

I received a B.S. in Physics and Astronomy, participated in astronomy and high-energy 

physics research projects, and was a teaching assistant for astronomy, and president of 

the Astronomy Club, all during my undergraduate years. After finishing my 

undergraduate degree, I spent a year doing astronomy research abroad, and arrived at 

University X in the fall semester of 1996. 

 

There were six graduate students in my entering class. I had chosen this program for two 

reasons other than financial support: (1) the location, which was a change from where I 
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had gone to school most of my life, and (2) the people. The graduate students and faculty 

members were friendly, and I remember saying about them “they seem like they just like 

astronomy and that’s why they’re happy doing it” – unlike some other programs that 

were seemingly more elite or cutthroat. I had the sense that graduate students came to this 

department because they liked astronomy, not because they were looking for status. 

 

I was a graduate student in the astronomy department in this study for eight years, during 

which time I completed the required coursework, conducted research projects, passed my 

preliminary examination and received a Master’s degree. I then went on to work on a 

dissertation research project. I also participated in the informal social and science life of 

the department, attending Journal Club, thesis talks, Colloquium, and other departmental 

speaking events, serving on the Graduate Admissions Committee for one year, and 

helping host prospective graduate students when they came to visit the department. I gave 

at least one Journal Club talk in my time as a graduate student, but did not present my 

research or ask science questions in public much more than this. I went to General Coffee 

to interact with other graduate students and the refreshments before Colloquium for the 

same reason. I often went to the graduate student dinner with the Colloquium speakers 

afterwards. I had regular study partners who were in my year of graduate school, with 

whom I also spent time watching movies or going out. We were a close-knit social group.  

 

As a researcher, I managed to get somewhat comfortable with my work, and gave a few 

presentations on it – as American Astronomical Society (AAS) posters, conference talks, 
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and once at the Internal Symposium. I went to weekly group meetings in my advisor’s 

office – there were usually at least two other students there as well. Research speaking 

events made me very nervous – mostly because I felt uncomfortable with not knowing 

the material well enough. However, I felt that giving a talk was an important thing to be 

able to do, and I usually forced myself to say ‘yes’ if I was ever invited to speak, or it was 

suggested that I should.  

 

During my time in the department, I saw at least six graduate students leave the PhD 

program (or leave astronomy after completing the program) for other careers. As my time 

in the department went on, I saw some of my incoming classmates leave the program, 

while others graduated and then secured postdoctoral positions, and finally faculty jobs. 

In the middle of my eight year in the program, I realized how depressed I had become at 

my lack of progress, and that I did not actually enjoy astronomy research. Somehow I had 

never questioned that I should actually love the research – I assumed that since I could do 

it, I should. When I became aware of a way to transfer some of my coursework for credit 

to the College of Education, and to study science education (which I had already decided 

I wanted to do after my PhD), I quit astronomy. I started coursework in education that 

summer. There were a number of significant differences for me as a graduate student in 

education compared to astronomy. I found the coursework to be more relevant to the 

kinds of topics I tended to consider in everyday life. I found a deep interest in how people 

learned, and in how society viewed learning, intelligence and gender. I found confidence 

in my own skills as a writer and researcher in education. However, at my preliminary 
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exam in education, I felt as if I was back to square one: inarticulate and having trouble 

thinking about my answers to the committee’s questions. For me, this heightened my 

personal interest on difficulties encountered by graduate students in learning to speak 

about research, albeit from the perspective of gender differences. At the same time, my 

husband, a faculty member in astronomy, and I spent time talking about gender and 

science, why there were less women than men in astronomy, and about astronomy culture 

in general. This combination of newfound confidence and some of the same problems as 

I had experienced, as an astronomy graduate student, convinced me to take a new look at 

the culture of astronomy, this time as a researcher.  

 

I spent many years as a participant in the culture of astronomy, in the department that I 

am now studying, which helped me cultivate an insider view of this culture. Most of the 

current graduate students do not overlap with my time there as a graduate student, but 

many of the faculty members were my teachers and colleagues. I continue to maintain 

many friendships and professional contacts with the larger astronomy community. At the 

same time, I have learned the tools and adopted some of the precepts of social science 

research, feminist methodology and a constructivist view of how culture affects our lives. 

I believe this combination of experience, skills, and philosophy of human behavior makes 

me the best person to do the project I have chosen. Put another way, I believe I have 

chosen to use the methodology and the research questions that make the best use of my 

own past as a way to ensure a close match between my skills and the research project. 

Having spent eight years in astronomy graduate school is now a strength instead of a 
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shame. I still respect the profession, and the people who are astronomers, but I can also 

look at the culture with more distance than those who participate in it most deeply. I have 

both the ethnographic insights and contextual knowledge of an insider and the observing-

from-a-distance strengths of a person who is no longer dependent on that culture for her 

livelihood. And I would like to leave that field a better place for having supported me for 

so many years through funding, friendship and mentoring, by providing some insight for 

other graduate students about the process of socialization and the culture of astronomy. 

 

Connections between researcher and participants 
 

The participants in this study include astronomy graduate students and faculty members 

at the astronomy department at University X. I have varying of connections to these 

individuals, which include:  

 

• having never met before I sent them my on-line survey (or did an interview) 

• having a casual acquaintance through my personal presence in the department, because I 

have continued to be a teaching assistant for some astronomy courses, or work with 

astronomers in the department 

• having a casual acquaintance through my presence at social functions related to the 

department, because I am married to a member of the department 

• having had a mentor/mentee relationship or an instructor/student relationship with certain 

faculty members when I was an astronomy graduate student, that has continued as casual 

acquaintance 
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• having friendships with some faculty members and postdocs (who were graduate students 

with me) in the department 

 

People in this department know me on a number of levels. Some have known me for as 

long as 13 years. During the two years I have designed and then conducted this study, I 

have been careful to participate in a very limited way in speaking events and other 

official departmental events. If I attended a group event and had to introduce myself, it 

was as a graduate student in education, with an interest in gender issues and graduate 

student socialization. I tried to keep my own public comments to a minimum.  

  

The one relationship that affected my participant selection process was the one with my 

husband, who is now a faculty member in this department. I did not interview him or 

include him in my survey. Otherwise, I did not either particularly target or avoid 

interviewing people he might know or graduate students of his. Because I was a graduate 

student in this department for so long, I consider my main roles in this department to be 

former graduate student and education researcher.  

 

Researcher’s role in the study setting 
 

Marshall and Rossman (1999) identify two aspects of a researcher’s role within the study 

setting as important to specify: “participantness – that is, the degree of actual 

participation in daily life” (p. 79), and revealedness – which ranges between “full 

disclosure” (p. 80) at one end of this continuum and deception at the other. While I chose 
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to use full disclosure for my survey and interview data gathering, different epochs of my 

experiences in the astronomy department varied in my degree of participantness. For the 

requirements of ethnographic work and developing cultural knowledge for discourse 

analysis, a high degree of participation is ideal, as encouraged by Lancy (1993) – “when 

the investigator can play a legitimate role within the setting” (1993, p. 14). This 

represents my time in the department as one of its own graduate students. However, there 

is also merit to being a neutral detached observer as a way of bringing an outsider 

perspective to the analysis of the situation. Traweek (1988) argues that “without 

strangeness the fieldworker cannot identify the cultural assumptions of a community” 

(Traweek, 1988, p. 15). In other words, it is difficult to be an effective observer of rules 

and norms when you do not spend some of your day outside the rules and norms of the 

culture. As explained already, I have spent the last few years cultivating some degree of 

outsider’s perspective in the astronomy department to help with the actual data collection 

and analysis phase of the work, as well as to help the study participants remember that I 

have assumed the role of researcher. In my case it could have been more difficult to make 

them aware that I was not just an insider than it was to built rapport and trust.  

 

The other two aspects of researcher participation in the research setting that Marshall and 

Rossman (1999) discuss are intensiveness – the amount of time spent daily in the setting, 

and extensiveness – the duration of the study over time. Again, for me, the study breaks 

into two parts. Initially, there is the participant half (my time as an astronomy graduate 

student), which was high in both of these variables, and not highly disclosed (even I did 
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not look at the setting through the eyes of an education researcher). Partially because of 

this non-disclosure issue, I made sure to concentrate my “researcher memories” write-ups 

on my own personal experiences, not those of other people. The second half of the study 

involves me as researcher-observer when I thought about the research questions and 

designed and administered the survey and interviews. During this time, intensiveness, 

extensiveness, and participantness were low, and disclosure was complete.  

 

Issues of researcher bias 
 
The concept of “bias” is not a solely negative term in qualitative research as it is often 

considered to be in quantitative science studies. For instance, researcher interests get 

reflected in questionnaires and interview questions (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Observer’s 

bias is an issue that any researcher (qualitative or quantitative) working with people has 

to address.  In studies that focus on human experiences and meaning, bias is seen as an 

inextricable part of being a human researcher (who has human experiences and also 

attributes meaning to them). Issues of bias enter into quantitative education studies as 

well as qualitative ones, just in different parts of the research. In a quantitative study, 

researcher bias is more likely to affect how variables are defined or chosen to represent a 

phenomenon of interest (e.g. whether a GRE score or a GPA is used to predict graduate 

student success). In a qualitative study, data collection is meant to avoid some of this 

early narrowing of options, but researcher bias become more important during the data 

analysis phase, when a decision must be made about how deeply to transcribe an 

interview, or how to understand the responses to an interview question. As discussed 
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earlier in this chapter, there is no “view from nowhere” which would lead to an unbiased 

study. Instead, the issue is to make researcher positionality (a more positive term for 

“bias”) explicit so that the reader can place the results of the study in context. This is 

what I have attempted to provide throughout this write-up. 

 

Researcher as instrument 
 
More than for physical science research, the social science researcher is part of her data 

collection instruments themselves. This can be especially relevant in interviews and how 

participant responses are understood. As mentioned earlier, discourse analysis involves 

reading the interview text for opinions and beliefs that are not explicit in the literal 

meaning of the words, but present and visible in how the words and phrases are ordered.  

 

In addition, interviewees will give different responses to different interviewers. They will 

have a sense of what kind of audience the interviewer represents (a faculty member, a 

friend, a peer, an outsider, or an insider), how they want to make their case to that 

audience, and what to talk about. One version of this came up in interviews explicitly 

with one graduate student, 

Researcher: But I was going to ask you just to tell me a little bit about the 
thesis defense that you saw. 
Jason: Uh, just general description?  
Researcher: yeah 
Jason: Um, as if I’m talking to you as if I’m talking to a layman, as if I’m 
talking to,…? 
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The graduate student’s question implied that the response would be different depending 

on the audience. In this case, it seemed that the question of the interviewer was “whom 

are you asking as?”  

 

Interview responses were often given with the assumption that I had some familiarity 

with the program. People would use names of astronomy conferences, departmental 

events and even people without clarifying, and I rarely asked for clarification. They most 

often pitched the contextual information in a response appropriately to my knowledge of 

the culture, the knowledge that a former member would have. At times this meant I had 

to ask for clarification about a response so that the interviewee would not leave too much 

information implicit. For instance, no one told me where the speaking events took place, 

or explicitly described the physical setting. Participant answers to questions about the 

goals of speaking events were pitched towards an insider level of understanding. To get 

certain explanations, I had to ask questions with an explicit statement about intended 

audience, such as “how would you describe this event to someone who was in astronomy 

but not at this department?”  

 

The researcher is a vital part of the data collection instrument. This use of the word of  

“instrument” in qualitative research will be somewhat strange to those who are used to 

electronics, detectors, and telescopes. An instrument is still used to collect data, but the 

data are now words, phrases, gestures and settings. A qualitative researcher may use a list 

of interview questions to collect data, but the insight a researcher gains by being on-site is 
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also an invaluable instrument for analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). A researcher must 

design the questions with the phenomenon of interest in mind, as well as apply what is 

observed and learned about the culture to make sense of the data collected.  

 

An interview instrument is also different from an astronomical instrument in that it is 

tested while collecting data. There is no calibration that can be done on a set of interview 

questions in a quantitative sense. Apart from checking to see that the way a set of 

questions is phrased makes sense to an interviewee, how would you “calibrate” the 

questions based on specific people’s answers? In other words, an interview instrument is 

tested and modified in the field, in use.  

 

Obtaining permission to conduct the study 
 
Any research done through a government-funded institution, on human subjects, must 

comply with appropriate procedures to assure the emotional and physical safety of the 

participants, as well as respecting their privacy and anonymity. In order to obtain 

permission to carry out such research, a researcher must obtain human subjects research 

certification (by demonstrating an understanding of issues regarding research ethics). 

Once this certification is complete, the project proposal is reviewed by the IRB and can 

only proceed once official permission is granted. This study was initially approved by the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) at University X in May 2007.  

 

Entry to the setting and access to study participants 
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IRB permission to conduct a study is only part of the requirement to actually collect and 

use data from human beings in a study. If the research is to be carried out on the premises 

of an organization (or in this case, an academic department), it is necessary to gain 

official entry and permission to collect data on site. As part of the initial research design, 

I was collecting observational data (videotaped) of instances of speaking events at the 

department, so I secured written permission to do this from the department head. In 

addition, all participants (all adults) had to give consent to have their data collected and 

used as part of the study. For the survey, which was accessed on-line and meant to be 

anonymous, implied consent was secured by participants having to check a box 

indicating they had read the page which contained a PDF image of the consent statement 

– if they did not indicate they had read the page, they could not advance to the data 

collection parts of the survey. For the purpose of interviews, each potential interviewee 

was contacted by an e-mail in which the study was explained, and then each interviewee 

gave written consent to have her or his interview audio-taped that data used in the study.  

 

Ethical issues – Preserving anonymity 
  
Even when an institution has reviewed the research, and permission to gather data has 

been granted for the site and by each participant, it is important to respect the privacy of 

and maintain anonymity of each participant. In this study, this was accomplished by a 

number of strategies. For the survey, I did not collect any personal identifying 

information about any of the people who responded – responses were anonymous. For 

interviews: (1) potential participants were contacted by e-mail, (2) interviews were 
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conducted either behind closed doors in the department, or outside the department, (3) 

interview data was stored on a password protected computer, (4) consent forms were 

stored under lock and key, and (5) interviewee responses were cleaned of any identifying 

information when they were written up. This last issue is described in greater detail 

below.  

 

Pseudonyms 

Participant responses are reported here with pseudonyms. However, for graduate 

students, they have been assigned in such a way that a single participant’s responses are 

not connectable by pseudonym. In other words, a graduate student response may be 

attributed to Lilly in one place, and then Erika in another. In some ways, this approach is 

the opposite of using composite pseudonyms, where more than one person’s responses 

are attributed to the same pseudonym. This was done to further maintain anonymity of 

the respondents from their peers and colleagues in the department. The number of 

graduate students and faculty members in the department being studied is not large – less 

than 35 people participated in the study out of about 75 total faculty members and 

graduate students.  People know each other relatively well. They have many opportunities 

to interact: in classes, hallway discussions, and in the events being reported on here. This 

raises the probability that a person might be identifiable by others in the department 

based on grammatical or vocabulary patterns. Because respondents sometimes comment 

on each other’s behaviors, I felt it was important to do as much as possible to obscure 

speaker identities and lessen the risk of disturbing the social fabric of the group by what 
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is written up here. In addition, the analysis in this study focuses on cultural and group 

norms, not on specific individuals’ responses to the events (as a case study might do). I 

believe this study is not negatively impacted by this method of using pseudonyms.  

 

Gender is identified by pseudonym for graduate student respondents. There are enough 

males and females in this group in the study that I did not feel identity could be 

determined from responses with gender-specific names. This is different for faculty 

members. Because there are only four women out of about 30 faculty members, identity 

is harder to obscure if a gendered name is used. I have decided to use a single, gender-

neutral pseudonym for each faculty member, even though there may not be any female 

faculty member participants in this study. Finally, some pseudonyms are used for the 

names of events. This has been done to increase the anonymity of the department for the 

purpose of protecting participant anonymity.  

 

Data collection procedures 

 

Site  
 
Sound research design involves purposeful selection of sites or individuals, chosen to 

investigate the events and processes of interest. The site chosen for this study is an 

academic and research astronomy department at a public university (which I will refer to 

as University X) in a western, urban setting. This site was chosen for two main reasons: 

(1) familiarity and accessibility – this is a department I have belonged to, as part of a 



 
 

120

graduate program in astronomy, and (2) it is has a relatively large (30-40 PhD students), 

competitive graduate program which has produced (and continues to produce) many 

successful next generation postdocs, astronomers and faculty members. The status, size 

and success of this department’s graduate program makes it a good place to study how 

graduate students learn the skills necessary for a career in astronomy.  

 

Participants 
 
Once the site was selected, graduate students and faculty members of the department 

were chosen as the target participants. The focus of this study is graduate student 

socialization and these two groups represent those being socialized (graduate students) 

and those responsible, by definition and in practice, for overseeing the socialization 

(faculty members). Although a number of postdoctoral fellows also interact with graduate 

students and attend speaking events in the department, this category of department 

member is not included in this study. In part this was a decision made for the sake of 

simplifying the study. However, postdocs are usually only part of the department 

community for a few years, less than most doctoral students’ programs, and they do not 

have as much freedom as faculty members do to influence the graduate curriculum. 

Postdocs do not teach graduate level courses, and they rarely sit on mentoring, prelim, or 

thesis committees.  For these reasons, I have chosen to focus on faculty members as the 

greater socializing element in the academic lives of graduate students in regards to giving 

and evaluating science talks. 
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From the graduate students and faculty members of this department, two groups of 

individuals were solicited to participate in this study. The first group included all of the 

graduate students and faculty members in the department, for the purpose of filling out 

the survey about speaking events. The second group was a subset of this first group of 

potential participants and included graduate students and faculty members who had 

attended one of five speaking events in the department in fall 2007. Since survey 

response was anonymous and not every person who I solicited responded, I can not know 

how many people who filled out the survey were also interviewed, nor is this relevant to 

the analysis.  

 

I attended, videotaped, and interviewed the speakers from five graduate student talks that 

took place during the two, 10-day visits I made to the department in fall 2007 when I was 

living in another state. These targeted events had to be from the list of local or 

departmental speaking events on the survey, had to involve a graduate student as one of 

the main presenters, and had to be taking place during my visit. Although this last 

condition was targeted to videotaping the event, the rationale for this (to compare what 

graduate students had said with interviewee judgment of these graduate student speakers) 

does not apply to the final study design. The videotapes of graduate student talks have not 

been used in the analysis for this work. The second group of participants, the 12 graduate 

students and 9 faculty members who were interviewed about speaking events, was chosen 

based on: (1) whether they were graduate students and giving a talk in the department, (2) 

whether they were graduate students or faculty members and present (in the audience) at 
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one of five talks given by graduate students (who had agreed to participate in the study), 

and (3) whether they had already been interviewed as audience members from a previous 

talk. This last point was meant to increase the number of unique individuals being 

interviewed about speaking in astronomy. For each of the five observed speaking events, 

the graduate student speaker had agreed to be interviewed following the talk. During each 

talk, I noted which graduate students and faculty members were in the audience, and 

contacted 5-10 of them over e-mail to explain the study and ask if they would be willing 

to be interviewed about the talk they had seen.  

 

Events 
 
The five events observed (which provided the target participants) represented only three 

unique speaking events – Journal Club, Topical Seminar A, and Thesis defense talks. 

However, they span the survey ranking of middle- to high-stakes speaking events in the 

astronomy department. Because the initial study design involved significant focus on 

audience judgment of speakers, only events where graduate students would be speaking 

for a considerable amount of time were chosen. As such, no interviewees were solicited 

from actual occurrences of Coffee Hour (due to no guarantee of a main graduate student 

speaker) or Colloquium (where graduate students might only speak briefly during the 

question period). Because this study evolved to focus more on graduate student and 

faculty member thoughts and beliefs about a range of speaking events, and not on the 

actual events at which they were presenters or audience members, this limited range of 

observed events is not expected to adversely affect the study. During interviews, I asked 
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participants about a range of events (including Coffee Hour and Colloquium), so our 

discussion was not limited to events we had both witnessed. Table 2 lists the speaking 

events for which data were collected on the survey, in interviews, and from my 

autobiographical recollections. Interviewees are referred to by G (graduate student) or F 

(faculty member) and a number, in the rows corresponding to events they observed, about 

which I solicited their participation. The type of department member who can be a 

speaker or audience member at these events is listed as well - here postdocs (P) are also 

included.  

 

Table 2. Information about events covered in the survey and interviews  

EVENT DATA INTERVIEWEES SPEAKER AUDIENCE 
Coffee Hour INTERVIEW 

AUTOBIO 
SURVEY 

 G; F; P G; F; P 

RI Coffee SURVEY  G; F; P G; F; P 
Research 
Group 

SURVEY  G; F; P G; F; P 

Class 
presentation 

SURVEY  G G; F 

Conference 
poster 

SURVEY  G; F; P G; F; P 

AAS poster SURVEY  G; F; P G; F; P 
Visit #1:  
Speaker – G8 
Audience – G6; 
F4, F5, F6 

Journal Club SURVEY; 
INTERVIEW; 
AUTOBIO 

Speaker – G7 
Audience – G11, 
G12; F7, F8 

G; F; P G; F; P 

AAS talk SURVEY  G; F; P G; F; P 
Astrophysics 
Colloquium 

SURVEY  F; P G; F; P 

Topical INTERVIEW; Speaker – G9 G; F; P G; F; P 
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Seminar A SURVEY 
COMMENTS 

Audience – F2 

Topical 
Seminar B 

INTERVIEW  G; F; P G; F; P 

RI Lunch 
talk 

SURVEY; 
INTERVIEW; 
AUTOBIO 

 G; F; P G; F; P 

AAS 
dissertation 
talk 

SURVEY  G G; F; P 

Weekly 
Departmental 
Colloquium 

SURVEY; 
INTERVIEW; 
AUTOBIO 

 F; P F; P 

Visit #1:  
Speaker – G2;  
Audience – G6, 
G4; F3 

PhD defense 
talk 

SURVEY; 
INTERVIEW; 
AUTOBIO 

Visit #2:  
Speaker – G4; 
Audience – G1, 
G3, G10; F1, F9   

G G; F; P 

Conference 
talk 

SURVEY  G; F; P G; F; P 

Job talk SURVEY; 
INTERVIEWS 

 F; P G; F; P 

 

 

Types of data that were collected  
 
In contrast to Tracy’s (1997) studies of many instances of a single type of event 

(colloquia), I chose to focus on multiple types of events in a department to flesh out more 

of the variety of experiences that graduate students had.  I also chose to concentrate on 

interviews about the events (and not use the videotape data of the events), since most 

events I was looking at were less group-participatory and more weighted to primary 

speakers and auxiliary questioners. I also shifted the focus from a study of the variety of 
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problems inherent in a single event to that of the types of issues that seemed to re-surface 

across different types of events. In the end, this study has become one of the cultural 

norms and values that one academic astronomy department teaches its junior members: 

(1) explicitly, through feedback and explicit statements, and (2) implicitly, through 

behaviors that sometimes contradict what it conveyed explicitly. There will be instances 

where graduate students have trouble as speakers (or question-askers) in an event because 

they as individuals have not learned all the norms for verbal performance. There will be 

other instances, however, where the spoken and unspoken values of astronomy culture 

will be in conflict with each other, and present all speakers with the dilemma of choosing 

a behavior.  

 

Interviews 
 

I have chosen to model my study only on the interview part of Tracy’s (1997) work, 

because my focus is somewhat different (on graduate students learning rules for 

speaking), but also because the nature of speaking events in astronomy departments is 

somewhat different than those in communications. The department I am studying does 

not hold events like the one Tracy studied – a presentation of ongoing research in which 

the presenter spends 45 minutes on an introduction of her work, followed by a 45-minute 

discussion of this work by the audience. Speaking events in my astronomy department 

are neither as long, nor do they involve as much passing around the role of main speaker. 

They often involve one presenter who speaks for most of the time, and a short question 

period in which others may speak.   
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What I have incorporated into this study is Tracy’s (1997) use of a dilemmatic frame 

against which to design research questions and focus analysis. In her work, intellectual 

discussion is viewed as an activity that contains intrinsic dilemmas (as described by 

Billig et al. (1988)), which makes it difficult for participants to choose how to behave. 

Furthermore, her choice the academic colloquium is guided by the belief that dilemmas 

arise around identity concerns and to see these concerns, “it is necessary to look at people 

talking in situations in which it is consequential for them” (Tracy, 1997, p. 4).  

 

Interview Instrument 
 

In qualitative research, the interview is considered an instrument. Just as with instruments 

used in the sciences, to measure temperature or brightness, interview questions must be 

carefully designed to be sensitive to the data they are intended to collect. In other words, 

the wording of a question matters, and poorly worded questions will result in poor data. 

The principles of good interview instrument design are that questions should be open-

ended, singular, and clear (Patton, 1990).  

 

Open-ended questions are those that invite the respondent to talk about a topic in his/her 

own words, and provide an explanation instead of a simple “yes” or “no” answer. They 

minimize the amount of predetermined categorization from the interviewer. For instance, 

asking “Do you talk about science during Coffee Hour?” will elicit much shorter 

responses than “Tell me about Coffee Hour?” The second question allows the respondent 
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to indicate what is of relevance to him/her in regards to the Coffee Hour event. It is 

important for the researcher to use the same language and terminology as that used by the 

group being interviewed. In this case, having been a graduate student member of the 

department was an advantage for me, because I could use astronomy specific and 

department specific terminology. This familiarity could also be a weakness, however. 

Respondents assumed that I had participated in many of the events we were discussing, 

and did not need an explanation of those events – precisely the information I was 

interested in collecting from a variety of respondents.  

 

There are also crucial differences between qualitative interview instruments and those 

found in a science lab or observatory. Unlike instruments used to measure photons 

coming from galaxies, the interview instrument cannot be calibrated on a data source that 

is external to the group being studied. In astronomy, instrument builders can use standard 

stars to calibrate and test their instrument. In interview design, the instrument is tested 

and adjusted while it is in use in the field. Sometimes a question needs to be changed 

because the interviewees misinterpret it. More often, the first few interviews in the field 

uncover unanticipated yet important questions missing from the instrument. These new 

questions are added to the interview list, but data from earlier interviews is still relevant 

and used in analysis. So calibration is done on the very same people who are interviewed 

for data.  
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Even accounting for this type of calibration, data collection is not the same process as in 

the quantitative sciences. It is expected that an astronomical instrument will behave 

similarly regardless of the source at which it is pointed, definitely regardless of the 

astronomer who points it. This is not the case for interview questions. The interviewer is 

part of the instrument because respondents will answer questions differently based on 

who is asking.  

 

Given these inherent constraints then, there are decisions that must be made by the 

researcher as to what kind of interview to design. Three types of interviews, as discussed 

by Patton (1990) will be considered here. The conversational interview takes place 

informally, during an event, and is the most ethnographic, least formalized of the three. 

The topics covered are determined heavily by what the respondent chooses to mention. 

There is no script for the interviewer to follow, but there is still information gathered 

about a situation. The guided interview approach is still informal in the way questions are 

asked – in what order and with what wording. But unlike the conversational interview, in 

this method the interviewer has a list (mental or written down) of topics to cover. The 

interviewee may provide information on other topics, but it is not solicited or followed up 

on.  Finally, there is the standardized, open-ended interview. It is used more often when 

there is a desire to ensure all participants are asked the same questions with the same 

wording and order.  
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The interview instrument for this project was initially designed most similar to a 

standardized open-ended interview. Many of the questions included in the instrument 

came from a previous study (Tracy, 1997), because I was interested in comparing this 

astronomy department to her findings in communications departments. Questions like 

“What mistakes have you made recently during an intellectual discussion?” and “Do you 

think people get a good sense of your intellectual self during an intellectual discussion?” 

were written to mirror Tracy’s (1997) questions. However, in use, the wording of these 

questions and the notion of an intellectual discussion did not translate well to the 

astronomy department. I felt that most participants spoke to me more informally and 

personally than I had expected. I found myself hesitant to use this wording during 

interviews, because I worried that they would sound too formal and might break a sense 

of rapport with the interviewees. I also worried about the formality of my reading from a 

list of written out questions.  

 

Instead, I chose to use my interview questions as a guide for interviews. The questions 

used to guide interviews are found in Appendix A. This decision was based on the 

exploratory nature of the study in that I wanted to leave enough room in the interviews 

for issues that participants would bring up and that I had not anticipated. Miles and 

Huberman (1994) advocate for this approach to looser instrument design because for “an 

exploratory, largely descriptive study, you do not really know the parameters or 

dynamics of a social setting” (p. 35), and it is beneficial for the study to be open to 

unanticipated information. 
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Questions about specific graduate student performance were not so fruitful. First, the 

audience members I interviewed did not know they would be asked to give an interview 

until just after the talk – a decision that was made to try to get their natural impressions. 

They wound up not saying much (a few faculty members made comments, graduate 

students less so) on certain aspects of a specific student’s talk, such as what kind of 

understanding of the research it implied on the part of the graduate student. As a result, I 

made sure to ask about a range of events (defined as low-, medium- and high-stakes by 

the survey responses) and that initial interviewees had touched on: Coffee Hour, Journal 

Club, Research Institute lunch, thesis defense talks, and Colloquium. 

 

Survey 
 

An on-line survey was developed by the researcher to collect information about how 

graduate student and faculty members of the Department of Astronomy rank speaking 

events in which they participate. The survey was administered by the SurveyMonkey 

(www.surveymonkey.com) website, so that an invitation to fill it out could be delivered 

by e-mail to all current graduate students and academic astronomy faculty members 

(leaving out non-astronomy/physics/optical science faculty members and emeritus faculty 

members). In addition, the survey website allowed for anonymous consent on the IRB 

disclaimer and anonymous response to the questions, so that I would not know who 

responded. The survey outline is given Appendix B. 
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The survey instrument 
 

Question 1 – ranking of speaking events. Sixteen (16) events were listed: Research 

Institute (RI) coffee, Astronomy Department (AD) morning coffee, AD journal club, 

class presentations, research group presentations, conference poster presentations, 

conference talks, RI lunch talk, American Astronomical Society (AAS) poster 

presentations, AAS talks, AAS dissertation talks, Special Topic colloquium, AD 

colloquium, preliminary oral exams, PhD thesis defense talks, and job talks. Survey 

respondents were asked to rank each of these events as low-, medium-, or high-stakes (as 

described in Appendix B) from the point of view of a presenter.  

 

The point of this question was to assess how members of the astronomy department 

thought about these various events. Because qualitative data collection and analysis limits 

how many personal points of view and experiences can be investigated in greater detail, 

this survey was intended to poll a larger group of faculty members and graduate students 

at the department than could be interviewed in-depth. 

 

Question 2 – respondents were asked to identify and similarly rank any other speaking 

events that had been left out of the survey. This was meant to allow for events that were 

left out by me whether by accident, because I was not aware of their existence or their 

being considered academic speaking events by the department members.  
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Question 3 – respondents were asked to give any additional comments they might have 

about the speaking events listed on the survey. This was meant to allow for respondents 

to explain any answers or uncertainties.  

 

Question 4 – respondents were asked to identify themselves either as a faculty member, a 

graduate student who had not completed a preliminary exam, or a graduate student who 

had completed a preliminary exam. This was to separate out respondents by group that 

had already learned many rules for speaking (faculty members) from those who were still 

learning (graduate students). In  addition, students were split by pre- and post-preliminary 

exam to group them as newer to the culture vs. more experienced in the culture. 

 

Weaknesses inherent in a multiple-choice survey include the fact that the researcher 

chooses which variables to highlight and provides her own interpretation of their range. 

In this case, Question 1 asked respondents to rank speaking events, which was not 

necessarily how each person thought about these events. Issues with this definition of the 

“stakes” of each event are discussed below in the section on Data Collection, as well as in 

the Results chapter that follows this one. Also, given the coarse ranking allowed (low, 

medium and high), not much can be done statistically with the data. Finally, the survey 

was not tested for reliability or validity except in allowing respondents to comment in 

Questions 2 and 3 using their own words (and possibly clarify how they thought about 

events).  
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Researcher autobiographical memories 
 

Because I was a graduate student in the department I was studying, I realized that I had 

significant data from my own experience, and that used in a limited way, this could serve 

as an additional data source. Although this is not the same as an additional interview of a 

graduate student (me), my role as an insider and my own reactions to events and thoughts 

about them can be relevant in three ways: (1) as an informant giving a sincere, honest 

picture of each of the events reported on in this dissertation, (2) as a way to put my 

successes, failures and fears on the pages of the study, as I had asked department 

members to trust me to do with their own words and actions, and (3) as an added source 

for the reader to understand my frame of reference. 

 

The strength of the data presented in this format is to give the reader a candid look at how 

one graduate student viewed the departmental speaking events. Another strength of this 

data is that it represents my current thoughts about those event. Not only is my 

recollection of the events encapsulated in the write-up, but also folded in is my 

perception of what is important to describe. One weakness in this approach is that 

although the writing was done before analysis of interviews, it concerns events that I had 

experienced many years ago. Not only my experience will be captured in these 

recollections, but also my interpretation of my role as an astronomy graduate student, and 

evolving understanding I have of what stands out about those events. I have not recorded 

fresh memories, but rather tried to remember what it felt like to think about each of the 

events I describe. Another weakness of this approach is that, having been done after my 
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interviews and transcribing were completed, it likely does not represent a very 

independent view of these speaking events. I cannot guarantee that there is no influence 

from my interviewees’ words in how I describe these events, but I have tried to present 

personal memories that highlight my own voice. 

 

Data recording procedures 

 

Interviews 
 
The list of interview questions that helped guide interviews is shown in Appendix A. The 

questions are modeled on those used by Karen Tracy (1997) in her study of academic 

colloquia and intellectual talks. During the first few interviews, additional questions were 

used that involved specific speaking events that most interviewees mentioned. I used 

prompts written for myself as a reminder to ask about five events (and their purpose): 

Coffee Hour, Journal Club, Research Institute Lunch, thesis defense talks, and 

Colloquium. 

 

The interviews were recorded in one of two ways: (1) using a portable, Olympus digital 

voice recorder or (2) using Call Recorder software in combination with an on-line phone 

call using Skype software. This latter option was only used with two interviewees 

because they had not been available for interviews (due to scheduling issues) while I was 

visiting the site. We scheduled interviews for as soon as possible the following week.  
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Problems  
 

A few technical problems came up with the use of the Olympus recorders. First, both 

recorders were not compatible with the Mac operating system. I had to borrow a friend’s 

Windows PC laptop to download sound files from the recorders. Second, for two 

interviews, the sound quality setting on the digital recorder was set to the lowest (SP) 

setting. This resulted in sound files that were much more difficult to transcribe, as it was 

significantly harder to understand both my voice and that of the interviewee. In contrast, 

the Call Recorder/Skype combination produced sound files of very high quality, partly 

due to the fact that the voices of both speakers (mine and the interviewee’s) essentially 

had separate, very close microphones (in my headset, and interviewee’s telephones). 

 

Survey 
  

Participant solicitation and correspondence 
 

I sent out an e-mail invitation to participate in this survey to all 45 graduate students 

listed on the astronomy department website. I sent out the same invitation to 26 faculty 

members who were currently part of mainly the astronomy department as astronomy 

researchers. The decision of which faculty members to solicit to participate was mainly 

made on the criteria that faculty members who participate still be active in attending 

departmental speaking events, be involved in mentoring graduate students in speaking 

about research astronomy and/or speaking themselves at such events. Because it is the 

process of how graduate students are taught, these were the faculty members chosen. 

Similar selection effects applied for which faculty members were asked to give 
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interviews about graduate student talks – i.e. those who attended graduate student talks 

comprised the target group for interviews. 

 

In my invitation to participate in the survey, I identified myself as a graduate student 

working on a dissertation about how graduate students learn to speak like astronomers. 

The subject line for the e-mail contained my full name and identified the message as 

relating to my thesis project. Because people within the department know me – from my 

years as an astronomy graduate student (ending four years ago), from my husband (who 

is a member of the department), and from my participation in educational and social 

events, I felt that identifying myself and the purpose of the survey would allow 

department members to think about participating more seriously than if the message came 

from a stranger. What this identification also affected, most likely, is how some 

respondents chose to answer the questions. In cases where a respondent knew me (from a 

passing acquaintance to a longer term familiarity), there was already some notion of 

“who” was asking the questions and why.  

 

Only one person asked questions about the survey – what its purpose was, and what I was 

looking for. This happened while I was attending a Coffee Hour event, and the asker was 

a graduate student acquaintance. In addition, one graduate student acquaintance told me 

she completed the survey, and suggested that I inform people in any future solicitations 

that the survey only took 5-10 minutes to complete, as she had been surprised by this and 

felt that this knowledge would encourage more people to complete the survey. In two 
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cases, a faculty member identified him/herself – one through personal email 

correspondence to ask a question about a problem I mention below, and one with initials 

on a comment left in the body of the survey. In both of these cases, I have not linked 

survey responses on Question #1 to the identity of the faculty member. 

 

Problems  
 

A few problems arose during the administrations of the survey. I did not include a “does 

not apply” option, which was noted by one faculty member because initially respondents 

had to rank at least 10 of 16 events, and they may not have been events that faculty 

members had spoke at for many years (e.g. preliminary exam) or at all. I sent an initial 

invitation e-mail, a clarification e-mail in light of above problem, and a reminder e-mail 

to people initially contacted who had not responded within a week, indicating that data 

collection would close one week after the reminder. 

 

A second issue was that I also left out one speaking event that I had intended to include 

on the survey. This is a somewhat important event in graduate student speaking, as all 

graduate students are encouraged to participate as speakers, to talk about their own work, 

in a formal setting. This event was left out by mistake, but was not noted by any survey 

responses, nor was it mentioned spontaneously later by any interviewees. 

 

Autobiographical recollections 
 



 
 

138

I wrote each section in Researcher Memories before going into in-depth coding of each 

associated event, in an attempt to produce a more independent view of the events from 

memory. Some of my interview questions were influenced directly by my experiences in 

the graduate program in this department. I could not have produced this research write-up 

and the analysis in it without my time as an insider in the department.  

 

I spent about an hour per Researcher Memory section for Coffee Hour, Journal Club, 

Research Seminars, thesis defense talks and Colloquium, writing my emotional and 

immediate memories of each event. I also provided some background history for the 

events from my own experiences. As such, these sections of the study are meant to 

provide a backdrop of my own positionality as well as another report on the events 

studied. I hope that by giving an account of my own difficulties with these various 

events, I will help establish myself as a researcher aiming for a balanced account of the 

speaking events in the department. Although these events were problematic for me at 

times, they are not so for everyone, and I have attempted to provide a balanced view of 

the events from those who enjoy them and those who do not.  

 

Data analysis and interpretation 

 

Interviews 
 

Transcription  
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When a study uses a discourse analysis approach and is concerned with how interviewees 

answered questions posed to them, the transcription of audio recordings is the first part of 

analysis. The construction of “a transcript, a representation of talk in written/graphic form 

which will serve as the main input to analysis,” (Cameron, 2004, p. 19) can be done at a 

variety of levels of detail. I used free ExpressScribe software for the Mac to transcribe 

interviews. This choice of software was based on a number of features: (1) it was free and 

had been recommended by other graduate students, (2) it allowed me to slow down the 

speed of the interviews to where I could type almost as fast as the spoken words (50-75% 

of original speed, depending on the interviewee’s speech speed and voice pitch), and (3) 

it allowed me to create shortcut commands to suit my transcription style (I made the TAB 

key into a “5 sec. rewind” key). 

 

In discourse analysis, transcription choices are considered to be some of the earliest part 

of analysis. This is because even small verbal or vocal acts (a laugh, a stutter followed by 

rephrasing, or a specific way of using the phrase “I don’t know”) can point to speakers’ 

meaning making. Thus, not including enough detail in the transcription from an audiotape 

to written text can affect the outcome of analysis. I chose to transcribe my interview data 

at a similar level of detail as Karen Tracy had done for her study of academic discussion, 

with the expectation that I would do a less detailed discourse analysis than she had done 

(seeing as how I was not an expert in this technique, nor as well trained in 

communicative analysis). She had kept pauses and restarts in her transcription because 

she used these linguistic features to investigate when speakers might be indexing some 
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norm or belief about intellectual discussion, catching themselves mid-sentence and 

correcting or changing what they had begun to say. I did not analyze my data at this level, 

again, because it was beyond my skill set. I am confident that I did not transcribe too 

coarsely for my purposes. I also feel that the level of transcription I have included will 

allow for a deeper investigation of the data should I have a chance to continue analysis of 

the data after this dissertation is finished.  

 

Coding 
 

Once interviews are transcribed, the goal of qualitative data analysis is “...to describe and 

analyze a pattern of relationships” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 17).  This involves 

setting up a system of analytic categories. It is possible to start deductively, with 

categories in mind before the interviews are transcribed, or to get gradually to the 

categories inductively. In qualitative research, these categories are called codes, and the 

act of organizing the data into a set of codes and trying to find overarching themes is the 

process of analysis.  

 

Codes, or categories, are names or labels that are used to mark textual (transcribed or 

written) data chunks. These chunks can range from single words to entire paragraphs of 

text. The point of assigning codes to the data is to tease out beliefs, behaviors, salient 

themes and situated meaning in the text to help answer the research questions of the 

study. Apart from separating interview transcripts into speech about the different events, I 

chose to approach the coding process inductively. This meant not starting with a preset 
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list of codes, but instead reading and re-reading the transcripts to pull out recurring 

themes and categories that the interviewees mentioned. As a former member of the 

department (and astronomy culture), I could have started with a list of codes for what I 

might find based on my experiences in this setting. However, I worried that this approach 

would result in a very self-centric set of codes, that represented the breadth of my 

experience alone, and would likely miss the nuances of the many ways graduate students 

and faculty members think about speaking events. This approach is sometimes referred to 

as “grounded theory,” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) meaning that the conclusions of the study 

are built up from the data collected (from the ground up), instead of having to fit into pre-

determined categories. Grounded theory is well matched to exploratory studies where the 

researcher wishes to cast the widest net of codes possible for interpreting the data she has 

collected.  

 

The mechanics of coding 
 

Following the ordering of speaking events that came out of the survey data, I ordered the 

coding and write-up of interview data from lowest to highest stakes. This meant starting 

with Coffee Hour and ending with Colloquium. Data for each of the five (Coffee Hour, 

Journal Club, mid-level events, thesis defense talks, and Colloquium) speaking events 

was coded in its entirety, and written up before the coding of the next event was started. 

In other words, all responses by interviewees that explicitly mentioned or referred to 

Coffee Hour was collected into two files, one for what graduate students had to say, and 

one for what faculty members had said. These two sets of quotes were then read in their 
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entirety and a first level of coding was done to pick out general categories. For Coffee 

Hour, these included topics like Attendance, The paper, Coffee Hour as an informal 

discussion, etc. Once graduate student and faculty member quotes were coded for these 

general categories, quotes were grouped under these headings, printed out, and further 

coding was done on each category. For every general category, related quotes were 

searched out both in the graduate student interview data and the faculty member 

interview data. For instance, for the Coffee Hour event, general category of Attendance, 

the following sub-categories arose: how the interviewee decided whether to attend Coffee 

Hour, how interviewees thought others decided to attend Coffee Hour, graduate student 

and faculty member attendance seen as bad or good, dilemmas about attending Coffee 

Hour, and so on. To provide a sense of how many interviewees spoke about each topic, 

the number of graduate students and faculty members who mentioned or referenced it 

was counted for each general level code and its sub-codes and included in the subsequent 

write-up. The general categories of Purpose of the event, Character of the event, and 

Structure of the event were first coded this way, and then a narrative was written up. 

Remaining categories were sub-coded and written up next. Finally, a deeper level of 

analysis was conducted of: (1) the ideals for each event, (2) the roles that were involved 

(and how they interacted with the purpose, character, and all other general categories of 

responses for that event), and (3) dilemmas that came up for participants in each event, 

and the results were written up.  

 

Discourse Analysis 
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Even with the choice of a grounded theory approach to coding, a researcher cannot code 

for everything in a data set. With countless levels at which it can be analyzed, a data set 

of transcribed interviews presents almost infinite coding possibilities. This is where my 

research questions and Tracy’s (1997) dilemmatic discourse analysis approach were put 

to use to look for how interviewees understood speaking events and speakers in the 

astronomy department. A close, detailed analysis of interview discourse was not my main 

goal in this study. Instead, discourse analysis methods (including decisions made about 

transcription) were used to uncover, as Deborah Cameron describes “the way a certain 

speech event fits into a whole network of cultural beliefs and practices (a typical concern 

for ethnographers of speaking)” and help me describe “things that are external to the talk 

itself: who the speakers are, where they are, what beliefs and customs are important in 

their lives” (2004, p. 51). Specifically, I was interested in how interviewees described 

speaking events and how these idealized or organizational descriptions matched their 

reports of the practical problems and complexities of these speaking events.  

 

The focus of this study is to uncover the rules and norms, as well as the values that 

academic astronomy culture applies to speaking and acting like astronomer. This involves 

judgments of the participants on what is normal, what is acceptable, what is right, what is 

real, how things are, how things ought to be, and who is “like us.” It also involves the 

negatives of all these: what is abnormal, unacceptable, wrong, fake, and who is “not like 

us.” These are discourse analysis questions, and provide a good starting point for 
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investigating the beliefs of a group of people. I applied questions like these to the data 

from interviews to guide my reading of transcripts, and my thinking about coding.   

 

Purposes and ideals 
 

The first round of coding I did for data referring to each event involved pulling out the 

group meanings and beliefs of what the goal or purpose was for each event. For instance, 

I looked for statements in the interview data about what “the point” of an event was, or 

“what Journal Club is like.” I also grouped statements made by interviewees about ‘the 

way things are’ for each event. Who attended? What went on in the event? What was the 

character of the event? What was the structure of the event? This part of the analysis 

helped me paint a picture of the everyday understanding that interviewees regarded each 

event with. In the write-up of the results this analysis, which resembles a departmental or 

disciplinary conventional wisdom, was described first.  

 

Deeper coding 
 

While I was concentrating on bringing to light how people conceived of the various 

speaking events, I was also looking for curiosities in each event that might provide 

problematic situations for participants. This involved paying attention to disparate uses of 

terminology, complaints, and the disparity between the stated purposes of events and the 

actual descriptions of events. I paid attention to how interviewees talked about the events 

– what the conventional wisdom was, the phrases and words that came up often, but also 
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at what other activities each event was compared to and the specific words used to talk 

about this.  

 

Situated meaning 
 

Words have not only their dictionary definitions, but also meaning based on the (physical 

and verbal) contexts in which they occur. Gee (1999) gives a striking example of this 

with two statements: (1) I spilled the coffee, go get me a mop, and (2) I spilled the coffee, 

go get me a broom. There is a world of experience that goes in to the average person’s 

ability to understand both of these statements, with the existence of coffee, with its bean 

and liquid brewed forms, and the fact that people can handle it themselves. These are the 

situated meanings of the word “coffee.” Part of the deeper coding of the interview data 

involved looking at the situated meanings of words or concepts that came up repeatedly 

in multiple interviewees’ transcripts. This led to an analysis of terms like “a paper”, 

“interesting”, “important”, “expert”, and “question.” These results were written up in for 

each event, as sections of “deeper meanings” within interviewee descriptions of events.  

 

Complaints and difficulties; compliments and successes 
 

Finally, complaints (and compliments) about people’s behavior and about an event were 

used to uncover norms that interviewees believed had been compromised. Although they 

are not as explicit as statements of rules, or statements about what a person should do or 

how an event should proceed, judgments point to the same values that the interviewee 

believes apply to the situation. In this way, interviewee complaints about others’ 
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attendance or participation, about the character of the event, and about a speaker’s 

performance were used to point to the rules that were in play in each speaking event and 

in speaking like an astronomer more generally. Some of these complaints and 

compliments dealt with the content of a speaker’s presentation or how a speaker handled 

questions. Others statements dealt with faculty member and graduate student attendance 

or questioning practices. Yet others were focused on time management and effort, or 

nervousness about speaking.  

 

Dilemmas  
 

A final level of analysis was applied to the data to look at the difficulties and 

disappointments interviewees experience in relation to the stated purpose of an event or 

an ideal about an event. What contradictions exist to the stated conventional wisdom? If 

an event is called a “practice” do people also talk about it the way they talk about a 

practice situation, or do they describe it like they would an examination?  

 

Once these contradictions appear what are the underlying things that bring them forth – if 

people intend or want an event to be a practice, and my assumption is that people are well 

intentioned, then what stops it from actually being one? What are the conditions, beliefs, 

behaviors that prevent these events from being what people want them to be? These 

clashes, between actual experiences of these events and the stated goals for these events, 

were used to highlight dilemmas that speakers might encounter in these situations. These 

could also point to problems for achieving the goals of each speaking event. There were 
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individual goals and group goals for each event. Issues surrounding learning, expertise, 

friendliness, lively discussion, and ease all came out of this final level of analysis.  

 

Surveys 
 
The speaking events survey was a peripheral source of data for this study. As such, data 

from the survey was used more to guide qualitative analysis than used to make substantial 

claims or test hypotheses. Once the survey collection time period was over, I downloaded 

the responses from the SurveyMonkey website and grouped them by question. For 

Question #1, data were numerical (a rank of low-stakes = 1, medium-stakes = 2, and 

high-stakes = 3), and a few simple transformations were performed. Responses were 

tabulated per event, given the percentage of respondents who ranked the event. Also, 

group averages (for pre-prelim, post-prelim and faculty members, according to Question 

#4 answers) were calculated for each event. Finally, rank frequencies were calculated for 

each group of respondents for each event. These three methods of transforming the data 

were used to investigate different ways of understanding the variety of rankings given to 

most events, by all three groups of respondents. Finally, the group average rank for each 

event was used to determine the order in which the interview data would be coded and 

written up, from lowest- to highest-stakes.  

 

The responses to Questions #2 and #3 were qualitative – textual replies about events I 

had not listed in Question #1 of the survey, and comments on the ranking process. These 

responses were read through initially at the same time as the analysis of Question #1 
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answers were reviewed. However, the analysis of what was being said and how it helped 

corroborate (and frame) the results of interviews was left until after interview data 

analysis was complete. Here, similar methods to those applied to interview transcripts 

were applied to the textual answers. Attention was paid not only to what was written, but 

also to how it was written. 

 

Reporting 
 
I have already mentioned how the different parts of the interview analysis were written 

up, but a few details of headings, excerpt structure and use of pseudonyms remain. 

 

Headings 
 

Headings within the results and conclusions chapters were derived in two ways. Those 

headings that appear in quotation marks (“ ”) were taken either verbatim from participant 

responses or contain words that were used by participants to describe events. These 

headings may be regarded as findings, and when they are categories, they represent 

categories that are recognized by respondents. They are similar to quotes in the text that 

are used to highlight a common theme in the data, in the words of one or more 

participants.  

 

Headings that appear without quotation marks are researcher-created, to name trends in 

the data that arose out of analysis. They represent categories that I believe are present in 

the data when interviews are taken as a whole, such as all responses for an event or in 
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response to a specific interview question. As such, these headings are part of analysis, not 

just a reporting of what was said verbatim. For example, I report on the role of expert at 

Coffee Hour and use this as one heading for a discussion of a category I use to 

understand the event. In contrast, I also report on what respondents mean when they talk 

about “a bunch of astronomers…” who attend Coffee Hour. The former is akin to an 

implicit category that has surfaced through analysis, and the latter is more of an explicit 

category that respondents use to discuss the event. 

 

Interview excerpts 
 

Throughout the text of this dissertation, participants’ responses to interview questions are 

quoted. Sometimes only single words or phrases are quoted within a sentence, to give a 

sense of the kind of language that was typically used. Other times, words that stand out as 

different from the rest are quoted. These words are enclosed in quotation marks when 

they appear within a sentence of explanation.  

 

Other times, longer phrases and sentences are quoted to give the reader a feeling for how 

respondents talked about the event in their own words. It is important for readers to see 

not just what was said, but how it was phrased, especially where discourse analytic 

techniques have been used to extract possible implicit meaning. These are explicitly 

labeled excerpts and numbered to facilitate reference between them and analysis that 

appears more than a page away in the dissertation.  
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Interview data were transcribed in a way that maintained pauses, re-starts, stutters and 

utterances like um, uh, and you know. In addition, my own utterances such as “ok” and 

“uh-huh” were transcribed. Finally, sections of speech that were difficult to hear in 

interview sound files are enclosed in square brackets [], and contain my best guess at the 

actual speech that was used. The case where a word was spoken but I cannot make out 

what it was is marked as […]. Pauses, re-starts and most stutters, as well as my own 

comments, have been removed from the quoted text without being marked as removed, 

because the analysis being carried out does not require this information. For responses in 

which I believed that respondents were quoting someone else’s speech (where their pitch 

changed) I enclosed the speech in quotation marks to make it easier to read.  However, 

utterances like um and you know were left intact. Although this may produce more 

colloquial looking speech than readers are used to, this is because written text differs 

greatly from spoken discourse. The reader is encouraged to keep this in mind when 

reading longer sections of quoted text.  

 

Although it is difficult, and not necessarily relevant (Cameron, 2004) to mark sentence 

boundaries in spoken text, I have often chosen pauses as a place to put a period. An 

ellipsis is used before the first word or after the last word in the quoted passage when an 

interviewee response is quoted starting or ending mid-sentence. 

 

Finally, some longer passages that are quoted in this dissertation have been modified in 

one of a few ways. Some passages were shortened by removing text from the middle of a 
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response where I felt this did not leave out information crucial to the meaning of the 

passage. Excerpts where this has been done contain an ellipsis (…) to mark where text 

has been removed. Other passages contain word replacements, such as for proper names, 

to maintain departmental, speaker, and referent anonymity. These words are denoted 

within curly brackets.    

 

An example of the kinds of changes that have been made to the interview transcripts 

follows. In the original transcript, an graduate student, Albert, talks about Coffee Hour: 

ju-, is just, the,…iw- a bunch of, astronomers, get together, and, 
informally discuss a paper,..(A:ok) a new, a new paper that comes out, 
(A:ok),… 

 

This text contains word fragments (“ju-“), grammar repairs  (“ju-, is just”), mistakes 

(“iw-“), pauses of a second or two (denoted by commas), longer pauses (denoted as …), 

and conversational comments by me  (denoted as A: ok) to indicate listening and 

encouragement to the respondent to continue speaking. The modified quote appears as 

Excerpt 3 in Chapter 4 as   

[Coffee Hour] is just, a bunch of astronomers get together and informally 
discuss a paper, a new paper that comes out.  

 

Validating the accuracy of findings 

 

According to Bogdan and Biklen (1992),  

most qualitative researchers believe there are people out there in the world 
who say and do things that the qualitative researcher can record. These 
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records, or field notes, are data. While they would not claim that the data 
they collect contain ‘the truth’ or the only way of recording the empirical 
world, they do claim that their renderings can be evaluated in terms of 
accuracy. That is, there can and should be a correspondence with what the 
researcher said happened and what actually occurred. ...they strive to have 
their writing be consistent with the data they collect – not that they claim 
their assertions are ‘true’, but that they are plausible given the data. (p. 24) 

 

A number of strategies can be used to increase the quality of a qualitative analysis. Those 

that I used are listed below (following Creswell (2003)) with a description of how they 

were applied to this study:  

 

1. Triangulation and peer debriefing - The use of more than one source of data helps 

provide a check of the qualitative analysis, just as multiple voices give credence that a 

belief is held communally (and not just personally). In this study, data from in-depth 

interviews (of 21 individuals), personal researcher recollection (of one individual) and 

survey data (of 71 individuals) were combined to paint a picture of speaking events in the 

context of an academic astronomy department. In addition, informal key informants were 

all consulted while analysis was underway. They included :my two committee members 

who are in the department or used to be astronomers, friends of mine who have gone on 

to be astronomy faculty members, education researchers who know the department and 

have an astronomy background, education researchers with a background in string theory 

physics, and a scientist with a particle physics background. I tried out interpretations of 

data with them to check for believability and relevance. I discussed novel ways to ask 

questions about the data. All of these conversations helped me focus on the most 
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believable results and interpretations of the data, given these individuals’ knowledge of 

academic astronomy and other physical sciences.  

 

2. Member checking – In qualitative research, there are several basic strategies that can be 

employed to enhance validity.  One of these strategies, called member checking, is a 

strategy I used at the end of data analysis. I contacted all of the individuals whom I had 

interviewed so that I could take the data and my interpretations back to the people from 

whom they were derived and ask them if the results seemed plausible. Most transcripts 

were about 20 pages (double spaced), but I used only 10-30 short excerpts from each 

participant’s transcript in the write-up of my results. Each person was given a copy of the 

transcript of her or his interview to review. The excerpts I chose to use in the write-up 

(for instance, to illustrate a theme or pattern that showed up in many interviews) were 

highlighted in the transcript, along with a short description of how they were used. 

Interviewees were asked for any thoughts they might have as to whether they felt my 

interpretation was reasonable given what they had said. 

 

3. Reporting – The format of the write-up in qualitative research provides an important 

structure for the reader to understand what analysis was done and if it seems plausible. A 

good report should use extensive, detailed description of the analysis and the claims 

being made. It should also provide enough data from interviews for readers to get a sense 

of how that data was used (coded and interpreted) to make the final claims of the study. 

For this reason, I have included long excerpts in the write-up, even when I make claims 
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about single words or concepts. I did not want the data to be taken too far out of context. 

A high quality research report should include a considerable amount of information about 

how the researcher thinks about all levels of the work including qualitative methodology, 

positionality (researcher’s frame of reference and relevant past experiences), and biases. I 

believe I have provided this throughout this report, starting in the Introduction chapter, in 

my discussions throughout this Methods chapter, and in the autobiographical sections at 

the beginning of each Results chapter section.  

 

4. Spending prolonged time in the field – An outsider cannot become an insider in any 

group or culture without prolonged experience. As I have mentioned, I have spent many 

years in the setting I am studying, as an insider, a participant, a researcher, and a 

peripheral member. I believe I have made a good case for the range in my 

participantness, as well as the extent of my intensiveness and extensiveness in this setting 

(the physical location as well as the cultural group).  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

Introduction 

 

Speaking about astronomy 
 

Academic and research astronomers talk about their science at many different types of 

events, both within their home institutions and at professional conferences. These science 

speaking events range from informal coffee gatherings where someone brings a topic for 

the group to discuss but the role of main speaker status is fluid during a single event, to 

formal presentations such as a PhD dissertation defense or conference talk, where there is 

a designated main speaker who uses PowerPoint slides and has a set amount of time to 

talk.  

 

Graduate students, postdocs and faculty members at the Department of Astronomy at the 

University X are all present at, ask questions at, and attend astronomy talks. I am 

concentrating on the process by which graduate students learn to give talks, to evaluate 

the science talk of other astronomers, and to adopt the values of academic astronomy. 

Their main guides in this process are faculty members of the department, especially those 

who are their advisors, those who teach their classes, and those who attend various 

speaking events.  
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For the purpose of this study, academic talks are defined as talks at which people, who 

conduct research in astronomy or study astronomy at a graduate level, present their own 

or someone else’s research results to an audience of similarly trained individuals. The 

speaker may be an undergraduate student, a graduate student, a postdoc or a faculty 

member of the department or a research astronomer from outside the department. Only a 

small number of people in the audience are non-academics, if any. The role of speaker 

may be assigned to specific people for the duration of the event, or the role may be fluid 

among those attending.  

 

Data collection efforts were aimed at providing information regarding the following 

specific research questions:  

 

RQ 1. What is the nature of speaking events where research is discussed in a high status 

science department? 

a. How is each event conceptualized by graduate students and faculty members?  

b. What do graduate students and faculty members believe are the goals of each 

event? 

c. How is the program of and participation in these events described by graduate 

students and faculty members? What features of each event are highlighted in 

these descriptions? 
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RQ 2. How do these speaking events socialize graduate students into the culture of 

academic astronomy? 

a. What official, explicit, professional ideals and values are communicated to and 

learned by graduate students? 

b. What unofficial ideals and values are communicated to and learned by graduate 

students? 

 

RQ. 3 What intrinsic dilemmas are contained within the various goals, problems, rules, 

norms, values and ideals reported by graduate students and faculty members for these 

events? 

a. Which problems that graduate students and faculty members encounter with these 

events are in the form of conflicting rules, ideals and values (official or 

unofficial)? 

b. What successes do graduate students and faculty members experience at these 

events? 

 

Surveys and Interviews 
 
Data were collected in three forms for this study, (1) with an on-line survey dealing with 

16 different astronomy research speaking events (sent to most graduate students and 

faculty members in the astronomy department), (2) through semi-structured, open-ended 

interviews about a subset of local speaking events (with a smaller group of graduate 
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students and faculty members in the same department), and (3) through my own 

autobiographical recollection of these events.  

 

The survey was intended to provide a context for how department members ranked 

events that span the range of academic/research astronomy speaking events that career 

astronomers might expect to encounter as part of their professional life. These include: 

un-graded (research group presentations) and graded events (class presentations), formal 

(Colloquium) and informal (Coffee Hour) events, as well as national (American 

Astronomical Society) and local (Research Institute lunch) events. In the survey, 

respondents were asked to rank events as low-, medium- or high-stakes from the point of 

view of the presenter. In essence, the survey data help answer RQ 1a., giving a shallow 

but broad look at how a large segment of the graduate student and faculty member 

population view a wide range of events. These results will be presented first, in the 

section titled: A survey of astronomy speaking events. 

 

The academic speaking events presented in greater detail in the later sections of this 

chapter are a subset of those events listed in the survey. They are limited to local events 

that take place on the campus of University X, because the focus of this study is of a 

single departmental speaking culture.  They are written up in order of the low-stakes 

event (Coffee Hour), through the highest stakes events (Thesis defense talks and 

Colloquium), roughly in the order they were ranked in the survey. The interview data, 

which compose the bulk of this thesis, provides a deeper look at the complexity of a 
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handful of events, in how they are perceived by the departmental culture (their official 

purpose) as well as by individuals (how they present difficulties or successes). This data 

is used to answer RQ 1, 2 and 3 in detail. This first few pages of each speaking event 

section written up in this chapter deals with my personal recollection of that event, from 

my time in the department. 

 

A survey of astronomy speaking events 

 

Introduction 
 
The survey was a intended as a rough measure of how graduate students and faculty 

members at the astronomy department of University X felt about presenting research at 

various astronomy speaking events.  

 

The invitation to participate in this on-line survey was sent to 71 people: 26 faculty 

members and 45 graduate students. Of the 71 people invited to participate, 46 responded, 

and 40 of those completed a survey. This consisted of 13 faculty members, 7 novice 

graduate students, and 20 advanced graduate students. Not all respondents ranked every 

event on the survey. Responses were anonymous and the only demographic information 

that was collected with the survey was the status of the respondent: novice graduate 

student (not having completed the preliminary exam), advanced graduate student (having 

completed the preliminary exam), or faculty member. 
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Participant Responses 
 

Questions 1 & 4  

Survey respondents ranked 16 events that involved speaking about astronomy research to 

peers within the department and university as well as in national or international venues. 

They also indicated their departmental status as: faculty member, graduate student who 

had not completed the prelim exam, or graduate student who had completed the prelim 

exam.  The local speaking events listed on the survey were: Research Institute (RI) coffee, 

Astronomy Department (AD) morning coffee, AD journal club, class presentations, 

research group presentations, RI lunch talk, Special Topic colloquium, AD colloquium, 

preliminary oral exams, and thesis defense talks. The national or international events 

listed on the survey were: conference poster presentations, conference talks, American 

Astronomical Society (AAS) poster presentations, AAS talks, AAS dissertation talks, and 

job talks. Survey respondents were asked to rank each of these events numerically as 1, 2, 

or 3, corresponding to low-, medium-, or high-stakes from the point of view of a 

presenter. This ranking scale was defined as follows, focusing on anxiousness and 

difficulty:  

A high-stakes event might be one you prepare most for, and practice for. It 
is an event you feel you need to ‘get right’ and feel it is hard to do so. You 
might be nervous about the outcome of it. A low-stakes event would be the 
opposite. It might feel routine, and you may not worry about the outcome 
as much. 

 

The number of respondents who ranked each event as low-, medium- or high-stakes is 

listed in Table 3 below. Percentages of respondents who marked each event high (red), 
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medium (blue) or low (green) stakes are listed, along with the number of people who 

ranked each event. The ranking that received the highest percentage of votes is 

highlighted for each event. For instance, most respondents ranked the Astronomy 

Department Journal Club as medium stakes. The events that were discussed in greater 

detail with interviewees are marked with an “X.” Event names are color-coded to 

correspond to the ranking that was most commonly applied to the event. However, it is 

clear from the percentages listed in the table that some events were ranked consistently in 

one category while other events were ranked less uniformly. For instance, 91.7% of 

respondents ranked the oral prelim examination as high-stakes, whereas a conference 

poster was ranked by many people as low- and medium-stakes and by a few people as 

high-stakes. This may be because events are perceived differently by different 

individuals, depending on status, experience, and personality. Overall, according to Table 

3, these 16 events represented a mix of stakes for presenters.  
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Table 3. The rankings of the 16 speaking events on the survey.  

 

EVENT 
 

Low 
stakes  

Med. 
stakes  

High 
stakes 
 

Total 
# of 
people 

Astronomy Dept Journal Club X 27.5%  57.5%  15.0%  40 

Conference talk 0.0% 12.8% 87.2%  39 

Conference poster 35.9% 48.7% 15.4% 39 

Class presentation (oral) 36.8% 55.3%  7.9%  38 

Astronomy Dept. colloquium X 8.8% 17.6% 73.5%  34 

Astronomy Dept. Coffee Hour X 77.5%  22.5% 0.0% 40 

Research Institute weekly coffee  74.1%  25.9% 0.0%  27 

Special Topic colloquium 3.1%  37.5%  59.4%  32 

Prelim exam oral presentation 0.0% 8.3% 91.7% 36 

Presentation to your research group 47.5%  42.5%  10.0% 40 

Research Institute lunch talk X 13.9% 38.9%  47.2%  36 

AAS (American Astronomical 
Society) talk 

0.0% 40.0%  60.0%  35 

AAS dissertation talk 2.9% 17.1%  80.0%  35 

PhD thesis defense talk X 0.0%  8.1%  91.9%  37 

AAS poster 38.9% 44.4%  16.7% 36 

Job talk 0.0%  0.0% 100%  37 

 

Table 3 does not separate out faculty members from graduate students, and it includes the 

rankings from every person who ranked each event. In other words, although 40 people 
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ranked Journal Club, only 34 people ranked the Astronomy Department’s weekly 

colloquium. In contrast, Figure 1 is a graph of the average rankings for each of the 16 

events, separated out by respondent status (faculty member, post-prelim grad, pre-prelim 

grad). Here, the number of low-, medium-, and high-stakes rankings are compressed into 

each average rank. Faculty averages are in orange, post-prelim graduate students in 

magenta, and pre-prelim graduate students in blue. Events are ordered by lowest to 

highest based on average, post-prelim graduate student ranking (i.e. the magenta points 

are ordered from lowest on the left, to highest on the right). The five events highlighted in 

grey correspond to those shown in the histograms in Figure 2, and discussed in detail in 

graduate student and faculty member interviews. One feature that stands out in Figure 1 

is that the three groups of individuals did not rank events in similar order (in the average). 

In some cases, the average faculty member rank is more similar to the average pre-prelim 

student ranking than to that of the post-prelim graduate students. There is rough 

agreement on the lowest and highest-stakes events but, in between, the three lines (for the 

faculty members and the two graduate student groups) crisscross each other a number of 

times. For instance, pre-prelim graduate students ranked AAS talks much higher than the 

other two groups did, but ranked Journal Club lower than both faculty members and post-

prelim graduate students did.  

 

 

 

 



 
 

164

Figure 1. The average ranking for the 16 speaking events in the survey, grouped by 
respondent status. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of ranking (by group) for five speaking events covered in 
interviews 
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Figure 2 is a set of histograms that shows the distribution of rankings by group for the 

five events in the survey (and marked in grey boxes on Figure 1) that will be the focus of 
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the interview data discussion in this Chapter. Green bars represent low-stakes, blue bars 

represent medium-stakes and red bars represent high-stakes events. The set of histograms 

shows the variety of rankings that Coffee Hour, Journal Club, Research Institute lunch, 

the weekly Colloquium and Thesis defense talks received. For the lowest-stakes (Coffee 

Hour) and highest-stakes (Thesis Defense talk) events, the distribution of rankings is 

similar across faculty member and graduate student groups. However, for the middle 

events, the histograms show that each event was (1) ranked across at least two categories 

and (2) ranked differently by different groups. For instance, in Figure 1, the average rank 

for Journal Club is similar for faculty members, and both graduate student groups, 

however in the histograms, there are very different distributions for post-prelim vs. pre-

prelim graduate students that produced those similar averages. Most post-prelim graduate 

students ranked Journal Club as medium-stakes, while this was not the case for pre-

prelim graduate students. In contrast, for Research Institute lunch, in Figure 1, the 

averages for the two graduate student groups are fairly different, while in the histograms, 

there are similarly shaped distributions. Both groups of graduate students ranked RI lunch 

as high-stakes more often than medium-stakes. 

 

With this diversity in ranking of events across faculty members and graduate students, the 

question of the meaning of low-stakes vs. high-stakes comes up. Are the events very 

differently experienced by every individual? Was the ranking task approached differently 

(or with different definitions) by different respondents? One respondent explained a 

decision to rank one event as a different event: 
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     Excerpt 1 
 

I have left blank those that are so far in my past that I can no longer give 
an accurate answer. For Journal Club, I read Astrobiology Journal Club. 

 

Other respondents may have done similarly, or given a response that cannot be compared 

to other responses somehow else. For instance, one graduate student explained her or his 

interpretation of the rankings as differing from how I had defined them. These text 

responses to Questions 2 and 3 highlight some of the limitations of the survey as a 

measure of how astronomy department members view the consequence of these 16 events 

in terms of their weight or how consequential they are. Perhaps it matters who is in the 

audience at a talk and non-departmental event rankings reflect this. Or it may be that 

events were ranked differently if they involved official assessment (such as the oral 

prelim which had to be successfully passed in order for a graduate student to become a 

doctoral candidate). The survey was intended as supplemental, to provide a larger broader 

context for the interview data (which was collected from a smaller group of individuals). 

In the following sections, where interview data is discussed, there will be a considerably 

more detailed look at each of five events, which will shed light on some of these curious 

results.  

 

Open-ended comment questions 
 

Questions 2 and 3 on the survey were meant to supplement Question 1 in the case that I 

had forgotten (or was not aware of) some departmental or other speaking events that 

graduate students and faculty members considered relevant. While Questions 1 and 4 
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could only be answered with pre-determined categories (that I had created), Questions 2 

and 3 were comment boxes, where qualitative answers could be provided.  

 

Question 2 

Question 2 asked for the names of events that were not listed in Question 1, and a ranking 

for each of them. Four additional events were listed (by four respondents) in response to 

Question 2. One respondent listed Topical Seminar A and marked it as “low-stakes.” This 

event is a bi-monthly event where a speaker presents her or his own in-progress research. 

It was also one of the events included in my interview questions because one of my 

graduate student talk observations was of an instance of this event. Another respondent 

mentioned “Lab tours & explanation of research to administrative officials and scientists 

from JPL / Raytheon / some other large and important organization; takes place at their 

institute or ours” and ranked it “HIGH STAKES” (respondent’s emphasis).  A third 

respondent mentioned “Presentations regarding the funding of a large project that you are 

the head of,” ranking them as “Very high stake.” On the other end of the spectrum, one 

respondent included “outreach events” and ranked them as “low-stakes.” None of these 

was the event I had forgotten to include on the survey. Apparently this yearly event I 

forgot to include, the Departmental Symposium, was not seen in the same category as 

more regular (daily, weekly, monthly) or more researcher specific events. 

 

Question 3 
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Question 3 solicited any additional comments, clarifications or issues that respondents 

might have. Four post-prelim graduate students and two faculty members made 

comments in response to Question 3. The responses varied from graduate student 

explanations of how they interpreted a question or item on the survey, to faculty 

comments on the topic of graduate students and speaking, to general graduate student 

comments on how individuals viewed giving talks. Because of the small number of these 

comments and the variety they encompass, they are included below in full. 

     Graduate student 1  
 

The definition of high stakes vs. low stakes doesn’t quite match my 
attitude toward speaking presentations. For example, needing to get it 
right is not necessarily an “and” statement with hard to do so. Every 
time I give a talk, I put some effort into making a pleasant, fluid, and 
informative talk. Of course some I invest more time in than others. 
However, I’ve found some great tactics that work well for many of the 
talks, even for the ones that “require” little preparation. So, I’m not sure 
that’s “hard”.   

 

Some of the promise of complexity and richness of the interview data to come in this 

chapter is apparent in these short statements. Already, it is clear that the simply stated 

questions in the survey may not have been interpreted how I had intended. And what 

types of norms or rules for speaking and underlying values can be seen in this statement? 

First, it seems that putting in effort is considered a good thing. As is being pleasant, fluid 

and informative. The use of “tactics” to prepare for speaking is apparently allowed, as is 

the decision not to invest time equally in preparing for all events, as evidenced by the 

simple statement of these choices, and the lack of the respondent’s explaining this choice. 

If it is allowed then the respondent expect me, the researcher, to be aware of this as a 



 
 

170

member of the culture. In this case, no justification or apology is required. This is an 

indication that there is an underlying behavior that the respondent and I am likely to 

regard similarly. 

     Graduate student 2 
 

I think I may have botched some of this; I only guessed that speaking at 
a Thursday colloquium would be a high stakes event (heck, I even 
consider asking questions at Thursday colloquium a medium stakes 
event). Anyway, I wanted to let you know that there are some items I 
filled out on the above list that I don’t actually have 1st hand experience 
with. I hope this doesn’t mess stuff up  
 

This response foreshadows some of the difficulty graduate students will describe having 

with the Colloquium event, making a stronger case for the general applicability of some 

of the interview results (from a smaller pool of department members) to the larger group 

of people in this department.  

     Faculty member 1  
 

The student should welcome or force herself to welcome any such 
opportunity to increase his/her experience level at speaking. 

 

Faculty comments on the survey were of a different nature, perhaps being more 

prescriptive in tone because I had been a graduate student in this department, or because 

of a perceived role the faculty members believed I was asking them to enact. In this 

answer, there are norms or beliefs about good behaviors for graduate students to display: 

getting better at speaking, and if necessary, forcing oneself to accomplish this. It may be 

easy (“welcome”) or difficult (“force”), but improving your speaking skill is a good thing 

for a graduate student to do. 
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     Faculty member 2  
 

There is a tendency for graduate students/post-docs to use posters as 
their primary presentation technique. This definitely hinders their 
development and visibility. Conferences do not have invited posters, 
only invited speakers.  

 

Again, there is a prescriptive tone of a faculty member response combined with the 

implication of certain norms or values: posters are not as good as talks; improved 

graduate student development and visibility are both good. It is not clear why these things 

are good, or even how the respondent defines “good,” but there seems to be some 

perception of certain behaviors as better than others.  

     Graduate student 3 
 

The strategy of how to pitch a talk is very complex: pitch too low--> 
run the risk of boring audience or seeming unsophisticated; pitch too 
high--> run the risk of leaving audience behind or seeming like 
someone who can’t “see the forest for the trees”. It sometimes seems 
that the only people who can get away with pitching really low so that 
everyone can follow are people who already have an established 
reputation. It would be a lot easier figure out the right way to pitch a 
talk if the risk of being judged negatively didn’t figure at all.  

 

The norms or values expressed in this graduate student comment are more about negative 

characteristics of talks: when they are boring, when the audience is left behind, when the 

speaker seems unsophisticated or like a person who can not talk about the broad picture 

of research. Not only are certain qualities good or bad, apparently there are better and 

worse qualities to project (regardless of whether you possess them). In other words, the 

audience matters as the judge of these qualities and as a group of people towards whom a 

talk should be targeted. Finally, status may influence which department members (or 
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astronomy community members) can “get away with” behaviors that others are judged 

negatively for, and negative judgment is something speakers should fear.  

     Graduate student 4  
 

At this point in my career no astronomy speaking event is “low-stakes.” 
They are all stressful, even things like [Coffee Hour], because (whether 
or not it is true) I always feel judged and because a certain fraction of 
the event I cannot control (audience reaction/participation). Poster 
events are much lower stakes because I can prepare beforehand to a 
much greater extent. 

 

This final comment involves the perception of all astronomy speaking events as high-

stakes. There is a hint of the existence of at least two rankings for events: (1) some type 

of convention departmental wisdom and (2) the graduate student’s own experience. The 

example event is Coffee Hour, and the graduate student remarks that it is stressful. 

However, the graduate student uses the phrase “even things like Coffee Hour” in the 

same sentence implying that the personal experience of stress is in contrast to the 

supposedly low-stakes of this event. There seems to be a “Coffee Hour = low-stakes” 

notion that the graduate student is aware exists. A second theme in this comment is that 

of an audience’s judgment of the speaker being a significant cause of the aforementioned 

stress.  

 

This handful of comments on the survey, in response to Questions 2 and 3 have provided 

a glimpse into the richness and variety of personal experiences of speaking events in 

astronomy, even from a small group of six respondents. The interview data will continue 

with this exploration of individual experiences of group events.  
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Researcher as audience 

Even before I began asking graduate students and faculty members about audiences, and 

the issues that arise when talking or designing a talk for an audience, the issue of 

audience came up in this survey. This happened because, even though I do not know who 

answered how, which hopefully helped people respond less guardedly, some of them 

know me. Even those who do not know me may have had some opinion about surveys, 

social sciences research, and whose questions they thought they were answering. 

 

Who they thought I was (my status, my gender, my role) likely influenced how they 

answered the questions I posed. This is apparent in the comments left on the surveys, 

especially from graduate students. Some comments have an air of challenge (of the 

ranking scheme for talks and how it is defined), such as from Graduate Student 1 above, 

while other comments are very conversational and informal such as the one from 

Graduate Student 2 above.  Faculty statements involved giving advice on what graduate 

students should be doing. This issue of what type of audience I represented to 

interviewees is important to consider in reading the sections for Events 1-5 in this 

chapter.  

 

Survey summary 
 
Average rankings across the three groups of respondents were similar at the highest and 

lowest stakes events. For medium-stakes events, both graduate students and faculty 
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member rankings spanned the range of low- to high- stakes. The events I observed and 

chose graduate student presenters from -  Journal Club, Topical Seminar A, and thesis 

defense talks - fell into the medium to high-stakes range in the survey rankings. I also 

chose to ask interviewees about one event that was considered by most respondents as 

low-stakes (Coffee Hour), and one that was at the high-stakes end of the range 

(Colloquium). 

 

Although the survey was not designed to deeply probe the research questions in this 

study, it does illustrate some of the power (and importance) of a qualitative study for 

exploratory research. In a situation where no in-depth studies have been conducted, such 

as that of astronomy graduate student socialization, a multiple-choice survey is severely 

limited by the knowledge that the researcher has of the community. It is also limited by 

the ignorance of the variety of meanings that individual members of this department 

assign to these events. There are obviously many ways in which graduate students and 

faculty members approach speaking about astronomy research to their peers. Some find it 

extremely nerve-wracking, while others seem supremely confident during their 

presentations. While some graduate students may not ask a single question during these 

events over the course of their graduate program, others are ready to raise their hand at 

the beginning of their first year. Even faculty members who have managed to secure 

employment (at least partially dependent on being able to give research talks) include 

both those who seem to enjoy any chance to give a talk, and others who continue to be 

nervous in front of an audience. The speaking events survey was obviously not sensitive 
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to much of this complexity or subtlety. It provides a background on which the reader may 

ask many questions (why certain groups ranked events the way they did) that may be in 

part answered by the following in-depth look at five speaking events: (1) Coffee Hour, 

(2) Journal Club, (3) Topical Seminar A (along with Topical Seminar B and Research 

Institute lunch), (4) Thesis defense talks, and (5) the weekly departmental Colloquium.  

 

The ordering of these five events in the write-up of autobiographical and interview data 

follows the ordering from lowest to highest-stakes as given by group average rankings 

from the survey, with the exception of the thesis defense talks and weekly Colloquium. 

The order of these last two events is flipped in the subsequent write-up. I decided on this 

departure from the ordering in the survey results for two reasons. First, survey 

respondents were asked to rank events based on being a presenter, and this is technically 

not possible for the departmental Colloquium  - local astronomers usually do not give 

presentations at the departmental Colloquium. Second, because this study focuses on 

graduate students, giving a Colloquium at some other department happens after having 

defended your thesis at this department. The initial Colloquia that newly minted PhDs 

give are likely to be job talks, and all respondents ranked these as highest-stakes. So in 

survey rankings and interview responses, the issues of speaking at the local Colloquium 

versus being a speaker giving a Colloquium somewhere else are likely to be mixed 

together. Finally, I decided to cap the interview write-up with Colloquium because it has 

the sense of being the big, formal, departmental event, and I felt it fell into place last. 
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Thesis defense talks could have been written up last, but I did not believe there was an 

order that was clearly best.  

 

Roadmap for interview data results 
 
In the survey of speaking events at the department, and in interviews, both graduate 

students and faculty members consistently treated Coffee Hour as low-stakes. As such, it 

is reported on first.  

 

Coffee Hour and Colloquium were the two events that all participants were asked to talk 

about (the goal of, the structure of, and their attendance of) that they had not necessarily 

ever attended. Although most interviewees were asked about the same events in the 

department, none of them were asked to participate in this study based on their 

attendance at a Coffee Hour event or a Colloquium. As such, there was no guarantee that 

any of the participants would have attended a Coffee Hour event, because their 

participant status in the study was based on their attendance either at Journal Club, 

Topical Seminar A or a thesis defense talk.  

 

Individual speaking event write-ups are structured as follows:  

 

1. Researcher Memories – contains a first-person account of my 

recollections of the event from more than four years ago, and information 

that I might have provided in answer to my own interview questions 
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regarding this event. It also covers information about the physical setting 

that study participants were not asked to provide, such as the layout of the 

room where the event takes place.  

2. Next is the major section for each event, Participant Interviews: 

i. The character, program and purpose of each event, as described by 

graduate students and faculty members in answer to RQ 1a & RQ 

1b are reported. The first half of each section on a specific 

speaking event is spent discussing a number of features of each 

event that interviewees brought up: 

1. The purpose – What is the point of each event? What is 

the point of various parts of the event, like the question 

period? 

2. The character – Is it a friendly event? Is it informal or 

formal? 

3. The program – What are the components (the structure of 

activities) that make up each event? 

4. The paper – for events that focus on a research paper 

5. Attendance – Who attends? How do they decide whether 

to attend? What do interviewees say about others’ 

attendance? 

6. Preparation – How do people prepare to present or speak 

at events?  
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7. The talk – How do audience members judge, and think 

about, the talk given at each event? 

ii. The features of each event and decisions that graduate students and 

faculty members highlighted, in answer to RQ 1c, RQ 2 & RQ 3, 

are presented. Different features were highlighted for the different 

events. These are a “closer focus” on specific word usage, or 

mentions of worries and complaints about an event. They are 

interspersed throughout the write-up outlined above. 

iii. Deeper themes are pulled out for each event, also in answer to RQ 

2 & RQ 3. At the end of each section, there is a discussion of: 

1. Ideals for each event, sometimes explicitly stated and other 

times inferred by me. 

2. Roles that participants play during each event. 

3. Finally, in the Summary for each event, I give a short review of the 

description of the event, and discuss how five major themes express 

themselves in each event: 

i. Learning – for graduate students and for faculty members. 

ii. Time and effort 

iii. Responsibility: to the community vs. to the individual 

iv. Active participation/discussion 

v. Expertise and intellectual identity concerns  
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In the overall summary for this chapter, I will compare the different events to each other.  

 

Event 1 - Coffee Hour 

This section deals with Coffee Hour, and its component events. This event was ranked as 

low-stakes by most graduate students and faculty members. It is not a regularly scheduled  

event, in that it does not always take place. It is meant to be an informal place for 

department members to speak about new research literature. 

 
Researcher memories 
 
I don’t remember the first time I went to Coffee Hour. Was it a year before graduate 

school, during a visit to the department? Or did I only have the chance to go to Coffee 

Hour once I started my graduate program at the department? Either way, Coffee Hour 

was a distinct part of my graduate experience at this department. It started around 10 

o’clock in the morning, Monday through Friday, in the second floor lounge. As a second 

year graduate student, waking up for a particularly early stellar atmospheres class, I 

would go Coffee Hour afterwards to help me wake up.  

 

The physical setting 
 

The second floor lounge was located in a newer part of the departmental complex. It had 

large windows that let in sunlight, and looked out onto a balcony. A mini-fridge held 

milk and some people’s lunches, and a bank of drawers was set next to the non-descript 

cabinets that held up a non-descript laminate counter top. There were industrial coffee 
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makers were used to make industrial-tasting coffee on the counter top. A microwave was 

next to the coffee makers on one side and a sink on the other side. Humorous comics 

were posted on the wall above the countertop, along with some science news articles and 

random photos. There wasn’t always dish soap, and I don’t recall there being sponges for 

cleaning out my coffee cup from the morning’s coffee. To the side of the sink, on an 

adjacent wall, hung an industrial paper towel dispenser – the kind with a little metal 

handle to roll out the paper, and a sharp edge to tear it off. Overall, the space was open 

and welcoming, with the natural light coming through the windows.  

 

This was not the only coffee I drank. I had International Foods coffee mix in my office, 

along with a water kettle. Over the course of the three offices I inhabited during my time 

at this department, I ordered a cheap mail-order coffee maker and brought my own coffee 

from home, to make in my office. I didn’t go to Coffee Hour every day and I did not go 

just for the coffee.  

 

Topics and participants  
 

For me, Coffee Hour was a place to socialize. Everyone who came stood around or sat 

down in the non-descript office furniture, but was part of one group. Anywhere from 5 to 

25 people would show up. We talked about science, or not. You could ask people about 

social things, about their research, about coursework, or just listen in. When certain 

graduate students, postdocs or faculty members came, they dominated the discussion. It 

wasn’t a case of not letting anyone else talk, but the topics they picked set the topic for 
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everyone’s discussion. We talked about computer problems, about research, and about 

science fiction.  

 

I don’t remember much discussion about culture or about world events or travel. There 

was a set of topics that was most often talked about at Coffee Hour that was different 

from those I discussed with my friends at other times – even with friends from the 

department. There were no private conversations at Coffee Hour. A discussion between 

two people was open for anyone in the room to approach and join.  

 

Some people were very loud speakers, while others were silent. Most people fell 

somewhere in between. I remember being self-conscious talking about science.  I didn’t 

think I knew enough to ask a good question. Often, I didn’t feel like I cared enough about 

science to ask a good question either, and that a better graduate student would have cared 

more. I did not like talking about my research because I did not like the researcher I was 

becoming. I cannot remember my thesis advisor attending Coffee Hour.  In the end, I left 

the astronomy graduate program without a Ph.D. because I felt I had not developed either 

the scientific intuition or the driving interest to discover something new that was required 

to be a good scientist.  

 

When I was a first and second year graduate student, I mostly felt lacking in the science 

and research skills to talk about science at Coffee Hour.  I made jokes instead. I could 

keep up with sarcastic joking that went on during the event. Eventually, many of the 
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cohort that had started graduate school with me graduated or left, and I stopped going to 

Coffee Hour as much. I was “getting up there” in years in graduate school, and my 

research project was not progressing well. Going to Coffee Hour put me in the path of 

questions about my work which I didn’t want to discuss, or in the role of a senior 

graduate student who should have something to say about a new telescope, instrument, or 

science result. I was not keeping up on any topics outside of my specialty, and I did not 

want to be reminded of this. Many times I remember going to the lounge area with my 

coffee mug to see who was gathered there and decide whether or not I wanted to stay for 

Coffee Hour. I felt that this would allow me to leave as if I had just come for a cup of 

coffee and had never intended to stay. Otherwise it would have been obvious that I came 

but left because I did not want to participate in the particular group or discussion that was 

going on that day.  

 

Towards the end of my time at the department, Coffee Hour took on a new format. Where 

there had been one, vaguely defined group that discussed science and non-science topics, 

there were now two distinct groups. There was a group that discussed newly posted 

research articles, and a group that did not. The “group that did not” remained similar to 

the Coffee Hour from most of my time in the department. I cannot remember if I ever 

participated in the new-research article discussion. To me it represented so much 

scientific knowledge and context that I had not acquired.  
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Coffee Hour was the least formal of the “named” events in the department. No one was 

forced to attend. Graduate students were not graded on attendance, and no faculty 

members were assigned to show up. It may have been the type of event that graduate 

students learned about only when told by their officemates or research group members. 

There was no e-mail or paper notice to announce it. But a few people attended it every 

day of the workweek. 

 

These are the salient memories of Coffee Hour for me. They do not describe the setting 

completely, nor do they explain some objective “reality” of what went on, morning after 

morning. They represent the things (good and bad) that stood out to me, and some of my 

reasons for attending or not. Other people will have different key memories of this event.  

 

Participant Interviews 
 
The previous section was a look at my own recollection and observation of Coffee Hour. 

In the following section, a number of differences will be apparent in how this event is 

described. First, my memories are from long enough ago (more than 4 years) that the 

structure of Coffee Hour has changed. Coffee Hour also changes from semester to 

semester, in terms of who attends, how people participate, and what sequence of events is 

followed. Second, it is in some ways a different event for everyone who attends. For 

example, some people look upon it fondly, while others do not.  As an informal, evolving 

event it is likely to be ill defined and thus not well described by a single goal, opinion or 

interpretation. 
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What does Coffee Hour look like through the eyes of graduate students and faculty 

members of the department? During my interviews, I solicited information about Coffee 

Hour with questions like “What do you think the purpose or point of Coffee Hour is ?”, 

“How do you decide if you attend Coffee Hour?”, and “How would you describe Coffee 

Hour to someone from another astronomy department?” The Coffee Hour event itself was 

not observed or videotaped during this time, and none of the questions asked in 

interviews referred to specific instances of the event. Some people were describing the 

Coffee Hour event as it had been when they attended a few years ago, while others gave 

examples from the a Coffee Hour instance that had taken place the week of the interview.  

 

General Coffee 
 
The reader is reminded that more than one group of people may gather in the second floor 

lounge within the time period for Coffee Hour. There can be two concurrent but distinct 

events taking place. In the subsequent write-up, I will refer to the older, more general 

event as General Coffee. The newer event, where a recently posted astro-ph (submitted 

for peer-review but not necessarily accepted) article is discussed, will be called Pre-print 

Coffee in reference to the source of these astronomy research papers. For the purpose of 

discriminating between these two as they appeared in interviewee responses, I discuss 

what department members had to say about General Coffee first. Although only one 

graduate student and two faculty members spoke about General Coffee when asked about 
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Coffee Hour, their responses provide a view of Coffee Hour that supplements what was 

said by interviewees who spoke about Pre-print Coffee.  

 

At the same time as the pre-print discussion is taking place, there is often a group of 

people in the same space, standing away from the whiteboard and seated group. The 

group is involved in a less structured discussion; no one picks a topic for discussion 

ahead of time, and there are no e-mails sent around to announce General Coffee. The 

goals of this part of the discussion, as described by one graduate student and two faculty 

member respondents who indicated they participated in General Coffee, seem to be more 

varied than for the Pre-print Coffee. Descriptions of General Coffee included discussions 

of new science and projects, as well as a chance to interact socially with others in the 

department. Faculty member Jessie mentioned both aspects of Coffee Hour when asked 

about attendance, while identifying more with General Coffee, 

 

     Excerpt 2 
 

…that’s useful, uh, [you know] certainly [getting] to chat informally 
with students. It’s morphed a little bit from what it was a few years 
ago so now they, tend to have a, it’s like a mini journal club almost… 

 

General Coffee was discussed by both faculty members and by one graduate student as 

encompassing both science topics and non-science topics. They used informal terms like 

“meet”, “chat” and “catch up on” to describe the interaction.  
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Ten graduate students and three faculty member interviewees said they had attended or 

did attend Pre-print Coffee. Responses from graduate students who attended Pre-print 

Coffee instead of General Coffee indicated a tension based on which group a person 

attended, as expressed by graduate student Lori, 

     Excerpt 3 
 

…there’s always this, um, back and forth a little bit, amongst people that 
go to the [Coffee Hour area] at 10:35, where some of them go there for a 
social aspect some of them go there for a science aspect.  
 

Interviewees suggested that a person must choose one or the other, and that people who 

went to the two events had somewhat incompatible interests. Graduate student Anna, who 

said she attended General Coffee described Pre-print Coffee as serving people who 

wanted “as much science all the time as they can get,” a phrase structure which implied 

that this was not a good thing. People who attended Pre-print Coffee sometimes similarly 

cast General Coffee in a negative light. According to graduate student Bruce, General 

Coffee was an event for people who “only want to talk about, you know, what happened 

with [sports teams] last night.” Interestingly, respondents from both groups would often 

end such statements with a phrase like “which is fine,” even though their word choice in 

the statements had indicated otherwise. For instance, the use of  “only want to talk about” 

or  “as much science all the time” imply a negative judgment because they are referring 

to the event (of the two) that the interviewee does not attend.  

 

The majority of my interview questions that dealt with Coffee Hour concentrated on Pre-

print Coffee. Because this sub-event of Coffee Hour involved graduate students 
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presenting research articles and discussing them with colleagues, it fit this study more 

closely than did the General Coffee event. However, often respondents did not state 

explicitly to which part of Coffee Hour they were referring. In these cases, I looked to the 

other information contained in a response to judge which event was being discussed. For 

instance, papers or pre-prints are discussed at Pre-Print Coffee, whereas departmental 

news is discussed at General Coffee.  

 
Pre-Print Coffee 

 
When she was asked to describe what Coffee Hour was about, graduate student Erin gave 

the following response: 

     Excerpt 4 
 
[Coffee Hour] is just, a bunch of astronomers get together and informally 
discuss a paper, a new paper that comes out. 
 

This quote captures the main topics that other interviewees also covered. Although the 

event was described as informal, there existed regularities in the descriptions of how it 

was initiated and the roles of the people who attended.  

 

Table 4. Pre-print Coffee participation structure 

Pre-print Coffee structure Discussed in: 
 
A graduate student, postdoc or faculty 
member chooses a paper from the 
astro-ph listserv. This person initiates 
the event, but may not end up being a 
main presenter of the paper or its 
topic.  
 

  
 
 
Section “A new paper” 
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The initiator sends an e-mail to the 
Coffee Hour group announcing the 
paper title and author and what day 
she/he will bring the paper. 
 

 
 
Section “A bunch of astronomers” 

 
In addition to the initiator, people 
from the department (graduate 
students, postdocs and faculty 
members) gather in the second floor 
lounge to talk about the paper. This 
group is the initial audience, but one 
or more people who did not bring the 
paper may wind up talking the most 
about the paper.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
Section “A bunch of astronomers” 

 
An informal discussion takes place 
during which people make statements, 
ask questions, or remain silent.  
 

 
 
Section “An informal discussion” 

 

The majority of important events, decisions, complaints and other impressions that 

people in the department had of Coffee Hour centered around the steps listed above. The 

question of whether and what kind of paper was chosen (#1) and the issue of announcing 

the paper to the potential Pre-print Coffee attendees (#2), will be addressed first, in the 

section “A new paper.” The make-up of Pre-print Coffee attendees (#3) was prevalent in 

interviewee talk, and is considered next, in the section “A bunch of astronomers.” 

Finally, graduate students and faculty members had many things to say about the nature 

of Pre-print Coffee (#4), and this will be the topic of the section “An informal 

discussion.” Within many of these responses, a number of conflicting beliefs appeared 
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where norms for behavior were mutually inconsistent or where two opposing behaviors 

were mentioned as valuable.  

 

 “A new paper”  

Graduate students and faculty members described Pre-print Coffee as an informal 

discussion, which faculty member Sam explained was centered on “whatever’s on astro-

ph at the time.” This refers to a recently posted astronomy research pre-print from an 

online source called astro-ph and was the source of material for discussion as stated by 

many respondents. Astro-ph lists papers that have been submitted for peer reviewed 

journals but have not necessarily been accepted.  

 

Interviewees reported that the main requirement for Pre-Print Coffee to take place during 

Coffee Hour was that a paper was chosen. Eight graduate students and four faculty 

members talked about the paper explicitly in interviews. There were four categories or 

themes within interviewee comments on the paper brought for Pre-Print Coffee: (1) the 

concept of an “interesting” paper, (2) the paper as a representative of a topic or field of 

astronomy, (3) the paper as representative of work or effort for the person presenting it, 

and (4) the paper as related to graduate student and faculty member decisions about 

attending Pre-Print Coffee. 

 

An interesting paper 
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Francis, a faculty member, said that the purpose of Pre-Print Coffee was to keep up on 

“what’s interesting in astronomy,” and that this was accomplished through the papers that 

were discussed. Words like “interesting” and “new” were used by both graduate students 

(four out of eight) and faculty members (one our of four) who talked about the paper, to 

describe the type of paper that should be focus of Pre-Print Coffee. For graduate students, 

responses implied that there was a split between the concept of a paper that was 

interesting to the graduate student personally, and one that was intrinsically interesting. 

The latter was signified by a lack of reference to who the paper would be interesting.  

 

A paper as a topic, method or study 

Of the eight graduate students who mentioned the paper for Pre-Print Coffee, six of them 

talked about it in relation to a topic in astronomy. For instance, Lori said that she did not 

present papers at Pre-Print Coffee because “I don’t have a lot of papers that I know 

enough about.” Other graduate students used similar language, where the word “paper” 

could have been replaced with “astronomy topic,” maintaining the sense of the response. 

Two faculty members also used this sense of the word “paper.” Francis talked about 

printing out a paper and “hoping some expert will show up and tell me what’s going on.” 

The implication of this response was that Francis wanted to have an expert on the topic of 

the paper explain it. 

 

A paper as requiring effort 
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Five graduate students talked about the effort associated with being the person to pick a 

paper for Pre-Print Coffee. A few of these graduate students talked about the effort being 

variable, as seen in Erin’s comment that with some people, it “doesn’t really seem like 

they’ve read the entire paper,” while other people “will have read and highlighted and 

really gotten into an enormous amount of detail.” Others talked about brining a paper as 

representing the responsibility to do considerable work. For instance, Darius mentioned 

feeling obliged to “read it the night before, underline it, really come to an understanding 

of it.” The three faculty members who spoke about the effort required to bring a paper 

implied that the effort was small, using phrases like “presumably if you’ve read the 

paper, that’s a plus,” and “you can lead a discussion a little bit.” This contrasts with 

graduate student responses. 

 

A paper as incentive to attend 

Finally, both faculty members and graduate students spoke about how the paper was 

related to their decisions to attend Coffee Hour. Four graduate students spoke about this 

aspect explicitly, all saying that they were more likely to attend when they knew a paper 

would be presented and which paper it would be. Bill’s response is characteristic of the 

rest of the graduate students’ responses, “so if it’s a paper that I’m interested in, then I try 

to go.” Conversely, the three faculty members who spoke about this issue emphasized 

that they did not choose whether or not to attend Pre-Print Coffee based on which paper 

was being presented. This emphasis seems to imply that faculty members do not want to 
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be seen as favoring some paper topics over others, while graduate students expressed this 

as an acceptable criterion for choosing to attend or not attend this event. 

 

“A bunch of astronomers” 

There exists a departmental e-mail list for Pre-print Coffee. This list is made up of a 

subset of department members who have expressed an interest in knowing if a paper will 

be presented that morning. Five graduate students and two faculty members made 

references to this e-mail message in their interviews. The two faculty member responses 

were conflicting, between Sam’s statement that if someone had chosen a paper to bring to 

Pre-Print Coffee, an e-mail would be sent to the e-mail list, and Jessie’s comment that the 

once-regular e-mail which was sent out to announce a paper no longer seemed as “routine 

as it used to be.”  

 

Graduate students had more to say about the purpose and importance of the e-mail 

announcement. Four of the five graduate students said that either they or others were 

more likely to attend Pre-Print Coffee when the e-mail announcement was sent out. One 

student also related the e-mail announcement to a higher chance that the audience coming 

to Pre-Print Coffee might look at the paper ahead of time, increasing the probability for 

audience participation in the discussion.  

 

Attendance 
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After an e-mail announcement is sent out, some combination of graduate students, faculty 

members and postdoctoral fellows gather in the Coffee Hour area. Interviewees made 

comments about their own as well as other department members’ attendance. In all, 

eleven graduate students and seven faculty members spoke about attendance during their 

interviews. When interviewees spoke about their own Coffee Hour attendance, responses 

were split between two categories: (1) those who attended often or sometimes, and (2) 

those who attended rarely or never. Although these two groups described their attendance 

differently, they both painted a picture of Pre-print Coffee attendance as voluntary.  

 

Attending often or whenever possible 

Eight graduate students and four faculty members spoke about attending Pre-print Coffee 

often or when they could. Graduate students in this group spoke about attending if a 

science paper discussion was happening, if a paper was announced, or based on the topic 

of the paper. Two graduate students described walking by the second floor lounge 

casually to see if a paper would be discussed, as Lilly said by “sort of like checking out to 

see if anything’s going on.” They implied that they wished to attend when they knew a 

paper would be discussed, or if other people had gathered for Coffee Hour. 

 

Four graduate students said that their decision to attend depended on the topic of the pre-

print paper and whether the topic overlapped with their research interests. This was seen 

as acceptable to graduate students, implied by a lack of substantial explanation following 

their responses. Erika’s response is characteristic of this group: 
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     Excerpt 5 
 

…since then I’ve been kind of topic driven on, or if they’re talking about 
something that I’m interested in or something like that I join in. 

 

Faculty, on the other hand, said they did not attend when they had conflicting schedule 

items (like a course to teach or a meeting), but emphasized that they did not base their 

Pre-print Coffee attendance on the topic of the paper. Two faculty members’ responses 

included explanations of what kept them from attending. The sense of these responses 

was that an effort was made to attend when possible. Francis’s comment is typical of 

faculty members in this category: 

     Excerpt 6 
 

I go … when I basically [don’t] have to teach that morning and don’t have [a] 
proposal due the next day, then I will try to go,…no I don’t try to choose on [the] 
paper… 

 

Attending rarely or never 

 

Three graduate students and two faculty members said that they rarely or never attended 

Coffee Hour. Two of these graduate students said that a lack of time due to classes or 

other events was the reason they did not attend Pre-print Coffee. The third graduate 

student spoke of attending for a short time when the topic of discussion overlapped with a 

topic she wanted to know more about for an examination. Of the faculty members, one 

simply stated “nope” when asked about attendance (Alex), with no further explanation. 

The second faculty member cited conflicting meetings as the reason for not attending.  

The sense of these responses was that no special attempt was made to attend Pre-print 
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Coffee. In this category of responses, faculty members who did not attend did not try to 

explain why or gave short responses about not attending, indicating that it was acceptable 

to choose not to go.  

 

Explanations for not attending involved other activities in the department such as 

meetings, research, and classes (both the attendance of and the teaching of) that were 

taking place at the same time, as seen in graduate student Erik’s statement: 

 

     Excerpt 7 
 

I used to, uh, my classes haven’t allowed it for the past couple semesters…  
 

These other events were presented as reasonable explanations for not attending Coffee 

Hour, reinforcing the informal aspect of the gathering. This can be interpreted as placing 

the departmental importance of this event below many others, otherwise it would be 

necessary to justify a decision to not go.  

 

Others’ attendance  

A few graduate students spoke about faculty members’ attendance. Graduate student 

Robert commented on the relative representation of graduate students in the group: 

 

    Excerpt 8 
 

Yeah, it’s actually mostly grad students. Only a couple faculty ever come 
participate, um, and some postdocs. But I would say most actual 
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discussions, like 80% of the people actually sitting down are grad 
students.   

 

Another graduate student, Irene, highlighted low faculty member attendance as 

negative. Six graduate students commented on positive aspects of faculty member 

attendance, such as providing expertise to keep the Pre-print Coffee discussion 

moving and providing a “bigger picture” for discussions. Two graduate students 

commented on negative aspects of faculty member attendance, such as graduate 

students feeling less comfortable speaking up, and that faculty members might be 

keeping tabs on who attended the event. While faculty members commented on 

graduate student behaviors during Pre-Print Coffee, they did not speak about the 

frequency of graduate student attendance.  

 

A short intro 

 

According to interviewee responses, some department members attended Pre-

Print Coffee when a paper had been chosen.  Faculty member Sam reported that 

once enough people had gathered, the paper was described “in about 10 minutes.” 

None of the respondents had a specific number for how many people were 

enough, although graduate student Bruce mentioned that the Pre-Print Coffee 

group was “at most 10 people [participating].” 
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Graduate student Lilly’s response describes how an introduction to a paper might 

be structured:  

   Excerpt 9 
 

…and then you typically would just sort of go through and say a brief 
summary of [everything] and show the key plots, and maybe if there’s 
some background if you know this field, […] the whiteboard and, do a 
little intro… 
 

This response mimics how many faculty members described Pre-Print Coffee as an easy 

event to prepare for, as well as expresses the intrinsic conflict that many graduate 

students experienced in how easy preparation was for them. In the excerpt above, the 

language is structured to imply low effort, with terms like “brief”, “maybe” and “a little 

intro.” At the same time, these words are applied to terms that are more consequential, 

such as a “summary of everything” and “key plots.” Six graduate students spoke about 

how much effort was involved in preparing to present a paper for Pre-Print Coffee. Only 

one of these graduate students reported requisite preparation as low, because he felt it 

acceptable to bring a paper to the event and to ask other attendees to explain it. The other 

five graduate students’ responses expressed conflicting ideas – of the official preparation 

as low in general, but the preparation they themselves would do as high. Darius’s 

description made this conflict explicit: 

 

   Excerpt 10 
 
…and you’re supposed to be able to come there with something pretty 
unprepared, you know, and just sort of start a conversation and people will 
participate. In practice there’s this instability where, you know, the natural 
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tendency is for all of these events to become formal presentations of 
material that has been prepared.  

 

Four faculty members spoke about this initial part of the event, all of them using low-

effort descriptions of the process of bringing a paper to Pre-print Coffee. Jaime, for 

instance, explained that a person could “just bring it in and say, you know, I read through 

this last night, and here’s my impression of the results.” It may be that for faculty 

members the required preparation to introduce a paper was perceived as low because they 

found it an easier task, as posited by faculty member Sam in reference to faculty 

members and postdocs,  

   Excerpt 11 
 

…they’re a little more adept at just, you know, skimming through a paper 
and figuring out what the three most important things are and just talking 
about those, which is kind of the idea of [Pre-print Coffee]. 

 

 “An informal discussion” 

Following this introduction the wider group assembled is expected to discuss the paper, 

although respondents stated that not all participants needed to speak. An important 

characteristic of Pre-Print Coffee that showed up often in interviews was that it was a 

discussion. A few respondents each (faculty members and graduate students) also 

described Coffee Hour as “a chat”, “a conversation”, and “a dialog with people.” 

Responses implied that this was desirable, but not always actualized. The term 

“discussion” was used most often (seven graduate students and four faculty members). 

Within these responses, however, there seemed to be two understandings of the term 

“discussion.”  
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One interpretation was that the event was as a discussion because at the event people 

were talking with each other. About half of the graduate students and the majority of the 

faculty members used the term in this way, saying “discussion usually ensues” or that the 

attendees “informally discuss a paper.” The second interpretation implied a more passive 

sense, where Coffee Hour could be seen as a “scientific discussion group” in which 

speaking might or might not take place. Graduate student Julie said “I like to go to hear 

the discussion.” People who used this sense of the term talked about an event where not 

everyone spoke, sometimes almost no one spoke, but which was still called a discussion.    

 

A number of adjectives were used to describe what kind of discussion was supposed to 

take place, like “a real discussion”, “some sort of discussion” and “actual discussion.” 

These indicated that achieving this goal was not simple, and that when a group event was 

called a discussion it might be in name only. Some descriptions compared Pre-Print 

Coffee to less desirable events, such as graduate student Julie’s positive statement that it 

was “more discussion than presentation” and graduate student Robert’s comment that it 

was the opposite of “one person, dumping out the contents of their brain and you sitting 

there.” One faculty member contrasted Pre-Print Coffee with Colloquium. Another 

example of the failure to realize a whole-group discussion was given by graduate student 

Bill, who said that at times it was “more of a discussion between senior people.”   
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Overall, six graduate students and two faculty members talked about this aspect of Pre-

Print Coffee explicitly. In their responses, graduate students defined an actual discussion 

as “bringing everybody in”, “give and take”, being allowed to interrupt people, the 

existence of more than one speaker, and “not just doing a talk.” One faculty member 

likened the interaction to the way people spoke “one-on-one.” 

 

Many responses also labeled Pre-Print Coffee as an “informal discussion,” reinforcing 

that the character of the event was less rigid than others encountered in the astronomy 

department, but also as potentially less important. Most of the graduate students (ten of 

twelve) and faculty members (six of nine) used informal language, or the word 

“informal” to describe the event. Graduate students talked about the informal sense of the 

event using colloquial phrases like “spout ideas”, “kind of chat”, “about 10 minutes”, “a 

little bit”, and by giving hypothetical quotes of how others might speak at the event. One 

graduate student, Anna, recounted how a faculty member came to Coffee Hour with a 

paper and said something colloquially, like “this is a really cool result.”  

 

Both graduate students and faculty members used modifiers like “just come”, “basically”, 

and “maybe”, “some idea”, “might”, and “sort of” that implied Pre-print Coffee was easy 

event and lacked a rigid structure. The event was described with only general guidelines 

for how it proceeded. Perhaps it was not important for respondents to give strict 

guidelines because they were not a salient feature of the event. Since interviewees were 

asked to explain this event as they might to a hypothetical astronomer who was from 
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another department, their responses were likely aimed at this type of audience. Another 

possibility was that their responses were directed towards me as someone who had been 

part of the department and knew the setting. Or perhaps, because of the variable structure 

of the event, it was hard for respondents to describe Pre-print Coffee more precisely than 

this.  

 

Learning at Coffee Hour 

Both graduate students and faculty members who attended Coffee Hour said they found 

the event useful in a number of ways. Eleven graduate students and four faculty members 

spoke about learning at Coffee Hour.  Responses fell into two categories: (1) learning 

astronomy content and culture, and (2) the ways in which learning occurred.  

 

Astronomy content 

Seven graduate students and three faculty members spoke explicitly about learning 

astronomy content. For students, this included comments about specific topics like 

cosmology, a new science results that was discussed, or the intersection of what was 

being discussed with personal research interests. Faculty member Sam said that graduate 

students should be learning about how the topic of a pre-print paper related “to other 

things that you know about.” Another faculty member, Jaime, talked about graduate 

students at Coffee Hour asking “very simple clarifications in science coffee that are, are 

worthwhile.” Graduate students and faculty members said that it was important for 

students to acquire a broad knowledge of astronomy topics. Both graduate students and 
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faculty members spoke about how Pre-Print Coffee helped them keep current on new 

research results in astronomy. 

 

Graduate student, Jeff, perceived asking a simple question as potentially asking a stupid 

question: 

 

     Excerpt 12 
 

…asking almost a cartoon picture of what the physics happening is. Um, 
things that maybe I worry I should have learned in some intro astronomy 
class and either didn’t learn or just forgot. 

 

Faculty member replies also suggested that they considered Coffee Hour as an event at 

which students could learn and practice both content and cultural skills. This is seen in 

Sam’s comment about the goal of Coffee Hour:  

     Excerpt 13 
 
I think its, to sort of, broaden their perspective in astronomy and also, you 
know, understand what’s important out of papers, how to read papers and 
how to discuss papers and how to how to think on your feet about 
papers… 

 

Astronomy culture and the concept of “interesting” 

Seven graduate students and two faculty members spoke about learning or enacting 

astronomy culture practices at Pre-print Coffee. Student comments included learning 

“how you can criticize a paper,” “practicing talking about science,” and learning how to 

“skim over the daily brew every morning.” In the words of graduate student Bill, 

“explaining why the paper is important, um, that is usually more important to me than the 
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result of the paper,” because it was something he was still trying to learn to do. This 

category of responses seemed to involve ideals for the practice of academic astronomy 

and the behaviors of a professional astronomer. Faculty member Sam mentioned that 

students did not yet have skills like this, which led to a postdoc or faculty member 

leading Pre-print Coffee most often because they were “a little more adept at just, you 

know, skimming through a paper and, figuring out what the three most important things 

are.” 

 

Ten graduate students and four faculty members explicitly used the word “interesting,” 

“interest,” or “important” when speaking about either the pre-print paper, the topic of the 

paper, or attendance behavior at Pre-print Coffee. The use of these terms involved two 

distinct meanings of the concept of “interesting.” Nine graduate students and one of the 

faculty members used the term “interesting” as related to a person’s individual interest in 

a topic, as demonstrated by faculty member Jaime’s explanation of how a person should 

introduce a paper, “here’s my two or three minute summary of the paper, um, and why 

I’m interested in it.” Graduate student Erika spoke about her decision to attend Pre-print 

Coffee based on if the topic “was more interesting to me at the time.”  

 

The other meaning of the word “interesting” that showed up in interviewee responses was 

as an intrinsic quality, or value, of an astronomy topic. Four graduate students and two 

faculty members used the term in this way. This means that some graduate students’ 

responses included both senses of the term - the personal meaning sense and the intrinsic 



 
 

204

sense. An example of the use of “interesting” as an intrinsic quality is seen in graduate 

student Julie’s explanation that Pre-print Coffee involved somebody finding “the 

interesting paper that appeared on astro-ph that day.” Her response could imply that there 

is one paper that fits this criterion and that it will be the same paper regardless of who 

looks over the list of Astro-ph papers and chooses it. In two graduate students’ responses, 

it was not clear whether the meaning of “interesting” was personal or intrinsic to the 

paper, such as Bill’s explanation that “somebody brings in an interesting paper.”  

 

This mixture of both a personal and an intrinsic way of choosing what is considered 

“interesting” was mirrored in three graduate students’ descriptions of Pre-print Coffee as 

a place to learn the difference between a personal limit of knowledge (something that 

they did not understand or had questions about as individuals) versus what knowledge 

limit was intrinsic to the field of astronomy (something that had not been answered yet by 

astronomers). Graduate student Lori phrased this in terms of learning which questions 

were her own and which were “always going to be an issue” in an astronomy discussion. 

This conflict between personal interests and what the culture of astronomy found 

interesting was also expressed in graduate student Ian’s explanation that Pre-Print Coffee 

was a place to bring a paper to 

     Excerpt 14  
 

…get someone to explain to you what the details are and why its 
important and why its, you know, what’s interesting about it, because 
its not always obvious from reading a paper. It might sound interesting 
but you may not have the right context for it. 
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Faculty member interviewees described this in a way that implied it was an easy thing to 

choose, (Francis) “basically people bring in interesting papers.” However, faculty 

member Drew, who had required graduate students to do something similar in a class 

however, had found “the thing they had a hard time doing was picking out the interesting 

papers.” This may be an indicator that although it is important to know how to identify an 

interesting paper there are few guidelines for actually doing it. 

 

Passive or active learning 

Graduate student and faculty member comments about learning at Coffee Hour also fell 

into two categories, passive and active. Nine graduate students and three faculty members 

spoke about ways in which they or others learned during Coffee Hour. Passive views of 

learning included the concept of coming to Pre-print Coffee to listen to others talk about 

science, in order to learn. Graduate student Bill described attending and mostly listening 

to “stuff that they talk about that I’m interested in.” Many students looked to the faculty 

members to attend Pre-print Coffee so that some useful learning or explanation could 

take place.  

 

In other responses (some from the same people who spoke about passively learning), Pre-

print Coffee was spoken of positively as a place where a (Lilly) student “really felt like 

you were an apprentice,” faculty members came to talk about a paper they had read, and a 

place for a graduate student (Jeff) “to ask, I think, the dumbest of questions.” In contrast 

to other speaking events at the department, Pre-print Coffee was described by graduate 
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student Robert as not just involving “one person dumping out the contents of their brain 

and you sitting there.” 

 

Deeper themes 
 

Coffee Hour Roles 

An e-mail announcement was identified earlier as the method by which the Pre-print 

Coffee discussion was both initiated and announced, as well as the catalyst for 

assembling the “bunch of astronomers” that attended. The people involved in Coffee 

Hour included: someone who chose a paper, someone who sent the e-mail to the list, 

someone who presented the paper, someone who explained the paper, someone who 

participated in discussing the paper. Graduate students, postdoctoral fellows and faculty 

members were identified as the department members who took on these roles. 

Interviewee responses implied that there were no fixed roles and anyone who attended 

Coffee Hour could potentially carry out any of the associated tasks.  

 
Participants stated that varying group of graduate students, postdocs and faculty members 

attended Coffee Hour any day of the workweek.  No one reported attending Coffee Hour 

every single time it took place. Interview responses conveyed that graduate students, 

postdocs and faculty members could and did fill any or all of the roles, with greater or 

lesser difficulty. In addition, responses indicated that the roles (as defined below) 

overlapped for many participants. Overall, nine graduate students and four faculty 

members spoke about these roles. 
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Initiator and presenter roles 

The person who is responsible for choosing a paper from the recently posted pre-prints on 

astro-ph, sending e-mail to the Pre-print Coffee list, and attending the event will be called 

the initiator. The person who gives a short introduction of the paper to the group 

assembled will be called the presenter. If the person who chooses the paper for the day 

also introduces it and gives some background about the research, the initiator and 

presenter roles are filled by the same person. Six graduate students and four faculty 

members spoke about these two roles, and whether or not they overlapped. Three 

students saw the initiator as the presenter of the paper, while two students felt that 

initiator would present the paper only if he or she was an expert on the topic. The 

students who saw the initiator and presenter as combined, perceived this as requiring 

significant effort on their part to take on the roles satisfactorily, as explained by Darius 

because “I don’t want to feel judged for bringing some paper that you know, I supposedly 

am familiar with because I brought it to morning coffee.” In this case, familiarity with a 

paper meant having an understanding of its contents and context. One student felt that the 

initiator’s role was to bring a paper for discussion but not to have to speak about it, 

instead asking others present at Pre-print Coffee to explain the paper to him and the 

group.  

 

Three faculty members spoke about the initiator and presenter roles as the same, and as 

involving little preparation. Faculty member Sam, said that: 

     Excerpt 15 
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…obviously [there’s no], there’s very little preparation involved with 
morning coffee, I mean you just basically show up with a paper 
or…presumably if you’ve read the paper that’s a plus but, (laughs) its not 
always true… 
 

For faculty member Francis, this depended on personal knowledge of the topic, 

sometimes bringing a paper for “some expert to show up and tell me what’s going on,” 

and other times bringing a paper “that I really know very well” to explain to the group. 

Perhaps because faculty members already possess more knowledge about a paper or field 

than many graduate students, they do not need to read a paper ahead of time in order to 

be able to say something novel to the majority of the group. In the eyes of three students 

faculty members were, by definition, as experts. 

 

Audience member role 

Interviewees saw the audience at Coffee Hour as having a number of responsibilities, 

some of which are contradictory. Eight graduate students and all four faculty members 

who spoke about Coffee Hour roles had something to say about audience participation.  

 

Among the graduate students, one respondent described a non-speaking audience role 

when asked if she spoke during Coffee Hour (Lisa) , “oh no, no, I just listened to what 

other people were saying.” Two graduate students spoke of the audience as containing 

some people who listened and others who verbally participated in the discussion. All four 

faculty members’ comments were in this group, expressing that some people who 

attended Coffee Hour spoke and others did not. Graduate students were identified as the 
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audience members who spoke less, whereas more experienced astronomers spoke more. 

The other three faculty members talked more about the option for anyone in the audience 

to attend without speaking, or to speak and ask questions. As Jaime stated, “the coffee 

type discussions allow you to just go and listen in, or uh, ask very informal questions on a 

paper.” 

 

The remaining five graduate students spoke about the audience as people who asked 

questions, or helped create a discussion.  Julie voiced an expectation that the audience 

should help contribute to a discussion by reading the Pre-print Coffee e-mail and getting 

acquainted with the topic of the paper so they could be “prepared, if they have questions 

or interests.” If a presenter was not an expert on the paper topic then at least one member 

of the audience had to fill this role, which involved presenting information to the group. 

Two graduate student responses implied an awareness that if they brought a paper that 

they did not know much about, they were “kind of relying on your, your colleagues’ 

expertise to come in and help you” (Julie), again relying on one or more audience 

member to act as presenter.  

 

Expert role 

In interview responses the expert role seemed to be the most crucial role at Coffee Hour. 

Seven graduate students and two faculty members spoke about “experts.” Two of those 

graduate students and both faculty members associated experts explicitly with faculty 

members or senior researchers. For the other graduate students and both faculty members, 
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an expert was seen as a person in the group who knew more about the paper topic than 

others who were present. Without an expert or a faculty member present, respondents 

worried that: (1) the discussion had little chance of being successful in teaching the group 

something useful, (2) there would be no one to explain a paper, and (3) not much 

discussion would happen. Graduate student Irene worried that there would be too much 

time at Coffee Hour spent not knowing answers: 

     Excerpt 16 
 
So really you need experts there to sharpen up the questions to say,…“you know 
this is where this is new”, to sort of focus the discussion. Otherwise, it’s a bunch 
of grad students performing a random walk…, because every which way you turn, 
someone’s like, “well what about this, but I don’t know”, and “what about that” 
“but I don’t know”, so there’s just like a whole lot of “I don’t know, I don’t know, 
I don’t know.” 

 

Another graduate student, Julie, felt that she got “more useful references” to science 

literature when an expert was present. A third graduate student, Bruce, felt that the 

presence of faculty members as experts meant more contributions to the discussion and 

that, as a result of this, people who were “on the edge of participating are more likely to 

come over and participate.” This is consistent with earlier statements by students who 

said they came to the Coffee Hour area to see what kind of discussion might be taking 

place before deciding whether to stay. 

 

Faculty member Francis indicated that even a senior graduate student could fill the role of 

expert. However, seven graduate students spoke in a way that implied they were still 

learning this expert role in preparation for a career in professional astronomy, and that 
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they did not consider themselves to be experts yet. Graduate student Lori explicitly stated 

this as “grad students, [we] just haven’t had very long to become experts.” Comments 

about remaining silent during Pre-print Coffee, about coming to Pre-print Coffee to have 

others explain the context or importance of a paper, and about student actions in contrast 

to faculty members or experts all paint a picture of students who do not often take on an 

expert role. For instance, graduate student Jeff spoke about the importance of faculty 

member attendance: 

     Excerpt 17 
 

The best discussions happen when faculty show up because they tend to 
know the answers to some of the questions, whereas when it’s all students 
we can sometimes be the blind leading the blind… 

 

For those students who saw the presenter’s role as overlapping with the expert role, 

choosing to be a presenter meant a large investment of time and effort.  In the following 

quote graduate student Darius explained how he would prepare to be a presenter,  

     Excerpt 18 

go ahead and read it the night before, underline it, really come to some 
sort of understanding of it and then present it, with a introduction and 
criticism.  
 

This response seems to combine the expert role, of really coming to some sort of 

understanding, with the presenter role.  

 

Ideals at Pre-print Coffee 

Interviewees expressed that the goal of the Pre-print Coffee event is to be an idealized 

discussion about an interesting, new, astronomy research paper. The event is loosely 
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structured – there may or may not be an e-mail to announce it and the initiator may or 

may not read the paper ahead of time.  A handful of people participates and talks during 

the event. Attendance is considered voluntary and it is acceptable for people to not attend 

due to conflicting schedule items or their perception that the event is not useful. Many of 

the themes that have been reported on in this section on Coffee Hour combine together to 

highlight the norms and values that department members identify with an ideal Pre-print 

Coffee.  

 

Both graduate students and faculty members expressed notions of how an ideal Pre-Print 

Coffee should progress or how they would like it to look. The ideals expressed were most 

often related to people’s behavior and whether or not the various roles of Pre-print Coffee 

were fulfilled successfully. Graduate student Bill’s description of the event encapsulates a 

number of ideals: 

     Excerpt 19 
 

So in my opinion, a successful morning coffee is a nice even discussion 
between faculty, postdocs and grad students, where,…um, well okay so 
that’s the second part, the first part is somebody brings an interesting 
paper and they give a nice introduction explaining why the paper is 
important.  

 

Three ideals that both graduate students and faculty members brought up for Pre-print 

Coffee were of: (1) having an interesting paper to discuss, (2) having a lively, productive 

discussion, and (3) having a setting where people felt comfortable asking questions and 

speaking. The first ideal is tied to the initiator role as well as the notion of what 

constitutes an “interesting” paper in astronomy. The second and third ideals depend on all 
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roles – of initiator, of presenter, of participant/audience member, and of expert. In the 

replies that interviewees gave, the last two ideals also relied on a sense of friendliness and 

responsibility. A notion of being friendly or respectful of the choices that initiators make 

is seen in graduate student Lilly’s statement about bringing a paper to Pre-print Coffee, 

but not being an expert: 

 

     Excerpt 20 
 

I think people could be a little bit more appreciative of the fact that 
someone’s taken the time to bring a paper […] didn’t like, exhaustively 
research it. 

 

The notion of communal responsibility was related to cooperation and to the time and 

effort that graduate students and faculty members had to invest in order for this event to 

take place. As mentioned earlier in the section on Attendance, coming to Pre-print Coffee 

was not necessarily easy to do, whether due to schedule conflicts or the need to prepare 

ahead of time. Six graduate students talked about participation at Pre-print Coffee 

involving giving their time and effort, by picking and preparing (or reading) a paper and 

by attending and speaking. This is expressed by graduate student Lori in her description 

of Pre-print Coffee as requiring effort: 

     Excerpt 21 
 

So you have to put energy to push it the other way. So you need people 
to really care about Coffee to bring papers. 

 
Summary 

Respondent characterizations 
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The strongest similarities running through graduate student and faculty member  

responses were that Pre-print Coffee was supposed to be an informal, easy to attend 

discussion between graduate students and faculty members about a new research result. 

In interviews, Pre-print Coffee was a loosely defined, yet important, event for a number 

of graduate students and faculty members in this department. It presented participants 

with opportunities for learning, both about astronomy topics and about how to behave 

like an astronomer. People expressed a variety of beliefs about the goals and benefits of 

Pre-print Coffee. Within some of these many beliefs lies the potential for conflicting 

values, which may explain some of the problems that interviewees experienced with the 

event.    

 

Learning 

Both graduate students and faculty members spoke about Pre-print Coffee as a good 

place to learn about astronomy research and how to think like an astronomer. In some 

cases, Pre-print Coffee was seen as a way to save the time it would take for one person to 

keep current on all the research that appeared on astro-ph each day. However, 

interviewees also spoke of problems in the realization of this goal. Graduate students and 

faculty members mentioned that it was hard to learn something new if no expert was 

present to guide the discussion, or if the person who brought the paper had not invested 

time in understanding it. Graduate students said that they felt their questions were simple 

or stupid, and for some graduate students this resulted in a decision not to ask questions 
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at Pre-print Coffee. In addition, the paper brought to Coffee Hour was seen as 

representative of an astronomy topic or research result to learn about.  

 

Time and effort 

The wish to save time, or the existence of more activities than time to participate in them 

all, was expressed by both graduate students and faculty members. In addition, 

interviewees touted Pre-print Coffee (or at least the ideal version) as requiring little effort 

to participate in and present at. Some complaints about Coffee Hour and Pre-print Coffee 

specifically dealt with the time and/or effort that interviewees felt they needed to invest in 

order to participate. This was seen in graduate student comments about the effort required 

to prepare to present a paper and to take the time to attend. It was also present in faculty 

member comments about finding the time to attend Pre-print Coffee. While faculty 

members found the event relatively easy (low effort required) to prepare for, graduate 

students expressed a wider range of experiences, including needing considerable effort to 

prepare for presenting a pre-print at Coffee Hour.  

 

Active participation/discussion 

One of the main themes that interviewees spoke about in relation to Pre-print Coffee was 

the informal, or actual, discussion that took place there compared to at other speaking 

events in the department. A “real” discussion was praised as leading to more learning for 

both graduate students and faculty members. Again, however, there were problems in 

achieving this ideal. Some graduate students and faculty members reported that Pre-print 
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Coffee was more formal than the ideal, because graduate students did not participate 

often and felt that it was often “more of a discussion between the senior people.”  To 

others the Pre-print Coffee audience seemed more judgmental than was ideal. For 

instance, one graduate student preferred the “zero expectations version of…[Pre-print 

Coffee]” but “unfortunately, its just not always easy to keep it at that level,” which he 

related to some graduate students’ reluctance to speak up. The fear of asking stupid 

questions also came up in graduate student responses, and for some graduate students this 

prevented them from helping create the desired lively discussion at Pre-print Coffee.  

 

Faculty members were aware that graduate students were nervous about speaking at 

Coffee Hour, but they felt it was a more friendly, encouraging event than others at the 

department. Francis believed that graduate students at least felt “pretty comfortable 

asking questions,” and identified the existence of a core group of graduate students who 

were considered to be “quite active” in a positive way, implying a wish that more 

graduate students behaved this way. Another faculty member mentioned that graduate 

students did not speak up as often as faculty members or postdocs at Coffee Hour, and 

that this was unfortunate. 

 

Finally, some interviewees spoke of an unprepared audience, people who had come to 

Pre-print Coffee but had not read the paper, as hindering a good discussion. In contrast, 

the attendance of an expert or a presenter who was prepared to discuss the paper could 

help encourage an active discussion. The notion of intrinsic value to a lively, active 



 
 

217

discussion seems to point to an ideal in this community of astronomers attending and 

engaging in this type of activity.  

 

Responsibility: to the community vs. to the individual 

This category emerges from interviewee complaints about a perceived failure by graduate 

students and faculty members to accept a responsibility to the group or to the 

departmental astronomy community. The concept of responsibility came up in complaints 

about people’s failure: to choose a paper to bring, to read and prepare a Coffee Hour 

presentation on a paper, to participate in discussion, to attend if one was an expert 

(faculty member), and to attend and read the paper as an audience member.  

 

The concept of friendliness also came up in graduate student complaints about how a 

speaker was judged harshly if she or he had not put in enough time and effort to provide 

expertise about a paper. It was also mentioned in conjunction with the fear graduate 

students had of being judged harshly by faculty members for the questions they asked. 

Both of these notions seemed to be about individuals being friendly, but not about a 

responsibility to be friendly. 

 

Expertise and intellectual identity concerns 

The “expert” was mentioned in both graduate student and faculty member responses as 

vital to sustaining a lively discussion at Pre-print Coffee to help those present learn about 

the paper topic. For graduate students, the expert was most often identified as a faculty 
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member or postdoc. There were a number of issues that interviewees mentioned in regard 

to the presence of an expert. Pre-print Coffee was perceived by some graduate students as 

not being the kind of discussion where faculty members and graduate students were 

interacting, like in other institutions where “everyone just really sits [around a big table]” 

and famous faculty members help the group distinguish the important from the trivial 

results of the day. This complaint seemed to be that the expert role was not being filled 

regularly or with commitment by faculty members, so that graduate students were not 

having the chance to learn how to critically read new literature. Faculty members were 

also aware that if no one present knew much about the pre-print paper topic, Pre-print 

Coffee was not very useful for learning. 

 

There was a second category of complaints or problems relating to expertise, as a 

characteristic that graduate students were supposed to be developing. Graduate students 

expressed concerns about being judged on their intellect at Pre-print Coffee: on a paper 

that they brought and how much work they had put into this, for a statement they made or 

a question they asked, and how this reflected on their intellect. Both faculty members and 

graduate students were aware that it was possible to assess graduate students at Pre-print 

Coffee. Faculty members and graduate students commented on how their own behavior 

might be judged or how they judged other people’s behavior.  

 

For a few graduate students, the decision to not speak up or bring a paper to Pre-print 

Coffee seemed to coincide with a perceived lack of the skills that an ideal astronomer 
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should possess, or that the graduate student should be developing. Graduate student Anna 

highlighted a fear of displaying this deficiency, 

     Excerpt 22 
 
 I might or might not, you know, say anything anyway just because, you 

know, there are very smart people at [Pre-print Coffee] and, you know, 
I don’t want to appear stupid.  

 

The assumptions that interviewees had to make about other people’s intentions and 

actions in order to explain their worries about people judging them stand out in these 

responses. In Anna’s statement above she worries about being judged as stupid by people 

who she has judged to be smart. Other statements by graduate students and faculty 

members contained similar personal worries about their own simplistic questions being 

found lacking compared to other people’s supposedly more thoughtful questions.  

 

Even the graduate students who said they spoke up at Pre-print Coffee considered it to 

put them at risk of sounding, being judged as, or looking stupid, which was not desirable. 

These graduate students expressed a positive overall view of Pre-print Coffee however, 

as represented by the remark that “it’s an open venue, I think, to ask the dumbest of 

questions.” In other words, graduate students considered questions they had about science 

to be simple, sometimes stupid and that these were low-value questions. While this 

prevented some graduate students from speaking up, for others it was seen as acceptable 

to ask stupid questions.  
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Graduate students seemed specifically worried about faculty members’ judgment. They 

said that speaking up and asking questions was easier when only other graduate students 

were around, and that it was more difficult when faculty members were present. This 

raises a contradiction because the participation of faculty members in their capacity as 

experts was also considered to be important.  Graduate students spoke about faculty 

member participation bringing quality to the event – discussion was more likely to take 

place, interesting papers were more likely to be chosen, and more people were likely to 

participate.  There seemed to be a conflict in wanting to avoid faculty member judgment 

for negative behaviors (like silence or simple questions), yet still wanting the benefit of 

faculty members’ participation and even notice for ideal behaviors (like participating in a 

voluntary event). Graduate student Robert commented on this explicitly: 

     Excerpt 23 
 

I feel like most people [who] are in positions of power, or whatever, don’t 
actually know who anyone is anyway, so [if] you don’t say anything they 
still won’t know who you are, so its not like they’re giving you bad points. 
You’re just not getting necessarily any points. I don’t know, or maybe 
they see you coming regularly and then when they finally meet you 
they’re like “oh yeah, they’re that person I’ve seen in this place.” 

 

One faculty member spoke about graduate student questions being more simple, or 

intended for personal clarification, but in contrast to graduate student beliefs called these 

types of questions “worthwhile.” Another faculty member expressed concern about 

his/her own question “wasting everyone’s” time. As with graduate student statements 

about judgment, the perception of wasting other people’s time is based on an assumption 

about those people’s intentions, knowledge or interests with respect to one’s own.  
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Event 2 - Journal Club 

This section deals with Journal Club. Like Coffee Hour, the presenters at this event 

discuss someone else’s research, not their own. However this event was ranked as higher-

stakes than Coffee Hour. It meets regularly, and more department members attend. There 

is a schedule of presenters published on-line. 

 

Researcher Memories 
 
I often attended the one-a-week, departmental Journal Club to eat lunch and listen to 

others talk about new research papers when I was a graduate student.  I dreaded giving 

Journal Club. In all the years I was a graduate student in the department, I may not have 

asked a single question at Journal Club. My memory tells me that I presented between 

two and four articles during that time. I attended this event much more regularly than 

Coffee Hour.  

 

I regarded Journal Club as almost mandatory. There were no grades given for 

participation when I was a graduate student. Or, I do not remember taking Journal Club 

for credit. Not all of the graduate students in the department attended, and neither did all 

of the faculty members. However for me there was a sense that it was a good idea to go. I 

felt that faculty members might look less favorably on me if I did not attend. It was good 

to want to learn about topics that were not in your field of study, and the variety of 

presentation made this easy. I think that I wanted to be the type of graduate student who 

looked forward to attending Journal Club, but that I was not. One of my closest friends in 
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graduate school went, so I went as well. People brought their lunch, from home or 

purchased on campus.  

 

Presenting a paper in Journal Club meant you had to choose a paper ahead of time. When 

I was a graduate student, there was a sign-up list that was passed around the room at the 

beginning of each semester. It may have been passed around later, as well, if all the day 

and timeslots for the semester were not yet filled. A different postdoc or faculty member 

was in charge of looking after this list, and Journal Club in general, every semester or 

year. It was his or her job to send out an e-mail announcement to the entire department 

with the details of who was speaking that week, on which paper. There were usually two 

slots, 30 minutes each, one person per slot. It was also an unwritten rule during my time 

in the graduate program that each graduate student should try to present one Journal Club 

per year. I felt that this was something considered to be “good for the students.” I always 

interpreted the once/year limit as a lower limit because I couldn’t imagine someone 

wanting to present more often than the minimum. 

 

Most people presented just one paper during their 30 minutes. Once in a while someone 

presented two – especially if the paper topics were connected. The time was meant to 

include the presentation and a period for questions, but I don’t remember a consistent 

guideline about how to divide the time. I also do not recall ever going to a faculty 

member to ask about how to structure a Journal Club presentation or to talk about the 

science in a paper I had chosen. I think I learned the format for giving a presentation from 



 
 

223

watching others at Journal Club. I may not have practiced any of my presentations in 

front of my peers, either. One of the themes that ran through my graduate experience in 

astronomy was that it was better (more like an astronomer, maybe) to do as much work as 

possible on my own. This meant not asking for help choosing or understanding a paper 

for Journal Club because the ability to do so was something I should know how to do 

myself. At the very least, I should be able to figure it out on my own. Something about 

asking for help, especially from a faculty member, felt like cheating, because the 

presentation would then not represent my own abilities. 

 

This approach to preparing for Journal Club made me nervous about the questions I 

might get from people in the audience. Even after spending many hours (between 6 and 

8) reading the paper, trying to understand it, outlining my presentation and then writing it 

out on overhead slides, I felt that I was still grossly under-prepared to handle questions 

about the paper. If I did not understand every last detail of the arguments and the physics, 

I felt that I was not ready to talk about it. My biggest fear was that I would have to say “I 

don’t know” over and over again in answer to any questions. My memory of facts is poor, 

and when I am nervous I have an even harder time recalling something from memory. 

My goal for a Journal Club presentation was to get through my slides and the questions 

somehow and to not have to present again soon. 

 

In my first years of graduate study, many people used an overhead projector and (plastic) 

slides that were either written out by hand or had text and graphs printed onto them. The 
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latter required using special overhead slides that didn’t melt in the printer. I tried to make 

nice-looking, colorful slides. Sometimes I tried to add something humorous to my 

presentation, whether in the title or the body of the text. 

 

I was nervous about the prospect of standing in front of people and talking about science. 

In spite of my fear of presenting, my fear of questions and my lack of enthusiasm about 

Journal Club, I presented once per year during my first few years, and I attended fairly 

regularly through my first many years. The decision was based on the belief that this is 

what astronomers did, and since I wanted to be an astronomer, I should do it, too. And I 

hoped that I would learn to like it.  

 

Participant Interviews 
 
The previous section was a look at my own recollection and observation of Journal Club. 

In the following section, a number of differences will be apparent in how this event is 

described by interviewees. For instance, Journal Club changes from semester-to-semester 

in terms of who presents papers and how the faculty member in charge of teaching it 

defines the one-credit course aspect of the event. 

 

What does Journal Club look like through the eyes of graduate students and faculty 

members of the department? During the interviews, information about Journal Club was 

solicited with questions like “What do you think the purpose or point of Journal Club 

is?”, “How do you decide if you attend Journal Club?”, and “How would you describe 
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Journal Club to someone from another astronomy department?” Two Journal Club events 

were observed and videotaped during this time, and some of the questions asked in 

interviews referred to these two specific instances of the event. This meant that different 

respondents were describing two different instances of Journal Club when speaking about 

the event they had attended. However, when speaking of their own experiences 

presenting or attending Journal Club, interviewee responses covered a similar time range 

as with Coffee Hour responses. Some people were describing Journal Club as it had been 

when they attended a few years ago, while others gave examples from the event that had 

taken place the week of the interview.  

 
What is Journal Club? 
 
When asked what Journal Club was about, graduate student and faculty member 

responses encompassed three main categories: (1) the structure or program of the event, 

(2) the character of the event, and (3) the purpose of the event. Eleven graduate students 

and all nine faculty members had something to say about this topic. The first two 

categories, program and character, included some overlapping responses that were likely 

due to the changing nature of Journal Club from semester to semester. One example of 

this was faculty member feedback to graduate student presentations, which was assumed 

by some faculty member respondents as an official feature of the event, and yet 

recognized by other faculty members and graduate students as voluntary and rarely taking 

place. Another example of the blurring of these two categories is demonstrated in faculty 

member Pat’s statement about the less “stressful” speaking situation for graduate students 

at Journal Club: 
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     Excerpt 24 
 

…they’re not defending anything, and also in front of people who are 
just interested, not in evaluating the student but more in learning about 
the material. 

 

 This comment could be interpreted as being part of the program of events, in that the 

audience’s role is not to evaluate the graduate students. However, it could also be seen a 

description of the friendliness of the event, even though some faculty members in 

attendance may be responsible for giving the graduate students speakers feedback. 

Certain aspects of Journal Club, that may at one point be official and at other times not, 

may present attendees with conflicting rules for participation, as will be seen in the 

section on Journal Club paper selection. Graduate student Bruce commented on this 

explicitly: 

     Excerpt 25 
 

Frankly, it changes a lot depending on who’s running the Journal Club. 
Like how it flows, if they actually get people signed up for it or not, um 
and what tone they want to set… 

 

The program  
 
Structured events follow a program of what takes place, when, in what order, and who is 

responsible. This is what gives events structure. One category of responses to a question 

about the nature of Journal Club was a description of the program. Six graduate students 

and five faculty members spoke about the structure of Journal Club. When she was asked 

to describe what Journal Club was about to someone from another astronomy department, 

graduate student Irene had the following response: 
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     Excerpt 26 
 

I would say give, uh, two half hour talks back to back. Each one’s about 
20 minutes, 25 minutes, and you have some questions. And people, uh, 
pick whatever they want and [just nominally are] supposed to pick things 
that aren’t in their field, but more often than not people pick things in their 
own fields.  

 

This description identifies that there are two presentations, how long each one is, and that 

the audience asks the speaker questions. It also touches on a category that will be covered 

in greater detail later in this section, that of what kind of paper topic presenters are 

expected to (and actually do) choose. As mentioned earlier, some respondents (three 

faculty members) spoke about feedback as if it was part of the program, or automatic 

result a graduate student presentation at Journal Club.  

 

Table 5. Participation structure for Journal Club 

Journal Club structure Discussed in: 

 
Two department members (graduate 
students, postdocs or faculty members) 
sign up to present a paper at Journal 
Club for a particular date. Each chooses 
a paper from the astro-ph listserv and is 
the main presenter of the paper. The 
organizer for Journal Club sends an e-
mail to the department announcing who 
will be presenting papers that week, 
and giving the paper citations. 
 

  
 
 

Section “The paper” 

 
People who will present papers at 
Journal Club prepare their 
presentations. 
 

 

Section “The presentation” 
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In addition to the organizer and 
presenters, people from the department 
(graduate students, postdocs and faculty 
members) gather in the room that is 
reserved for Journal Club to hear about 
the paper.  

 

 

 

Section “Attendance” 

 
During Journal Club, the people who 
have signed up to review papers give 
presentations to the audience. 
 

 
 
Section “The presentation” 

 
Occasionally during a presentation, but 
mostly after each presentation, the 
audience will ask questions and talk 
about the paper. Not everyone in the 
audience will ask a question during 
Journal Club. 
 

 

 

Section “Questions” 

 
If a graduate student has presented a 
paper, she or he might receive feedback 
after the event from the organizer, other 
graduate students, postdocs, or other 
faculty members who attended. 
 

 
 
 
Section “Feedback” 

 

As seen in Excerpt 25 above, there is the mention of an organizer for Journal Club, who 

is responsible for finding department members who will present papers. One graduate 

student, Erik, reported that for some graduate students, Journal Club could be taken as a 

class when he explained that “it’s also a one unit elective, and if you do you’re kind of 

expected to do a talk.” This was echoed by a faculty member comment about what was 

expected if you were “teaching Journal Club,” such as having to find people to sign up as 

presenters. 
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The character 
 
Another way to describe an event is with a description of what is expected of participants 

and how the event compares to other events. I have grouped these types of responses 

under “the character” of Journal Club. Eight graduate students and eight faculty members 

spoke about what the expectations were of the speaker in terms of presentation and 

answering questions and how the audience behaved. There were also responses that 

compared Journal Club with other astronomy or departmental events, such as a national 

conference, Coffee Hour, graduate courses and the weekly Colloquium.  

 

Faculty member Jessie describe Journal Club as “a very friendly environment” in 

comparison to a national or international meeting. Another faculty member, Jaime, said it 

was meant to be a “general discussion” on the topic of the paper being presented, and that 

in evaluating graduate student performance, “I would certainly give them a break in terms 

of understanding how this fits within…competing theories or something [like that].” 

Faculty member Pat reported that “generally there are a lot of questions in Journal Club”, 

while Jean echoed that “its internal, so a friendlier audience.” In contrast, graduate 

students’ comments did not portray Journal Club as characteristically friendly. For 

instance, Lilly said about the audience “you just feel like they’re going to go after you,” 

and Irene commented that “you feel like you’re kind of, you’re on display and you’re 

being judged.”  Graduate student responses also included Darius’s statement that “I feel 

that its an unwritten rule that you should go to Journal Club”, and Jeff’s description that 
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“its usually someone trying to talk about something outside their field to people outside 

the field and so everyone’s a little bit slower.”  

 

Both graduate students and faculty members compared Journal Club to other events as a 

way of describing it. For instance, faculty member comments included the observation 

that graduate students asked less simple questions than they did in Pre-print Coffee, and 

that less interaction and discussion went on at Journal Club than at Pre-print Coffee. 

Daryl ranked it as a less “formal presentation” than Colloquium. Graduate student 

comparisons also included Jeff’s assertion that the questions that might be asked at 

Journal Club were more like those at a conference “rather than the kind of things we got 

at our oral prelim” exam. Erik said he considered presenting at Journal Club as 

“intrinsically different, I think, than a lecture” because the research presented at Journal 

Club was not as time-tested as that in a textbook, and also different from speaking about 

his own research, on which he was more of an expert. He also ranked Journal Club as 

more formal than Pre-print Coffee. Finally, Julie identified presentations for Journal Club 

as more like a “formal talk” in comparison with the informal discussions of Coffee Hour.  

 
The purpose 
 

The third category of graduate student and faculty member responses on what Journal 

Club was about, dealt with its purpose. Eight graduate students and all nine faculty 

members spoke about what purpose they believed Journal Club had. Responses included 

two main themes, (1) of an arena for graduate students to learn and practice speaking 
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about astronomy research, and (2) of a chance for both graduate students and faculty 

members to learn about new research in a variety of topics.  

 

Practice 

Five graduate student and nine faculty member responses included statements about 

Journal Club as a place or event where graduate students could practice giving a science 

talk. This involved practicing speaking style, presenting scientific research to an audience 

of astronomers, and answering audience questions. Faculty member Jessie’s reply is an 

example of this: 

     Excerpt 27 
 

…for students just the practice of getting in front of an audience and 
talking for half and hour and trying to convey something, of 
information and analysis, of course is important.  

 

Other faculty members made comments similar to Daryl’s description of the purpose of 

Journal Club for graduate students as “to get them used to presenting scientific work.” 

Graduate student Erik spoke about the purpose as to “give people in the department an 

opportunity to hone their presenting skills.” Interviewee responses included both general 

statements of putting together a talk or presentation as, as well as the concept of 

physically standing and speaking in front of an audience.  

 

One graduate student and six faculty members also talked about Journal Club as an 

opportunity for graduate students to practice how to choose a good paper to present, and 

understand and critique the arguments made in the paper. Graduate student Lisa spoke 
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about “taking a paper, digesting it in your mind and kind of spitting out what are some of 

the important results.” For faculty members, this aspect was as important for graduate 

students to be practicing (or learning), as the physical act of speaking in front of an 

audience. Their responses were similar to those given about the point of Pre-print Coffee, 

where learning to pick an “interesting paper” was again relevant.  Faculty member Jaime 

referred to both aspects, “both the presentation side of it, and the ability to discuss topics 

and, and you know,…what the issues are, is something that grad students should be able 

to do well or should practice as, as they go through grad school.” 

 

Learning or keeping up with the literature 

The second theme that arose in this category of responses was related to astronomy 

research literature. Six graduate students and five faculty members spoke about this 

aspect of the purpose of Journal Club, with a slightly different focus depending on 

graduate student or faculty member status. Faculty members all spoke about the difficulty 

of one person reading all the new research that was constantly being published, and 

described this process as “keeping up” with the literature. Graduate students, on the other 

hand, spoke more about “learning” the extent of the literature. Three graduate students 

(and one faculty member) responses dealt directly with this version of the purpose of 

Journal Club with respect to the literature. This different choice of words, of “keeping up 

with” in contrast to “learning” seems to imply a model whereby graduate students must 

first learn a body of knowledge, after which they will then have (as professional 

astronomers) to keep up with new knowledge. None of the respondents made this 
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statement explicitly, however there was a difference in the terms used by graduate 

students and faculty members, as seen in the following comments by graduate student 

Jeff,  

     Excerpt 28 
 

Its, uh, a way for me to learn that certain fields exist that I didn’t know 
existed before, um, or what relevant [problems] in certain fields are 

 

and faculty member Drew, 

     Excerpt 29  
 

Also for me, I don’t have time, I used to read the ApJ. (laughs) I know I 
used to read a lot more papers. Now I read, like, abstracts, maybe you 
know of a paper, but you know, it’s very hard to follow the whole 
literature in lots of different fields.  

 

Faculty responses also incorporated the concept of learning about topics outside of their 

research specialty from other experts who presented papers in Journal Club. Interviewee 

responses about the choice of paper topic will be discussed in the next.  

 

The paper 
 
Most people interviewed (ten graduate students and nine faculty members) had 

something to say about choosing a paper to present at Journal Club. The categories that 

came up frequently in regard to the paper, was that: (1) it was meant to be someone else’s 

research (not that of the speaker), (2) whether a speaker should choose a paper close to 

her/his research field or not, and (3) that it should be new, good or interesting.  
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“Someone else’s work”  

Five graduate students and four faculty members made comments about how a paper for 

Journal Club should be on “someone else’s work,” in other words not a paper of which 

the presenter was an author.  Graduate student Lisa said that she had been told to pick a 

paper that “had been written by people that really were not in the department,” so that the 

group assembled for Journal Club would not be “grilling somebody else’s work who may 

or may not be in the same room, too.” In both suggestions, that the work not be the 

speaker’s and that it not be that of someone at the department, the justification was that it 

would be less personally hurtful if the paper was presented and questioned critically by 

the people at Journal Club. There was a sense in responses that this guideline for paper 

selection was meant to allow for some sort of treatment of the work that could be harsh, 

or that it might allow the people gathered for Journal Club to forgo some sort of 

politeness.  

 

Faculty comments about the notion of a speaker presenting a paper that was not her or his 

own focused on the perceived benefits for graduate student speakers. First, as Daryl 

explained, Journal Club was meant to  

     Excerpt 30 
 

get them used to presenting scientific work. And in this case, they don’t 
have to defend it as their own, so there isn’t as much, uh, much of a 
fear factor of putting forth their work for judgment…they’re just 
reporting on someone else’s work, but it gets them in front of an 
audience. It gets them able to handle some questions, uh, just 
techniques of presentation… 
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Other faculty member responses involved a similar sentiment that by presenting a paper 

that was not their own work, graduate students would be able to practice giving a 

scientific talk without the fear of judgment. Pat, for instance, said that “if the paper is 

bad, or the work criticized the student doesn’t necessarily have to take that personally” 

and stressed that since it was not the graduate student’s work, that graduate student would 

not have to be defending anything and no one would be looking to evaluate that graduate 

student. Another benefit to having to presenting a paper that was not one’s own work was 

mentioned by Jean, that even a first-year graduate student who did not have a research 

project to present (as a way to practice speaking about science) could participate in 

Journal Club. Overall, faculty member responses implied that they believed it was 

valuable for graduate students to have practice speaking about science, and that speaking 

about someone else’s research should make graduate students less nervous about 

speaking in front of a group. 

 

Graduate student responses implied a more varied experience than the hypothetical low-

pressure presentation of someone else’s work implied by faculty member replies. Darius 

spoke about the constant feeling of being judged in academia, but that at Journal Club,  

     Excerpt 31 
 

…if you’re not talking about your own stuff then its okay to, you know, 
to tell the audience that its trash. Its okay if the audience tells you that 
its trash, you know, and uh, its okay…not to know the context perfectly 
well, its okay, you know, not to have totally understood the data 
collection methods, whereas none of these things is okay […] if you’re 
talking about your own stuff.  
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As with faculty member responses, the definitions of “perfectly well” and “totally 

understood” in the preceding excerpt imply that while absolute expertise of the paper is 

not necessary, there is some level of expertise that might still be expected of the 

presenter. If this level is not clearly defined, it may be a problem for graduate students 

who feel that they are being evaluated on their performance at Journal Club. For instance, 

Bill stated that “in theory, it should be fine if I say ‘well I don’t think they did that right’ 

when somebody else points out something they didn’t do right, even for that I just, I just 

get incredibly nervous,” when he spoke about the notion of presenting someone else’s 

research. His response implies that there can still be judgment of his performance even 

when the paper is not his own work. Even some faculty member responses included an 

awareness of the potential problem, such as Pat’s follow-up to the quote above, “um, its 

more difficult in some cases because you aren’t talking about your own work and you’re 

not as much an expert on that, but then no one expects you to, to be.” Graduate student 

responses indicated that their experiences contradicted this, and that they felt like they 

were expected to demonstrate some expertise in a Journal Club presentation.  

 

In your field or not? 

Another way that interviewees described what kind of paper to choose for Journal Club 

was as a paper that was close to the presenter’s field of expertise or not. This applied to 

both graduate student and faculty member presenters. Nine graduate students and seven 

faculty members made comments about this aspect of a paper, speaking about what a 
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person should choose and what presenters (including themselves) most often did choose. 

They also spoke about the benefits of one type of paper over the other. 

 

All nine graduate students and three faculty members mentioned that nominally or 

theoretically, people were “encouraged” to choose a paper for Journal Club that was far 

from one’s field of expertise or research, or in graduate student Julie’s words, “I think the 

idea is to pick something…outside of your field,” with the rationale that it helped in 

developing a “broader knowledge of astronomy.” Robert, another graduate student, said 

he had been told never to pick a paper on “exactly what you do.” 

 

Faculty member Pat’s response implied a similar sentiment, “I don’t think there is a 

stated policy on that, um. I used to have my own policy which is it shouldn’t be in my 

field…” but also admitted that “and I’ve reneged, um (laughs)” saying that in practice 

time constraints and a desk top full of unread papers made this impractical. 

 

Faculty member Francis’s answer to this question highlighted benefits and concerns with 

either option, after stating that most people usually chose a paper that was close to their 

area of research: 

     Excerpt 32 
 

I don’t like the people who pick something that they know absolutely 
everything about, like…the research [you’re they are] doing right now 
[is] sort of…a little bit too little work, or uh, maybe…most benefit 
to…the audience…I think especially for the students who are taking 
Journal Club as a class they should take something a little bit away 
from their subject. 
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Francis went on to say that people who chose papers that were completely different from 

their research area could also have problems if they did not know enough and might “just 

get lost” in presenting the paper. In these responses, there was a sense that a person who 

chose a paper too close to her or his own research was cheating somehow, or not putting 

in enough work for the Journal Club presentation, and that having to learn about a fairly 

different topic (by reading and preparing a presentation) was a good thing. A few 

responses also framed the act of presenting on a topic outside of one’s expertise as “fun” 

or choosing a paper that would “spur discussion.” 

 

In practice, however, interviewees said they usually chose papers that were closer to their 

field of research, ranging from very close to their own work, to in the same field but on a 

different sub-topic.  Seven graduate students spoke about either their own choice of 

papers close to their field or what they saw the faculty members doing. Darius related that 

he could “think of one member of the faculty” who gave talks unrelated to personal 

research, and that “nearly everyone else, uh, generally starts their talk with an explanation 

of why this paper is relevant to their own research.” Other graduate students said that 

they chose papers closer to their research “to get 2 birds with one stone” with a topic that 

they might like to work in someday or because “at this stage I feel like its important for 

me to just focus on papers that are close to my research because that’s the papers I need 

to really read.” Faculty responses also involved the concept of having too many tasks to 

accomplish to be able to present a paper that was not “the be all and the end all but 
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because I do need to understand…the holes in the argument to make the next step in my 

own work.” Similarly as with Pre-print Coffee paper and attendance choices, both 

graduate students and faculty members expressed being busy enough that they could 

participate only in a way that helped them accomplish larger goals of research and 

learning.  

  

Faculty responses highlighted another benefit of having people present papers that were 

close to their own area of expertise, which was the benefit to the audience at Journal 

Club.  Jaime described this as wanting to see “people pick the, you know, what’s the hot 

paper of the last month or so in their field, and you know, why is it relevant,” and that it 

was nice to have experts, or “someone who knows more about the field sort of go through 

and give you the crib sheet version.” Along the same lines, Pat spoke about someone “in 

that field…looked at all those abstracts but with better eyes,” which would result in the 

audience at Journal Club hearing about a paper that had “already been filtered” by 

someone who knew something about the field. These responses present a conflicting set 

of values – that hypothetically, graduate students would do well to pick papers from a 

broad range of topics, but that faculty members tend to pick papers that help them 

negotiate their own workload and appreciate when other faculty members present papers 

about which they are experts.  Graduate students are faced with similar time constraints 

as faculty members, however, and report acting similarly, choosing papers that will help 

them better understand the literature in their research field. It is interesting that none of 

the respondents reported judging a presenter at Journal Club negatively for the choice of 
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paper closer to one’s field, but that there was still a strong sense that this was not valued 

as highly as the act of choosing a paper from some unrelated field.  

 

New, good or interesting 

Many interviewees (four graduate students and seven faculty members), spoke about the 

quality of a paper that was chosen for Journal Club and used words like “new”, “good”, 

“relevant”, “interesting”, and “important.” Different from the topic of the paper, this 

aspect dealt with the impact the paper might have on its field, or its staying power, as 

expressed by faculty member Jaime: 

     Excerpt 33 
 

Why is it relevant, why is this going to, you know change, why is this 
going to be cited a year from now. 

 

Although this was a desirable characteristic for a Journal Club paper to have, as it was for 

a Pre-print Coffee paper, faculty member responses highlighted the difficulty in knowing 

what was “interesting.” The responses were not so much explicitly stating this difficulty, 

as showing it, when faculty members tried to describe what an interesting paper was. 

Pat’s explanation describes a room full of people trying to decide this very issue, how 

important or “definitive” a paper was, but failing: 

     Excerpt 34 
 

Is there some point at which there’s a convergence of opinion whereby 
people decide amongst themselves that things are, uh, that the 
paper…was useful or compelling or (laughs) necessary in some way? 
Um, I don’t know that we always get to that point because I don’t 
think, necessarily, the balance of expertise in the room is such that 
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people in the room know any more about the paper than the presenter 
does… 

  

Although graduate students are expected to be developing what Pat calls “taste” in 

science research topics, there is a sense to these responses that implies that “interesting” 

may be a quality that is only clearly attributed to a paper in retrospect, as stated in 

Excerpts 33 and 34 above. 

 

Attendance 
 
All twelve graduate students and all nine faculty members interviewed for this study 

spoke about attending journal club. No one reported never attending, and no one reported 

attending every week. There was moderate overlap in graduate student and faculty 

member reasons for attending or not attending Journal Club.  

 

Graduate students 

All twelve graduate students either said that they attended Journal Club sometimes to 

often, or that they had attended Journal Club in the past. Three graduate students’ 

responses indicated that they had not attended lately. Three other graduate students’ 

responses implied that they attended Journal Club, when they spoke about their own and 

others’ behaviors at Journal Club, and why they attended.  

 

Graduate students (all twelve) gave a wide variety of reasons for attending Journal Club. 

The most often cited reason (given by six graduate students) was to develop a broader 
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knowledge of astronomy topics, as evidenced by Julie’s comment that “partly I feel like 

its good to, [to] just have a general knowledge in astronomy,” and Lori’s statement that “I 

want to have a feeling of what the interesting questions are, broadly in the field, not just 

in my own work.” The next most commonly voiced reasons for attending Journal Club, 

with three graduate students responding each were: (1) for course credit, (2) to practice 

asking questions or giving talks, and (3) to show support for a graduate student speaker. 

This last reason for attending Journal Club, to show support, was explained by Lilly as: 

     Excerpt 35 
 

…but if I know the speaker then I definitely go to support them, more 
than anything else….particularly with the younger s-, the younger grad 
students, [who I feel is like], I know they’re really nervous about it. 
Like when [graduate student name] gave her first Journal 
Club,…definitely there for her, smiling when she looked at me. 

 

There were another four categories of reasons for attending given by two graduate 

students each: (1) to see other graduate students, (2) to help them keep from being 

overwhelmed with the work involved in keeping up with new astronomy literature, (3) to 

see how others gave talks and to learn from this, and (4) if the paper topic was related to 

their own field of work.   

 

Five graduate students also gave reasons for not attending Journal Club. These responses 

were most often related to being too busy with research or other commitments (four 

graduate students). Two graduate students said that they did not attend when the topics of 

papers being presented were not of interest to them.  
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Faculty 

Eight faculty members spoke about their reasons for attending Journal Club. Four faculty 

members each said that they attended: (1) because it gave them a chance to learn more 

about a topic of interest, (2) to keep up with astronomy literature more easily, and (3) to 

learn about a topic outside of their own. For instance, Drew said that “this is a way to 

kind of find out what, you know, some expert in the field, [faculty member name], thinks 

on the latest, greatest paper on whatever.” Three faculty members talked about attending 

Journal Club to support, check up on, or be able to provide feedback to graduate students. 

Two faculty members’ responses involved the notion of attending in order to demonstrate 

some sort of caring  or to the graduate students. Pat expressed this reason as: 

     Excerpt 36 
 

…usually I do take time out to do it because I think its good to be there 
and to ask questions and have the student know that you think its 
important. 

 

Two faculty member respondents also gave their reasons for not attending Journal Club 

as not having enough time or being too busy. This meant that most faculty members (the 

other seven) did not give reasons for not attending even though their responses had 

implied that they did not always attend Journal Club. This indicates that Journal Club is 

not considered by faculty members to be a mandatory event for them to attend, or that it 

is not treated as a compulsory part of their job. 

 

Others’ attendance 
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A final category that surfaced in interviewee comments about attending Journal Club was 

that of others’ attendance. The most common comment from graduate students was that 

faculty members did not attend Journal Club very often. Four graduate students spoke 

about this, including Lisa’s comment about her own advisor who “doesn’t necessarily go 

to Journal Club” as one reason that she did not attend, while other graduate students 

spoke about faculty members in generally. Two graduate students spoke about “some 

faculty” who “go all the time I think,” or that it was always “the usual suspects that show 

up to a lot of talks.” The picture painted by these responses is of a few faculty members 

attending Journal Club regularly, but of graduate students not interpreting this as general 

faculty member attendance, which may impact how graduate students interpret the 

importance of this event in the department. 

 

Five faculty members spoke about graduate student attendance at Journal Club. Four 

faculty members said that this event was a good place for graduate students to practice, 

and to get used to giving talks, as seen in Drew’s statement that: 

     Excerpt 37 
 

Your talks get better and better as you, um, give more talks….understand 
how long it takes to prepare, you know, what you have to prepare, and you 
get faster at making the PowerPoint’s and,…what works and what doesn’t 
in a talk. 

 

Two faculty members each said that Journal Club was a chance for graduate students to: 

(1) learn the astronomy literature more broadly, and (2) get faculty member feedback on 

their talks.  
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A few general comments were also made about how many people attended Journal Club. 

Graduate student Bruce spoke about the size of the Journal Club audience as larger than 

the audience at Pre-print Coffee, while faculty member Daryl commented that the 

audience was smaller than for Colloquium. Graduate student Erik characterized the 

audience at Journal Club as “a handful of faculty and maybe a couple more graduate 

students.”  

 
Preparation and presentation 
 
Both graduate students and faculty members were asked about preparing for Journal 

Club; how they prepared to present a paper at Journal Club or how they would advise 

someone else to prepare a presentation.  

 

Getting ready 

Twelve graduate students and six faculty members spoke about how to prepare to present 

a paper at Journal Club. Graduate student and faculty member responses included many 

similar steps for this process. Because there were so many components to this category, 

they are listed in the table below with numbers of graduate students and faculty members 

who mentioned each one. Taken together, the steps are listed roughly as interviewees 

organized them in their comments. 
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Table 6. Journal Club preparations responses 

Component # of grad 
graduate 
students 

# of 
faculty 
members 

Choose a paper 4 4 

Read the paper 6 4 

Summarize in writing or 
highlight the paper 
 

3 0 

Pick out graphics/plots from 
paper 
 

2 3 

Talk to a graduate student or 
faculty members about the 
paper 
 

2 3 

Read background papers 3 2 

Understand what is in the paper 2 2 

Choose what to include in talk 1 2 

Put together 
slides/PowerPoint/Keynote 
 

3 3 

Write out the talk 1 0 

Practice the talk 6 0 

 

The choice of paper, as might be expected from how many interviewees spoke about this 

topic in detail as described above (in the section The paper), featured significantly in the 

process of preparing for Journal Club for both faculty members and graduate students. 

Two other categories that stood out because many interviewees mentioned them were 
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reading the paper (for both graduate students and faculty members), and practicing the 

talk (for graduate students only).  

 

The first category, reading the paper, involved coming to some sort of understanding of 

the arguments and claims made by the authors. For instance, graduate student Lilly, said 

that she read “the paper twice, the second time extremely thorough, like highlighting in 

three different colors.” Faculty and graduate student responses concerning reading the 

paper included statements that implied it was time-consuming or not. Some reported that 

this took significant time (as in Lilly’s statement above). Others saw this as an easy task, 

as seen in faculty member Sam’s comment that “I just, uh, you know, Tuesday night I 

read the paper, then Wednesday morning, I put together the slides (laughs).” Related to 

this category is the notion of understanding what the authors of the paper were 

communicating. Graduate student Julie talks about this in connection to being able to 

answer questions about her presentation: 

     Excerpt 38 
 

But I found going through the slides with somebody, you sort of have 
to formulate [the] idea and clarify, even in your own head what’s going 
on, and make sure you, you understand, because sometimes [a] person 
is going to ask you a question… 

 

The other category, of practicing the talk, came up in many graduate students’ responses 

for how they prepared for Journal Club. For graduate students this included practicing out 

loud to another person, or to themselves, and ranged in frequency from practicing little to 

practicing a significant amount, as seen in Erin’s comment that “I usually practice out 
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loud to myself several times and then I’ll give a talk to, [you know], my friend.” 

Although it did not show up in any faculty member responses for present practices 

regarding preparation, a few faculty members did mention practicing for a Journal Club 

talk when they had been graduate students.  

 

Extreme vocabulary 

One striking difference between faculty member and graduate student comments about 

preparing for Journal Club came up in the use of vocabulary and descriptions of the 

process. Seven graduate students used terminology that implied investing considerable 

time and energy into this preparation. For instance, when asked how she prepared for 

Journal Club Anna said: 

     Excerpt 39 
 

Oh that was pretty crazy. So I’d choose a paper, um, several weeks in 
advance, and um, and then I’d kind of like hand write out a summary of 
absolutely everything. 

 

Other phrases used by graduate students included comments about reviewing the 

literature (“then I do a huge, like, literature search for things like, 20 papers, 

exhausting…to really get the context”).  Another issue was trying to understanding a 

paper that was not close to a personal research area, as seen in Darius’s description “even 

after…trying to read papers for, you know, the better part of a week, I was only dimly 

familiar with the methods and so on, um, and I found that pretty unsatisfying”, and Ian’s 

comment “read the paper many times, get confused, and then go talk to, you know, some 

people who might know something more about it.” 



 
 

249

 

Structuring the presentation 

Three graduate students and three faculty members spoke about how to structure a Journal 

Club presentation. This was related to the category of choosing what to include in the 

presentation. The categories that responses fit into are also listed in a table below: 

Table 7. Journal Club paper presentation structure 

Presentation structure # of grad 
graduate 
students 

# of 
faculty 
members 

 
Introduction: 
Motivation/importance of the 
research 
  

 
 
4 

 
 
3 

 
Middle: What the authors did, 
as reported in the paper 
 

 
4 

 
2 

 
End: Analysis of the paper, if it 
was 
good/bad/wrong/convincing 
 

 
 
2 

 
 
1 

 
Application: What the paper 
means for its field. 
 

 
2 

 
0 

 
Smooth transitions from slide 
to slide 
 

 
2 

 
0 

 
Minimize number of words on 
slides and emphasize figures 
 

 
0 

 
1 
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The largest number of responses involved establishing a context for the paper in the 

introduction of the presentation, and being able to explain what the authors of the paper 

did in their study. The category of establishing context, was connected in interviewee 

responses with the issue of what was “relevant”, “important”, or in faculty member 

Sam’s words: 

 

     Excerpt 40 
 

I try to pick them based on, you know, if they’re doing something that 
has never been done or, you know…even if they’re not particularly 
good paper, if they’re trying to do something extremely interesting. 

 

The concept of which papers (and through them which research topics) were important or 

interesting, was seen in Pre-print Coffee responses earlier and will be discussed in 

relation to responses about Journal Club next. 

 

Interesting and important 

The words “interesting”, “interest” and “important” were used to describe papers 

presented at Journal Club, and the research those papers reported, in a similar way to how 

they were applied to Pre-print Coffee Papers. Nine graduate students and six faculty 

members used one of these terms when they spoke about Journal Club. 

 

What is interesting? 

Graduate students and faculty members used a handful of other terms in combination 

with “interesting” and “important” when talking about Journal Club papers or paper 
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results. Five graduate students and four faculty members used words and phrases like: 

good, hot, relevant, greatest, latest, compelling, need, what experts think, random, cited a 

year from now, something you like. Overall, the term “interesting” seemed to be most 

often connected with something new or novel, a result which can be factually correct or 

not, whereas “important” was used by interviewees to imply something necessary, 

valuable and sometimes boring. Faculty member Sam made the following comment, 

indicating that at times “interesting” and “important” were different concepts: 

     Excerpt 41 
 

I think they understand what the interesting questions are and they try 
to bring out that in their talk,…their slides are generally well put 
together, they’re not too dense, you know, [they don’t have a whole 
bunch] of equations and, you know, silly things like that. They 
don’t…usually focus too much on, you know, silly details which, you 
know, I’m sure are very important, just not what people want to hear 
about.  

 

This excerpt implies intrinsically interesting questions exist and that equations and details 

can be un-interesting even if important.  

  

Personal interest 

As for Pre-print Coffee, some interviewees spoke about papers as related to their own 

interests. Six graduate students and six faculty members made comments using the word 

“interest” to refer to a person’s preference. For instance, graduate student, Emily spoke 

about attending Journal Club if a paper being presented was of interest to her. Faculty 

Jessie described choosing a paper “related to interesting meetings I’ve been to.” Other 

comments included the idea of not choosing a paper “that you don’t like” just because it 



 
 

252

might be easier to critique, and a graduate student comment about a postdoc who was 

“genuinely interested in science.” In other words, some interviewees used the word 

“interesting” in a personal sense, and implied that it was acceptable to attend Journal 

Club, assess a Journal Club presentation, or pick a paper for Journal Club based on 

personal interest. 

 

Disciplinary interest 

The other use of the concept of interesting seemed to be as a more intrinsic property, of a 

research topic, a paper, or research question. Two graduate students and four faculty 

members expressed this meaning in their responses. Faculty Jean spoke about the 

challenge of picking an interesting paper for Journal Club, and Drew said “finding a 

paper that’s really important, and really interesting, and then explaining why it’s 

interesting is hard.” Graduate student Irene said that she wanted to “have a feeling of 

what the interesting questions are, broadly in the field, not just in my own work.”  

 

There were also a number of comments (by four graduate students and four faculty 

members) that were ambiguous as to the use of the term “interesting,” such as faculty 

member Daryl’s comment about talking to a graduate student after her or his Journal 

Club presentation and saying “well that was an interesting paper, you know, have you 

thought about this or have you thought about that?” It was not clear in these responses 

how the interviewee was assigning the quality of interesting to a paper, a discussion or a 

question.  
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Important 

At times the concept of “important” was used by graduate students and faculty members 

in the same sense as “interesting,” and at times in an unrelated or even opposite sense. 

Four graduate students and three faculty members used terms like “important” or 

“importance” to talk about Journal Club papers and arguments in papers. These terms 

were used to refer to individuals ascribing importance or to refer to importance as 

determined by the field of astronomy. Graduate student Erin talked about how she would 

read a paper she was preparing to present “once and highlight things that I think are 

important,” whereas graduate student Lisa spoke about “taking a paper, digesting it in 

your mind and kind of spitting out what are some of the important results, what are some 

of the assumptions they made to get those results.” Faculty member Pat’s comments 

contained both senses of the idea of importance, in talking about the decision to attend 

Journal Club, 

     Excerpt 42 
 

I go because I want to hear what other people think is important work 
being done in other fields, 

 

and when talking about assessing graduate student performance at Journal Club, 

     Excerpt 43  
 

But I am interested in hearing what they were thinking when they read the 
paper and whether they understand why its important or not. 
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Again, importance is ascribed to a paper or a result as being decided by personal 

preference in Excerpt 42, but described as more intrinsic to the research in Excerpt 43. It 

may be that this distinction follows the status of the person being described; that while 

faculty members or experts in a field can decide a paper’s importance, graduate students 

are expected to recognize it.  

 
What makes a good talk? 

Although graduate students and faculty members spoke about Journal Club as an event, 

many comments about what should happen or did not happen were also centered on the 

paper presentation itself and the person doing the presentation. This may be in part 

because there are more well-defined presenters in the Journal Club setting - the person 

who chooses a paper, is responsible for introducing and summarizing the paper as well as 

trying to answer audience questions about the paper. This slightly different focus is may 

also be related to the fact that, of the interviewees, five graduate students and five faculty 

members, had been either the presenter or in the audience of specific instances of Journal 

Club. Finally, the initial part of these interviews dealt with these graduate student and 

faculty members’ impressions of a specific talk, so this will have influenced what topics 

interviewees spoke about. Graduate student and faculty member responses fell into four 

large categories (with seven or more respondents), and two smaller categories (with three 

or four respondents each).  

 

Presentation style tips 
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Four graduate students and seven faculty members made comments that expressed beliefs 

about good and bad ways of giving a Journal Club talk. These comments included 

concrete statements of things that a good presenter does: moves around the room fluidly, 

has legible viewgraphs, and pays attention to the audience. They also involved mistakes a 

presenter could make: speaking too softly, going over the allotted time, and putting too 

much on one slide. These statements did not deal with the scientific content of the talk, 

and faculty member Pat implied that these were low-level issues, something that 

beginning graduate students might not do well but could fix easily: 

     Excerpt 44 
 

Early on in a student’s career I’m less into the presentation skills because I 
know those are going to improve the more and more they do it. But I’m 
more interesting in hearing what they were thinking when they read the 
paper.  

 

The largest sub-category, mentioned by four faculty members, concerned good slide 

design. This included not using “ugly plots” from the internet, and having viewgraphs 

that were not full of text, equations or unreadable graphics.  

 

Comments about presenter behavior 

The next category, with six graduate student and seven faculty member interviewee 

contributions, involved comments about present behaviors. These differed from the style 

tips above in that they were more vague, and perhaps harder to explain concretely. The 

statements included verbs like “presenting”, “focusing”, “telling”, “giving”, “explaining” 

and “providing.” There were comments about “not rambling on” or getting into too much 
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detail about a paper. There may be as many different concrete suggestions for how to do 

this as there are faculty members and graduate students giving advice. In other words, 

each presenter will have to decide where she or he thinks these limits are, which is a more 

complicated task than following well-defined rules that many people have agreed upon.  

 

The largest sub-category, with comments from five faculty members and one graduate 

student, represented most vaguely defined concepts. For instance, it was reported as 

negative that a speaker skipped “looking at a few things that would have made it helpful 

for the audience” (Daryl). Conversely it was seen as good to pitch a talk “at a level that 

was, um, acceptable to people in the room” (Jaime). While these seem to be easy 

statements to agree with, deciding what kinds of information would have helped a 

specific audience understand a presentation better is a complex task. In the sense that a 

presenter cannot know the specific needs or background knowledge of an audience 

comprised of a random mix of graduate students, postdocs and faculty members, he or 

she will have difficulty accomplishing this task, and this type of feedback may not be 

meaningful.  

 

The other significant sub-category, discussed by four graduate students and five faculty 

members, deals with how to structure a presentation for Journal Club. These suggestions 

included telling a good story, giving an introduction to the paper (in the form of 

background, a big picture, or astronomy context), describing the results, and summarizing 

the arguments of a paper. While these comments may be slightly more specific, relating 
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to the presentation, they seem as vague as those in the previous sub-category. The 

standards for presentation clarity, doing a good job, and giving enough background to a 

paper will likely vary from audience member to audience member, again posing a 

challenge for the presenter. Two faculty members and one graduate student made gave an 

extreme example of a vague standard when they spoke about it importance of a clear 

presentation or a well-organized talk.  

 

Comments about presenter knowledge and understanding 

The importance of astronomy knowledge and an understanding of the paper were 

mentioned by one graduate student and six faculty members. In contrast to the behavior-

specific words used in the last category of responses, here the words that respondents 

used included: demonstrating, recognizing, knowing, understanding, being able to 

explain or come up with an answer, and thinking about questions. This vocabulary seems 

related more to desirable scientific skills and abilities that interviewees hoped to see 

demonstrated during the Journal Club presentation. As seen in the following section, 

these responses also intersect with the concerns that graduate students expressed about 

speaking in astronomy. These comments also represent the abilities that faculty members 

are hoping to evaluate in graduate students overall, not just in their verbal presentations. 

These responses were also vague, however, as seen by faculty member Pat’s comment 

that compared some of these skills to what a paper referee (a more senior member of the 

astronomy community) should be able to do: 

     Excerpt 45 
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If they were a referee, how would they be handling the referee’s report is 
really the question because no paper it perfect, there are always problems. 
So have they gotten far enough along in their thinking to recognize at least 
some of those problems and tell us about it? 

 

In other words, while the comments that interviewees had about presentation style and 

presenter behavior were related directly to a Journal Club presentation, this category of 

responses seems to indicate that some faculty members are judging graduate student 

presenters on higher-level skills, or trying to assess scientific thinking through graduate 

student behaviors at Journal Club. It is not surprising, then, that the final category in this 

set of responses deals with speaker nervousness. 

 

Being comfortable giving a talk 

Seven graduate students and five faculty members spoke about the idea of nervousness 

related to giving a Journal Club talk. Interviewees spoke about their perception of other 

speakers’ nervousness. They made positive statements about speakers who appeared or 

were confident during a talk, using language like “confident”, “relaxed”, “seeming 

comfortable”, being “free” or “easy” with the presentation, and not looking “nervous.” 

There were two sub-categories within these responses: that it was good for a presenter (1) 

to not feel nervous about giving a Journal Club talk and (2) to not appear nervous giving 

a Journal Club talk.  

 

Interviewees also spoke about their own experiences with nervousness giving a talk. All 

seven graduate students and four faculty members spoke about being nervous themselves. 
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While two faculty members spoke about being nervous in the past, the other three faculty 

member respondents expressed that they were still nervous giving talks, including a 

Journal Club talk. Jaime reported being worried as a graduate student that:  

     Excerpt 46 
 

…someone would ask me a question that I would have no idea the 
answer to, and would just not even  be able to form an answer, and I 
would just be, have to say, "you know, I don't know." 

 

Other comments included strong statements such as “always” feeling “a little nervous” 

in front of an audience, and “giving a talk at any time has always made me nervous.”  

 

Graduate student replies were more varied as to what aspects of speaking at Journal 

Club made them nervous. For instance, Erin expressed being worried that her 

knowledge was “out on the table,” while Erik spoke about being nervous about 

questions after the talk that he could not prepare for in advance. Other replies included 

Darius’s fear that he was “saying something really dumb,” and Bill’s comment about 

being nervous about getting up in front of a group of people “even for the Journal 

Club talk” on a paper that was not his own research.  

 

Finally, possibly related to this notion of being or appearing nervous at Journal Club, 

one graduate student and two faculty members spoke about problematic audience 

behavior. All three respondents implied that there were behaviors that were unfair or 

unacceptable. One behavior that was mentioned was asking questions of a speaker for 

reasons other than one’s own interest, and was referred to as having an agenda.  
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Another reported behavior was treating the speaker as if she or he was the author of 

the paper, and as a result, interrogating them intensely. It was seen as important that 

people in the audience somehow show the speaker they were not judging them.  

 
Questions 
 
There were a number of categories in interviewee responses that involved: questions that 

could be asked and were asked, and if graduate students asked questions at Journal Club.  

 

Types of questions 

I asked graduate students and faculty members in the study about the types of questions 

and the reasons people might have for asking questions at Journal Club. Eleven graduate 

students and six faculty members responded. The major themes in this category were: (1) 

questions asked for clarification purposes, (2) questions that were asked for the purpose 

of finding out what was in the paper, (3) questions about the application of the paper to 

other research, and (4) non-questions (or statements). Clarification questions were seen as 

the easiest to ask and to answer, whereas application questions were portrayed as more 

difficult. Faculty and graduate student replies diverged on non-questions, graduate 

students talking about them in a more negative light, and faculty members speaking about 

them in a positive sense.  

 

Clarification 

The largest number of common responses (eight graduate students and four faculty 

members) dealt with questions used for clarification at Journal Club. This included 
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respondents who used the term “clarification” or “clarify,” in speaking about what kinds 

of questions were asked at Journal Club or what reasons people had for asking questions. 

Also included in this category are answers that implied simple, trivial or small questions. 

For instance, among graduate student answers, Erik explained that when he asked a 

question at Journal Club “its about clarification, but I, its possible some people could be 

asking it to, you know, test the speaker.” Another graduate student said “I guess some 

people ask questions because they were, just unsure about something and wanted to 

clarify.” Clarification questions were also mentioned as in contrast with other types of 

questions, of application questions, or in the case of faculty members, questions asked to 

test graduate students. Faculty member Jessie talked about this latter case, but this 

response also highlights the difficulty of trying to separate how a question is used: 

 

     Excerpt 47 
 

Oh, for clarification, or to make a comment. I don’t generally think of 
Journal Clubs as the place where you test students, um, although in a 
way that happens. I guess, [you know], just asking a question related to 
the topic…tests in a sense whether they’ve really grasped the paper.  

 

Drew, another faculty member gave examples of phrasing a question meant for 

clarification, such as “hey, I can’t read that” or of saying “I don’t remember what that 

word means (laughs).” Based on graduate student and faculty member replies, the 

meaning of a clarification question was a question that involved information that the 

speaker had mentioned or covered, or one that dealt directly with what was in the Journal 

Club presentation.  
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Was it in the paper? 

Another type of question, that six graduate students and one faculty member described 

was one that dealt with what was contained in the text of a paper being presented at 

Journal Club. Graduate student Erin commented on this type of question as an indicator 

that people coming to Journal Club had not read the paper being presented, and that this 

was not good: 

     Excerpt 48 
 

I think a lot of times people ask questions like “Oh, did such and 
such…?”, like it doesn’t see like anyone really reads the paper before 
they go to Journal Club…they ask something like “Did they include 
this in their observations?”  

 

A slightly different interpretation of this type of question was proposed by graduate 

student Emily when she said “that person has read the paper so, perhaps they know more 

than they were able to say in the talk.” In other words, it might not be expected that the 

audience read the paper being presented.  

  

Further application 

Three graduate students also spoke about questions that asked the presenter at Journal 

Club to apply the research they were reporting on, to other topics that were not touched 

on in the paper. These types of questions were called “big picture” questions, or were 

described as an audience member mentioning a science result not in the paper and asking 

the presenter to compare the Journal Club paper to this result. Answering this type of 
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question, Julie further explained, “if you work [maybe in a] related field it’s easier in that 

case, because you know more of the literature.” 

 

Non-questions 

Six graduate students and four faculty members spoke about two ways in which the 

Journal Club audience could speak to the presenter that were either not phrased as 

questions, or not interpreted as valid questions. Graduate student Bill spoke about 

questions that were “antagonistic” or “meant to indicate [that] this other person’ research 

is not the best.” Another graduate student negatively described a type of verbal behavior 

during the question period at Journal Club “where someone just wants to talk about 

something,” that was discernable “because there’s no question, they just raise their hand 

and start talking.” 

 

Faculty gave a positive interpretation of statements made during the question period at 

Journal Club. For instance, Jean described a case where the presenter might not know 

some context relating to the paper as “perhaps, so, you can say ‘well, you know, we’ve 

looked at that and, we see this effect,’ but its not really a question.” Faculty responses 

implied that they might make statements during the question period to add to the 

discussion of the paper.  

 

Do you ask questions and why? 
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Graduate students and faculty members were both asked about the questions that graduate 

students asked during Journal Club. Eight graduate students and four faculty members 

spoke about this.  

 

Three of the graduate students said they did not ask questions at Journal Club. Among 

their reasons for not asking were the fear of asking a stupid question, and the conjecture 

the lack of questions was due to not paying enough attention to the presentation.  

 

Five graduate students who responded said that they rarely asked questions at Journal 

Club. The responses from these graduate students included factors that made them less 

likely to ask questions, and that influenced them to ask questions. Factors that graduate 

students reported prevented them from asking questions were: the size of the Journal 

Club audience, if they could “get away with not knowing about,” feeling like they were 

on display when asking a question, the fear of asking a stupid question, a fear of being 

judged or that the question was not relevant. As with graduate student comments about 

speaking at Coffee Hour, the graduate students who spoke up and the graduate students 

who remained silent had similar concerns about “stupid questions,” but this did not stop 

some of them from speaking up in Journal Club. The graduate students who reported 

asking questions sometimes also spoke about making an effort to ask question, as seen in 

Darius’s comment that while he was nervous about “saying something really dumb,” a 

growing sense of self-confidence resulted in his speaking up occasionally because: 

     Excerpt 49 
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I’ve sort of gotten to the point where I think that, you know, there’s a fair 
chance if I think of something its something reasonable to have thought of, 
you know.  

 

Graduate students who said that they asked questions implied that these questions were 

mainly clarification questions, or simple questions.  

 

Faculty member comments about graduate students’ questions at Journal Club were 

varied. Three faculty members’ responses indicated that graduate students either did not 

ask questions at Journal Club, or asked them significantly less often than postdocs and 

faculty members in the audience. They suggested that perhaps this was due to the smaller 

room, where graduate students were sitting closer to faculty members or because the 

graduate students were “afraid of, of making a fool of yourself.” Pat, on the other hand, 

commented that there were many questions are Journal Club and that “students are asking 

them” and said “I think its great that the atmosphere is such that they feel they can ask 

questions.” There seemed to be some disagreement in faculty member perceptions of 

graduate student participation through questions.  

 

Feedback 
 
There were two categories of responses that related to feedback on graduate student talks 

at Journal Club. The first category included faculty member and graduate student 

statements about one of two specific Journal Club talks for which they had been part of 

the audience. In their responses interviewees gave me, the interviewer, their feedback on 

these talks. These comments will be discussed in a separate section, with other audience 



 
 

266

comments on the three other graduate student talks that they attended (one research 

specific group talk, and two thesis talks). 

 

The second category of responses related to feedback, deals with interviewees speaking 

about the topic of feedback, if they have given or received it, and who is responsible for 

giving it.  These graduate student and faculty member responses will be discussed in this 

section. Eight graduate students and seven faculty members spoke about feedback during 

interviews. 

 

Who gives feedback? 

Six graduate students and five faculty members spoke about who gave or was supposed 

to give graduate students feedback on their Journal Club talks. Graduate students 

recounted getting feedback from: an interested faculty member, the faculty member 

teaching Journal Club, a postdoc, other graduate students, and more passively from the 

audience. The first four groups listed gave graduate students feedback after their talks, in 

person or over e-mail. Audience feedback was described in terms of the behaviors of the 

audience indicating to a graduate student how his or her talk was progressing. For 

instance, Erika remembered “noticing, um, professors falling asleep while I was 

explaining a plot,” which she interpreted as an indicator that she was spending too much 

time talking about that plot. Graduate students also spoke about who they believed was 

supposed to be giving feedback. This included their mentoring committee (who Robert 

recalled inviting but them not showing up to his Journal Club talk) and the faculty 
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member who was responsible for “teaching” Journal Club. This referred to the faculty 

member who organized the schedule for Journal Club as well as who decided how to 

assign credit to the graduate students who were signed up to present a paper at Journal 

Club for course credit.  

 

When faculty members spoke about who was responsible for giving graduate students 

feedback on Journal Club talks, they identified the following people: the faculty member 

teaching Journal Club, the graduate student’s advisor or mentor, and the graduate 

student’s mentoring committee. Four faculty member interviewees mentioned feedback 

they had given to graduate students. Faculty member Drew’s account of who was 

supposed to provide feedback explicitly includes these people: 

     Excerpt 50 
 

Um, well there are two groups that are supposed to,…whoever the faculty 
is who’s organizing Journal Club…and the student’s um, mentoring 
committee,…two or three faculty members, their advisor…they’re 
supposed to go to their talks and give them feedback.  

 

What kind of feedback? 

Four graduate students and four faculty members spoke about the type of feedback that 

was, could be, or should be given to graduate students about their Journal Club talks. 

Three graduate students said that they were told “good talk,” and two of these graduate 

students’ replies implied that this was the extent of the feedback. When asked if he had 

been given feedback on his talks, Bruce said “yeah, some of them, like, not much beyond 

‘hey good talk.’ “ Other graduate students said that they got feedback on the science 
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content of their talks, and on their presentation style. Two graduate students gave 

examples of the type of feedback they received, saying that they were unsure of how to 

apply some of the feedback to help future talks. For instance, Julie recounted: 

     Excerpt 51 
 

So he said, you know, it would be good to have less and maybe to be able 
to take more pauses or something, but at the same time [he would say] 
“you could have talked more about this, more about this, more about this” 
and I didn’t know how to add more information but in a shorter time. 

 

Faculty spoke about the kinds of feedback they had personally given to graduate students 

in the past. Their responses included giving feedback on the science content of a Journal 

Club presentation and on the presentation style. An example of science content feedback 

was given by Daryl, as telling a graduate student “well that was an interesting paper, you 

know, have you thought about this or have you thought about that?” Feedback on the 

style of presentation included Francis’s “your slide is totally not readable”, and Jean’s list 

of “were they clear? Did they look at the audience [or did] they face the board too much? 

Um, do they talk too fast?”  

 

There was a subset of statements made by five faculty members about when or to whom 

they gave feedback on a Journal Club talk. These included the following: (1) if they were 

asked by a graduate student to give feedback, (2) if the speaker was their own graduate 

student or a graduate student they knew, and (3) “if something is really good or really 

bad.”  
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Do graduate students get feedback? 

As reported above, graduate students and faculty members spoke about who was 

supposed to give feedback, and some instances in which this took place. There were also 

five graduate students and five faculty members whose comments were related to 

whether or how often feedback actually happened. Most of these graduate students 

recounted some form of feedback they had received, whether directly from a faculty 

member (unsolicited or requested) or from their interpretation of the audience’s 

behaviors. Faculty responses included the four who reported the type of feedback they 

had given, implying that some faculty members gave feedback. There was also one 

faculty member response that implied that feedback was limited for Journal Club. 

Graduate student responses spanned a range from Anna’s affirmative statement that 

“when I was presenting I got a lot of feedback, like, even sometimes…from people 

who…weren’t my advisor,” through some graduate students reporting moderate 

feedback, to Bill’s answer “uh, not really, I may have, its possible.” In other words, 

graduate students reported a range of experiences with faculty member feedback. As 

concerns the faculty member in charge of Journal Club, this may be due to an issue 

brought up by Bruce when asked about what kind of paper a person should present: 

     Excerpt 52 
 

Frankly it changes a lot depending on who’s running the Journal Club, 
like, how it flows, if they actually get people signed up for it or not. 
Um, and what the tone they want to set [for], you know, “you should 
do this kind of talk, with this kind of paper”…at least with grad 
students [taking the class some people] want to, like, talk to you about 
it beforehand and talk about [it] afterwards, [some] people basically 
don’t care as long as you show up and say something. They never talk 
to you… 
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Deeper Themes 
 

Journal Club Roles 

Participants stated that graduate students, postdocs and faculty members and other 

astronomers sometimes attended Journal Club.  No one reported attending Journal Club 

every single time it took place. Interview responses conveyed that graduate students, 

postdocs and faculty members could and did fill the presenter role. Overall, twelve 

graduate students and eight faculty members spoke about roles at Journal Club, including 

that of the organizer, the paper presenter, and the audience. 

 

Organizer role 

Four graduate students and two faculty members mentioned a faculty member Journal 

Club organizer.  In Excerpt 52 above, Bruce spoke about the faculty member who is 

“running Journal Club.” In this statement, this faculty member is seen as responsible for 

giving graduate students direction about what to prepare and how to prepare for Journal 

Club. This faculty member is also responsible for giving some level of feedback to the 

graduate student presenters who are taking Journal Club for course credit. According to 

Jaime’s comment, the faculty member in charge of “teaching Journal Club” was also 

responsible for finding department members who would agree to present a paper at 

Journal Club. The organizer role, then, involves general organizing of the event, as well 

as giving some sort of guidance and feedback to graduate students who are receiving 

credit for attending Journal Club. 
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Presenter role  

There are usually two presenters at each Journal Club event. Both Journal Club 

presentations that were observed for this study involved two presenters, one graduate 

student, and one postdoc or faculty member. One of the graduate student presenters was 

receiving course credit for Journal Club, while the other graduate student was not. Each 

presenter is expected to choose a paper to present, present the paper and answer questions 

regarding the paper. Erik mentioned that a presenter gave a “15 to 20 minute summary” 

at Journal Club.  

 

Ten graduate students and seven faculty members spoke about Journal Club presenters, 

referring to themselves and/or others. The majority of comments dealt with the 

responsibilities that a presenter was seen to have: (1) to bring an interesting paper for 

discussion, (2) to help the audience keep up with the literature, (3) to answer questions 

about the presentation and the paper, (4) to put together a clear, insightful presentation, 

and (5) to get practice speaking (if she or he was a graduate student). These 

responsibilities varied based on the seniority of the presenter, in that graduate students 

were less responsible to teach the audience than faculty member presenters, and also less 

responsible for answering all the questions the audience might have. Faculty presenters, 

on the other hand, were not talked about as getting practice while speaking at Journal 

Club.  
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Although the presenter was seen as the first or primary person at Journal Club responsible 

for answering audience questions, Erik commented that a presenter was not required to 

answer all questions during her or his presentation. In fact, Jaime mentioned questions 

from a number of faculty members and postdocs during a single question period, and that 

one goal for this time period was that a group discussion take place. Audience members 

may answer questions that were originally posed to the presenter, especially if the paper 

topic is in their research area, or the presenter cannot answer the question. 

 

Audience member role 

 

As discussed in the Questions section above, audience members at Journal Club may ask 

the presenter questions. Not all audience members ask questions. Graduate students may 

worry about how their question will be perceived to reflect on their knowledge, not 

wanting to ask a “stupid question.” 

 

Six graduate students and seven faculty members spoke about questions being asked at 

Journal Club, by the audience. Some of their responses were about themselves as an 

audience member asking a question, while other responses spoke about other people in 

the audience asking questions.  

 

Faculty attendance was also reported as important for Journal Club, as evidenced by 

graduate student responses about not enough faculty members attending. One faculty 
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member spoke about the role of non-organizer faculty members possibly involving giving 

graduate student speakers feedback.  

 

Another role that audience members could play at Journal Club was related to the 

question period and discussion about the paper. Four graduate students and four faculty 

members spoke about audience members answering questions that a presenter could not. 

This was explained by graduate student Robert as helping make the event less 

consequential for the presenter: 

     Excerpt 53 
     

…its not that big of a deal if you don’t know the answer to the questions just 
because, presumably, there are other experts in the field. I think it’s a little harder 
when you’re supposed to be the expert if you’re talking about your own 
research… 

 

Graduate student Erik recalled a Journal Club at which he was a presenter and did not 

know the answer to some questions he was asked. He recounted that “I’m very glad 

someone from the audience answered because I don’t know anything about” the topic. He 

also spoke of another question “that was answered by someone else, in the audience, 

actually answered that question for me.” Although audience members may answer 

questions about related to the presentation, this last statement implies that the questions 

are still somehow considered to be the responsibility of the presenter first.  

 

Finally, the audience was seen as a group of people who would witness the presentation. 

This may seem like a self-evident role, as given by the Oxford American Dictionary 
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definition of an audience as “the assembled spectators or listeners at a public event…”, 

however interviewee responses also implied the audience had the role of a second OAD 

definition of “people giving or likely to give attention to something.” Faculty and 

graduate student responses associated the audience with the opportunity for the presenter 

to practice speaking, as in, “in front of an audience.” Five graduate students and four 

faculty members spoke about the audience in this way. For instance, graduate student 

Anna said that Journal Club was about “practice, uh well, speaking in front of people 

who understand astronomy,” and graduate student Erik described the purpose of giving a 

Journal Club as “you do it because you have a, audience who will critique your 

presentation.” As discussed above, however, not much feedback is actually given to 

graduate students at Journal Club. However, as discussed in the next few sections, there 

seems to be a significant amount of critique that goes on, or that graduate students fear 

goes on at Journal Club. This holds for both graduate students who take on the presenter 

role, and for graduate students in the audience who speak by asking questions, as implied 

by Julie’s comment that: 

     Excerpt 54 
 

I think for me [the] first step was sometimes asking question [to] the 
speaker afterwards, when people leave the room. I found that much less 
embarrassing, so it’s not really the speaker that was embarrassing 
me,…the audience. 

 

Ideals at Journal Club 
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The picture that is painted of the Journal Club event is two rounds of: a 20-minute, 

formally structured presentation about an interesting, new, astronomy research paper, 

followed by about 10 minutes of questions and sometimes a discussion among audience 

members. At least one person, the presenter, talks during each 30-minute timeslot. 

Attendance is considered voluntary and it is acceptable for a person to not attend due to 

conflicting schedule items. Many of the themes that have been reported on in this section 

on Journal Club combine together to highlight the norms and values that department 

members identify with an ideal Journal Club.  

 

Both graduate students and faculty members had expressed notions of how an ideal 

Journal Club presentation should look or how they would like it to look. The ideals 

expressed were related to people’s behavior and whether or not the various roles of 

Journal Club were fulfilled successfully. Graduate student Lisa’s description of Journal 

Club includes many ideals that other interviewees expressed regarding this event: 

     Excerpt 55 
 

Um, I would say mostly, um, practice. Um, well, speaking in front of 
people who understand astronomy, and also distilling the, like taking a 
paper, digesting it in your mind and kind of spitting out, “what are some of 
the important results?” “What are some of the assumptions they made to 
get those results, um, and I guess, maybe, uh, adding in, uh, either your 
own comments. Or if somebody else [is], you know, in the field or 
whatever, hopefully they’ll have something to contribute to your talk that 
will kind of start a discussion.  

 

In her statement, she identifies practice as well a group discussion, as well as some of the 

ideals for how a talk should be structured. As seen in interviewee responses reported 
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throughout this chapter, Journal Club is supposedly meant for graduate students to 

practice giving talks, and for people in the audience to keep up with the latest astronomy 

research literature. However, many comments made about Journal Club that expressed 

concerns, worries, and difficulties seem to paint a different model of Journal Club – as an 

examination.  

 

Journal Club as an examination 

It is not obvious that Journal Club is seen as an examination of the person speaking by 

others in the room. In fact, many interviewees (seven graduate students and five faculty 

members) stressed that Journal Club was not meant to be an evaluation or assessment of a 

speaker. They stressed the friendly nature of the event, as in faculty member Jessie’s 

characterization of the event as:   

     Excerpt 56 
 

Maybe the students don’t always feel like that but, compared to going to a 
AAS meeting…all in house, pretty much, you know its a lot of, most of the 
audience are fellow grad students and hopefully [the] friendly faculty.  

 

Faculty member Jaime said that “if I know the answer I’m not going to ask” the presenter 

“that sort of question,” referring to a question that might be meant to test the presenter’s 

knowledge. There was a sense in faculty member responses that the graduate student 

presenters should not be nervous because they was not presenting their own research, 

rather “they’re just reporting on someone else’s work.” In other words, there was less 

responsibility on the part of the speaker to defend research results, methods or 

conclusions that were in the paper being presented.  
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Graduate student responses, however, implied that they were still nervous about speaking 

at Journal Club. This is the case when graduate students are presenting a paper (e.g. 

“when you’re up there it really does feel like, you know, you’re on trial” or “when people 

ask me a question and I don’t know the answer, its pretty public, everybody knows that”). 

It is also true for graduate students at Journal Club who are in the audience, deciding 

whether to ask a question (e.g. “some people thinking maybe you’re, [shouldn’t] have 

that question”). Although graduate students said that they were aware that as a presenter 

they were not responsible for defending the research they were presenting, they spoke 

about being judged for their thinking about astronomy, for they astronomy knowledge, 

and for not having understood the research they were presenting. Faculty members also 

spoke about mistakes that graduate students could make, which reflected a similar 

standard. Even the mention that graduate students made of practicing a talk before 

Journal Club, with an advisor or other graduate students, implied that Journal Club was 

not just for practicing, rather it was an event to practice for. 

 

In this sense, the language that six faculty members and all twelve graduate students used 

to describe Journal Club was reminiscent of an examination or assessment, and not a 

practice session or an event mainly intended for the audience to learn about new research. 

Graduate student responses included worries about asking stupid questions, feeling on 

display, having people witness a mistake they made, not knowing the astronomy context 

or understanding the methodology employed in the paper, not knowing the paper topic as 
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well as others in the room, making naïve statements about the field of research of the 

paper, their knowledge being out on the table, not having answers to questions, and what 

people thought of their questions. Faculty responses also pointed to assessment of 

graduate student presentations or verbal statements, such as graduate students asking 

questions that showed a “complete misunderstanding of what was just presented,” and 

experts in the audience contradicting something a graduate student said. Faculty also 

admitted that it could be intimidating for graduate students to have faculty members 

sitting close-by, hearing the graduate students ask questions, and said that there were 

types of questions they were looking to see if a graduate student presenter could answer.  

 

These statements do not make sense when Journal Club is viewed as an event for learning 

new science. They make less sense if Journal Club is a place where graduate students 

practice speaking about science without being judged. Practice events, such as preparing 

for a talk or an oral examination proceed differently. The audience gives significantly 

more feedback (it might be argued that a practice event is mainly about feedback), the 

audience concentrates on helping the speaker prepare for the coming presentation or 

examination, making mistakes and saying “I don’t know” is an opportunity for the 

audience to suggest solutions. Journal Club does not sound like this type of event when 

described by the people who attend it. It is less puzzling, then, why graduate students 

reported being nervous about presenting a paper or asking a question at Journal Club. It is 

more reasonable to be nervous before an assessment or examination.  

 
Summary 
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Respondent characterizations  
 

Journal Club was described by both graduate students and faculty members as serving 

two main goals – for graduate students to practice giving talks, and for all attendees to 

keep up with new astronomy literature. Despite the statements of good intent, the belief 

that Journal Club was a good place for graduate students to practice speaking, and that it 

was meant to be an informal and friendly event where people could learn about new 

research, many presenters mentioned that the ideal Journal Club, for practice, was 

difficult to realize. In fact, graduate student interviewee commentary on Journal Club 

framed the event more like an examination that a practice. Another central issue for a 

Journal Club presentation was the paper that was chosen. It did not need to be newly 

published, but it was supposed to be interesting or important, a quality that was not 

clearly definable. Finally, there was tension between a desire for faculty members to 

learn something new at Journal Club and the conception of the event as intended for 

graduate student practice – two goals which are likely to be at least partially 

incompatible. 

 

Learning 

Both graduate students and faculty members spoke about Journal Club as a place to learn 

about astronomy research and how to think like an astronomer. In some cases, Journal 

Club was seen as a way to save the time it would take for one person to keep current on 

all the research that appeared on astro-ph each day. However, interviewees also spoke of 

problems in the realization of this goal. Graduate students and faculty members 
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mentioned that it was hard to learn something new if the person presenting a paper for 

Journal Club was not somewhat of an expert on the topic of the paper. Faculty said that 

they learned the most at Journal Club when other faculty members chose a paper from 

their own field and could explain why it was important, or interesting. Graduate students 

were not seen as being able to accomplish this expert explanation. Graduate students also 

expressed that they were still busy learning what the important topics and questions were 

in astronomy, and how to understand papers in the larger context of the field.  

 

It was also seen as difficult to learn to give talks from the types of feedback that was 

often provided to graduate students. This is an extension of Journal Club being described 

as like an examination – there is often less learning that happens by taking an 

examination than at a practice.  

 

Time and effort 

Graduate students complained that not enough faculty members attended Journal Club. 

This included mention of advisors, faculty members who were on their mentoring 

committees, and other general faculty members. Some graduate students said that Journal 

Club was an event they felt they were supposed to attend, even when they were not 

taking it as a class. They did not see faculty members treating it this way, however. In 

addition to faculty member attendance not being significant at Journal Club, faculty 

member feedback on graduate student talks also fell short of the ideal. Both graduate 

students and faculty members reported that the faculty member teaching Journal Club and 
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members of the graduate student’s mentoring committee were expected to attend the talk 

and give a graduate student presenter feedback afterwards. This did not always happen – 

advisors didn’t go regularly, faculty members spoke about sometimes giving feedback if 

asked, graduate students were told “good job.”  

 

Another facet of effort being expended came up in the discussion of what kind of paper to 

choose. One faculty member made a comment about the choice of a paper too close to 

one’s own research specialty not being difficult enough. This hints at the idea of 

expending effort as important to the community. You might not want to be seen as 

putting in too little effort – a norm that overlaps with the theme of responsibility. 

 

Responsibility: to the community vs. the individual 

As with Coffee Hour, Journal Club is a voluntary attendance event, except for a few 

graduate students who take it for credit and the faculty member who “teaches” it. Low 

faculty member attendance and low to moderate faculty member feedback on talks were 

both commented on by graduate students. These are issues of responsibility to the 

community (the audience which needs expert attendees to help in understanding the 

paper) and to the individual (the graduate student who needs to know how her or his talk 

went). There were also a number of comments made by faculty members who saw 

Journal Club as a friendly event due to familiarity among the attendees, versus by 

graduate students who spoke about difficulties with an audience that did not seem as 
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friendly as it could be. Finally, at least one graduate student spoke about “wasting 

everybody’s time” if she asked a question that was considered stupid.  

 

Active participation/discussion 

This theme, which shows up so strongly in Coffee Hour, and will show up again for 

Topical Seminar A, is fairly weakly represented in interviewee comments about Journal 

Club. Learning at Journal Club is expected to take place in a more traditional, single-

speaker at the board type of way. Questions are most often asked by audience members at 

the end of the talk, and there is a sense that it is preferable (or more standard) for the 

presenter to answer questions and, only if she or he cannot answer them, for an audience 

member to help the presenter answer the question. The goal of lively discussion was not 

as apparent in most interviewees’ descriptions of Journal Club as it had been for Coffee 

Hour. However, faculty members still seemed to believe that Journal Club was an easier 

place for graduate students to ask questions (as a means of participation) at this event 

than some other, more intimidating events. Graduate student did express similar beliefs 

about and attitudes toward stupid questions as faculty members had. Many graduate 

students who spoke about Journal Club brought up the concern that they might say 

“something dumb” as the reason they did not ask more questions.  

 

Expertise and intellectual identity concerns 

Part of the point of Journal Club was described as helping attendees keep up with the 

research literature, in a sense building (or maintaining) some sort of astronomy expertise. 
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It was seen as important for graduate students to learn to pick good papers and know how 

to highlight what was important in those papers, which came from the development of 

wide-ranging contextual knowledge about astronomy. Graduate students said that they 

felt their questions were simple or stupid, and for some graduate students this resulted in 

a decision not to ask them at Journal Club. Expertise was also seen as a key component 

for the audience to learn from faculty members when they chose papers from their own 

field to discuss. Faculty members spoke about this type of expert knowledge about how 

to interpret a paper and whether to “buy” its claims as something they valued about 

faculty member Journal Club presentations.  

 

Finally, the fact that the presenters did not author the papers chosen for Journal Club 

presentations was emphasized by a number of faculty members in a way that could 

connect to intellectual identity concern. The presenter was seen as not responsible for 

defending the research decisions made by the authors of the paper, and faculty member 

interviewees saw this making the event much less nerve-wracking for a presenter. One 

faculty member attributed this notion to the fact that (1) the topic was not something a 

graduate student was expected to be an expert on, and (2) a question could be directed to 

a peer (graduate student presenter) instead of a “senior person.” The display of a lack of 

expected expertise was what made a question stupid. It could mean the person was judged 

as lacking in effort, such as having not paid attention, which lead to the asking of a stupid 

question. There was a conflation of the terms “stupid”, “silly”, “basic” and showing a 

“complete misunderstanding” when this faculty member spoke about stupid questions. 
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Especially the connection of a stupid question with a basic question is likely to be 

problematic for graduate students who are still learning the field and are likely to have 

many basic questions. However it is interesting that although questions that display a lack 

of understanding are at one point attributed to a lack of effort on the part of the asker, at 

another point, they are called stupid (which could be interpreted as referring to the 

intelligence of the asker).  

 

Graduate students took a different view, implying that even if they were not responsible 

for defending the research in a paper they chose, they could be judged for a multitude of 

things – how they chose the paper, how well they understood it, what they choose to 

emphasize from it. In other words, graduate students had concerns about not measuring 

up to some standard that both they and faculty members perceived to be important. As 

mentioned already, graduate students expressed concerns about appearing stupid or 

asking a stupid question. For one graduate student this was equated with being judged by 

the audience who heard the question, thinking the graduate student “[shouldn’t] have that 

question, like, what’s wrong with you?” For another graduate student saying something 

“really dumb” seemed to be a constant possibility, a worry that whatever he said might be 

stupid, almost as if it was easy to do this without being aware of it. This seems to put the 

judgment of someone’s question or comment as stupid in the hands of the listeners, as if 

there were thoughts or questions that are inherently stupid. Finally, a few graduate 

students spoke about being shy or self-conscious about asking questions, but also 

connected this to being less smart than others in the audience. In other words, graduate 
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students seemed to have significant worries about their intellectual identity being judged 

as lacking, in ways that some faculty member comments echoed their own worries about 

this. 

 

Event 3 - Medium-stakes speaking events  

 
This section deals with three events: Research Institute lunch, Topical Seminar A, and 

Topical Seminar B. These three mark a shift from Coffee Hour and Journal Club because 

presenters speak about their own research instead of others’. They were not ranked as 

high of stakes as thesis defense talks or Colloquium, however. Thus, they are designated 

medium-stakes. 

 
Researcher Memories 
 
As a graduate student I only attended one of the three events I discuss in this section – the 

weekly Research Institute lunch. I do not think that either of the other two events, Topical 

Seminar A or Topical Seminar B, existed for most of my time in the department. Since 

they are both research topic-specific speaking events, and my dissertation topic did not 

fall into either one of their categories, I would not have made an effort to attend them.  

 

The RI (Research Institute) lunch is a general, topic-independent venue. It takes place at 

an astronomy institute that is not part of the university but when I was a graduate student, 

enough faculty members, postdocs and graduate students attended this event from the 

astronomy department that it met the criteria to be included in this study. RI lunch differs 
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from the events discussed so far (Coffee Hour and Journal Club), in that it (along with 

Topical Seminars A and B) is a forum for graduate students and astronomers to present 

their own research to an audience of peers.  

 

I never gave a talk at RI lunch, but I attended the lunchtime talks semi-regularly, 

especially at the beginning of my graduate program in astronomy. Other graduate 

students in my cohort also attended this event, which took place once per week at noon. 

Of all the weekly events I attended as a graduate student, this one seemed lowest on the 

graduate-students-should-attend list. I felt that Journal Club and Colloquium were both 

much more highly valued and graduate student attendance more encouraged than RI 

lunch. More graduate students, postdocs and professors from the astronomy department 

attended those other two events than they did RI lunch.  

 

The format of RI lunch was similar to Journal Club in that there were usually two half-

hour slots for a talk, followed by time for questions. There were usually two presenters, 

sometimes from the astronomy department or the astronomy institute, and other times 

astronomers who were visiting either the department or the institute. They presented a 

talk on their own research, whether preliminary results or completed work. The audience 

sometimes asked questions during the talk and sometimes waited until the 5-minute 

question period at the end of each talk.  
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The audience seemed friendlier at this event than at Colloquium – there were less people, 

it was during lunch, many people brought purchased or homemade lunches, and the talks 

were shorter. The talks took place in a conference room, around a long table surrounded 

by about 20 chairs. There was a projection screen at one end of the room, away from the 

door, and more chairs were arranged in a second row, against the walls of the room. This 

event also seemed less formal than Colloquium, or perhaps lower-stakes, in that the 

speakers could be junior scientists (postdocs and senior graduate students). Speakers who 

were senior scientists were individuals who happened to be visiting the Research Institute 

for research-related purposes, not (as with Colloquium) having been invited mainly for 

the purpose of giving a research talk. 

 

Graduate students who were close to defending their theses at the astronomy department 

often would give an RI lunch talk to practice their thesis talk, or to practice a talk they 

were going to give at an upcoming conference. The sense in which this was a “practice” 

talk was similar to that in Journal Club – it was a chance to give a talk and see how a 

local audience would respond. Perhaps someone would catch a mistake on the speaker’s 

slide, or in her or his logic, and the speaker could “fix” the talk before giving it at a 

higher stakes event. In contrast to Colloquia, I remember thinking that RI lunch talks 

seemed less exciting. There did not seem to be a need on the part of speakers to impress 

the audience or convince them of how exciting or important the research was. Any 

research could be presented at RI lunch, not just research by famous astronomers on the 

“hot” new topics.  
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Sometime towards the second half of my time as an astronomy graduate student I stopped 

going to RI lunch talks. I may have attended if an astronomer was giving a talk that was 

directly related to my research, or if a friend of mine was talking about her or his 

research. I expected that I would also give an RI lunch talk before defending my own 

thesis someday. This felt like a commonly held belief about what would be a good way to 

prepare for a thesis presentation. No one told me that I would have to give an RI lunch 

talk, but I saw many senior graduate students doing this before their own defense, and 

probably heard other graduate students talk as if this would be a good thing to do. 

 

Participant Interviews 
 

Very few graduate students and faculty members spoke about these three events. I had 

expected to hear more about RI (Research Institute) lunch at least, because it had been a 

bigger part of the weekly talk landscape while I was a graduate student in astronomy. In 

addition, I attended and videotaped one graduate student presentation (and interviewed 

some participants) at a Topical Seminar A, so there were at least two interviewees with 

whom I would speak about this event. Finally, only a few graduate students spoke about 

Topical Seminar B. The data from these interview responses are presented in this section 

because these three events represent a shift in the topic of speaking events at the 

astronomy department. They all involve speaking about one’s own research, instead of 

presenting research by others (as with Coffee Hour and Journal Club), a distinction which 

many interviewees brought up. 
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Research Institute lunch 
 

Four graduate students and one faculty member spoke about the RI lunch talks. However, 

these five interviewees’ responses included RI lunch in the course of speaking about 

other events or in comparison to other events. None of the respondents spoke about RI 

lunch on its own. This may be because members of the astronomy department do not 

attend this event as often as ones in the department, or because I asked interviewees to 

comment on speaking events within the department (and the Research Institute is a 

separate entity).  

 

Three graduate students spoke about having either attended or given a talk at RI lunch, 

while the remaining graduate student reported not having ever attended this event. The 

single faculty member interviewee who spoke about RI lunch implied past attendance by 

speaking about the types of questions that were asked at RI lunch, as well as where it fit 

in with other speaking events in the department.  

 

RI lunch was identified by one graduate student, Ian, as a typical astronomy speaking 

event “you know, the typical here’s my PowerPoint slide, title, blah blah blah blah blah, 

you know [here are] my plots, any questions?” Ian also mentioned that, as with Topical 

Seminar A, RI lunch was an event where the speaker presented her or his own research. 

The second graduate student, Darius, spoke about RI lunch in the same sentence as 

Journal Club, saying that audiences at both events seemed “pretty interested” in his talk, 
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in answer to my question about friendly speaking events at the astronomy department. 

The final graduate student, Jeff, who had both attended and spoken at an RI lunch, 

compared it to Colloquium, in that it was more formal than, and fewer graduates students 

spoke up there than at, Journal Club. 

 

The one faculty member who spoke about RI lunch, Jean, placed this event between 

Journal Club and Colloquium in terms of the formality of the event: 

     Excerpt 57 
 

…and its, again its internal so its, so a friendlier audience, um, I’d say the 
next sort of level up on that is the [Research Institute lunch], where its 
your research now. Its still a relatively friendly audience of [locals], uh, 
but it includes some people who you may not bump into on a daily 
basis….then there’s [the] full blown colloquium. 

 

The Research Institute lunch, then, is reported to be more formal than Journal Club but 

less formal than Colloquium, and to have a friendly audience. 

 

Topical Seminar A 
 
Nine graduate students and three faculty members discussed this Topical Seminar A. One 

of the graduate students interviewed was a speaker who I videotaped, and one of the 

faculty members interviewed had been an audience member at the student’s talk. These 

two interviewees spoke the most about the event because they were asked about a 

specific instance of Topical Seminar A, and had been solicited by me to give interviews 

based on the event. Graduate student Bill gave the following description of the event: 

     Excerpt 58 



 
 

291

 
…it meets every other week, uh, during the lunch hour and there’s 2 
talks…What they’ve been trying to do lately is set up a format where the 
first part of your talk is more informal, at the board, where you’re writing 
equations maybe or drawing plots, and just talking about, why your 
research is important and how it fits into the grand scheme of things. And 
then, um, for the second half a lot of people go to PowerPoint and they’ll 
show images of their data,...or you know various plots of [that] they’ve 
done with their, [with] their research. 
 

A number of aspects of the event mentioned here also appeared in other interview 

responses. Similarly to Journal Club, the event takes place during lunchtime, for an hour, 

split up into two half-hour segments for two speakers. However, there are also two main 

differences between Topical Seminar A and Journal Club: (1) the topic of the talks, and 

(2) the character of the presentation. Faculty member Jean stated that “the idea for 

[Topical Seminar A] is, informally present, uh, ongoing work,…not supposed to be final, 

polished, finished talks.” 

 

Topic 

As with RI lunch, presentations in Topical Seminar A are expected to be on the topic of 

each speaker’s own research. Five graduate students and two faculty members made 

comments about this, using phrases like “about their research,” “what you’ve been 

doing,” and “their own work,” to describe what speakers presented. Somewhat different 

from RI lunch was the implication, by two graduate students and two faculty members, 

that the research presented at Topical Seminar A should be work “in progress.” These 

interviewees used words like “unfinished”, “undeveloped”, “not polished”, and even 

“crazy ideas I’m working on” to describe the type of research that should be presented.  
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Character 

As with responses about Coffee Hour, interviewees said that the goal of Topical Seminar 

A was to be an “informal” event. Six graduate students and one faculty member made 

comments about this characteristic of Topical Seminar A, sometimes giving examples of 

what made it informal, other times contrasting it with formal events. There were three 

main categories of responses on what made the event informal: (1) that it was 

conversational, (2) that the presentations were low in formal, prepared content and (3) 

that presentations were low in preparation. 

 

Six interviewees (five graduate students and one faculty member) most often described 

the informal nature of Topical Seminar A by using statements that could be used to 

describe a conversation between two to a few people. For instance, graduate student 

Robert spoke about the speaker asking “for suggestions,” and a “lot of interaction with 

the audience.” Graduate student Jeff mentioned that “discussion can break out in the 

middle of the talk”, and graduate student Darius talked about Topical Seminar A as 

meant to be one of those “informal settings where you just kind of chat.” In contrast, 

events that were considered to be more formal, were those where “someone talks for 30 

minutes [straight]”, or where the speaker gave an entire presentation first and at the end 

asked for questions. Interviewees described formal events as characterized by the speaker 

doing “most of the talking” and there not being any “interruptions” from the audience. 

These behaviors that coincide with more formal events are also much more unlike a small 
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group conversation – turn taking in speaking is low, one person speaks most of the time, 

and questions are asked at the end of a main monologue.  

 

The second category of explanations of the informal nature of Topical Seminar A was 

related to less content or material being presented to the audience than at more formal 

talks. Graduate students spoke about “pulling up…a few figures,” just showing “general 

trends,” and kind of giving “an introduction to their research.” The faculty member 

interviewee spoke about “every once in a while someone actually uses no slides,” and 

speakers being limited “to five slides,” as a way to describe the informal character of 

Topical Seminar A. One graduate student contrasted the low-content, informal way a 

Topical Seminar A talk should be done with a speaker for whom “all of his slides had 

several plots and lots of text.” 

 

The final category used to describe how a Topical Seminar A talk was supposed to be 

informal was that it seemed less prepared than a “regular talk.” Graduate student 

comments in this category included “just bringing a plot, putting it up and talking about 

it,” being able to come with “something pretty unprepared”, “drawing [a plot] on the 

board” and “not going to PowerPoint” during the presentation. There was a sense that a 

speaker should engage more in explaining, drawing, plotting and demonstrating to the 

audience during a Topical Seminar A talk. Bringing in a pre-prepared set of slides was 

not seen as the correct way to give a talk at this event.  
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A new format 

One last category of responses about the format of Topical Seminar A talks, mentioned 

by five graduate students and one faculty member, was that the informal structure of the 

event was a recent innovation. Interviewees spoke of a traditional, more formal format, 

and a current “more informal” format. Speakers were seen as trying “different things” to 

achieve an informal format, and interviewees said that it could be difficult for speakers to 

not give a formal talk. One graduate student, Bill, spoke about a visiting speaker who had 

given a more formal talk as possibly having “misinterpreted the directions,” implying that 

directions were necessary to help keep speakers on the right track. It seems that an 

informal format for presenting one’s own research to an audience is unconventional in 

academic astronomy because interviewee responses highlight that it is difficult to achieve 

and that visitors must be given instructions on how to present in this way. The faculty 

member’s response captured this difficulty of the concept of an informal talk: “pretty 

much people have a hard time keeping to that and some people have pretty much ignored 

it.” A “regular talk” was seen as involving the presenter speaking for the majority of 

time, with questions or comments from the audience being relegated to the end of the 

presentation. Faculty member Jean described this non-Topical Seminar A type of talk as 

being polished, more formal, more prepared, similarly to how someone might describe a 

script for a play.  

 

Attendance 
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Very little came up in interviewee responses about attendance at the Topical Seminar A. 

Two graduate students spoke explicitly about whether or not they attended this event – 

one said “I’ve never been” and the other said “I occasionally attend [RI] lunch talks and 

[Topical Seminar A].” An additional five graduate students and one faculty member 

inferred that they attended Topical Seminar A, by either speaking about how the event 

was structured or a specific instance they had seen. The only other comment made was 

related to how many people came to this event, when faculty member Jean explained that 

the audience at Topical Seminar A had “always been bigger” than twenty people.  

 

Audience 

As mentioned above, a number of interviewees spoke about behaviors they had seen or 

engaged in at a Topical Seminar A talk. Five graduate students and one faculty member 

spoke about being part of the audience or about audience behaviors at this event. All of 

these interviewees made statements implying that audience participation was a positive 

thing at Topical Seminar A. Sometimes this point was made explicitly, as in graduate 

student Bill’s comment about a talk he had given: 

 

     Excerpt 59 
 

[It] seemed like people were asking questions at the end of the talk and 
were kind of interested in the results and that sort of thing. Um, so I 
thought it went, uh, pretty well.  

 

Faculty member Jean, also explicitly described the role of the audience as “they should 

be interrupting and discussing, and, and, um, [much] more so than at a regular talk.” 
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Graduate student Jeff explained that the audience at Topical Seminar A was “more likely 

to interrupt and say ‘I don’t get this’ or ‘What do you think about this?’ ” than in other 

events, and later said the event had a “much more collaborative feeling” as a result.  

 

In speaking about audience participation, the terms “interrupt” or “interruption” were 

used by four graduate students and one faculty member, much more prominently than in 

comments made about other speaking events. It is curious that a term that is often used 

with a negative connotation in everyday speech was used by these interviewees so often 

in relation to Topical Seminar A as a positive action. The interruptions themselves (in the 

form of comments or questions) did not seem to be of a substantially different syntax than 

those reported at Journal Club or Coffee Hour. In other words, graduate student Jeff 

reported that a question like “How does this related to this?” might be asked at Topical 

Seminar A, which is similar to questions reported for other events. However, Jeff also 

mentioned that this interruption was “not as a question, but as a discussion topic.” This 

statement seems to contain at least the assumption of a positive intent in the audience’s 

interruptions. Or perhaps questions asked at Topical Seminar A are asked with different 

inflection, that make them sound more friendly, as might be inferred from faculty member 

Jean’s statement that “I haven’t seen anyone asking questions to really put someone on 

the spot, um, that’s not what its [for].” However, statements similar to this (e.g. that the 

goal of Coffee Hour or Journal Club was not to put graduate students on the spot) were 

reported by faculty members for events that graduate students said they were nervous 



 
 

297

about. These statements also imply that faculty members consider some events to be in 

part “for” putting a speaker on the spot. 

 

Questions 

Five graduate students and one faculty member spoke about questions at Topical Seminar 

A. One faculty member and one graduate student mentioned questions that were asked by 

the speaker to the audience, such as “for suggestions” about the research being presented, 

and “I’ve gotten this far and I don’t know where to go now.” This is different from events 

like RI lunch and Journal Club where engaging the audience was not reported as being 

accomplished by asking them questions. In some instances, interviewee responses about 

Coffee Hour did imply that the presenter of a paper could ask questions of other people in 

attendance.  

 

Most responses in this category, however, dealt with questions that an audience member 

might ask the presenter. All six interviewees mentioned these types of questions. The 

positive use of the term “interruption,” marks audience questions at Topical Seminar A as 

somehow different (in intent or as interpreted by the presenter or graduate students) than 

at other events.  

 

Questions were reported to accomplish a number of tasks at Topical Seminar A talks. 

They could be used by a presenter to encourage participation or feedback from the 

audience, they could help a presenter get a better sense of what audience-members (who 
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did research on similar topics) thought about the research being presented, they could be 

comments made during the question period, and they could be welcome interruptions to 

the presenter’s speaking. These questions were seen as different from those that were 

asked elsewhere, as in graduate student Darius’s comment that in a more formal setting, 

the audience “could ask a few polite questions and move on to the next” talk. Faculty 

member Jean mentioned that questions at Topical Seminar A talks “may tend to be more 

technical questions” than would be asked at a Journal Club or a Colloquium, but similar 

to those asked at an RI lunch talk.  

 

Finally, faculty member Jean asserted that although faculty members wanted graduate 

students to ask questions, including simple questions, it was understandable that they did 

not actually ask them at Topical Seminar A talks very often: 

     Excerpt 60 
 

I think, you know, most students don’t ask questions because they feel that 
they’re asking that sort of, sort of basic question where people might not, 
you know, everybody might know what that axis is supposed to be or 
whatever, and they don’t want to ask that question.  

 

Jean went on to say that “particularly [in] something like” Topical Seminar A, graduate 

students should feel free to ask basic questions because “its there to be a discussion, so if 

you’re not understanding it then, you know,…its there for you too,” whereas an event 

like Colloquium might be different. Perhaps this was connected somehow to the sense 

that discussion and interruptions were seen as a positive thing at Topical Seminar A. This 
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statement raises an issue of for what or for whom events like Colloquium, and others 

where simple questions were not as encouraged, are intended. 

 

Feedback 

Only two graduate students and one faculty member spoke about feedback and Topical 

Seminar A talks. Both graduate students spoke about audience feedback during a talk, 

while the faculty member talked about giving graduate students feedback on slides before 

or after a talk. Graduate student, Bill’s, response implied that at times an informal 

discussion was achieved at Topical Seminar A, when he spoke about the effect that 

audience participation had on his thinking about his research: 

     Excerpt 61 
 

There’s some things that I had been thinking about doing before, that a lot 
of people asked questions about and so I kind of, now I kind of feel like 
“Well, that’s a lot more important, I should be focusing on that,” even 
more…  

 

Both graduate students mentioned this audience feedback in a positive sense. It was 

described as collaborative, with the audience helping the speaker think about her or his 

own research. In contrast, the RI lunch talk was not described as a place where the 

audience was expected to interrupt and comment on the presentation, nor was it described 

as a venue for presenting research that was largely unfinished.  

 

Preparation 
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Two graduate students used the word “prepared” and one faculty member spoke about 

helping graduate students prepare for a Topical Seminar A talk. While this does not 

represent a large number of respondents, the sense in which the concept of preparing (as 

discussed by the faculty member) and the term “prepared” were used were somewhat 

different. They represented two main ways in which the word “prepare” is defined: (1) to 

make someone or oneself ready or able to do or deal with something, and (2) to make 

something ready for use or consideration. When a graduate student prepares to present 

research or speak about a paper at one of these departmental speaking events, one 

question that can be asked is “What is she or he preparing for?” Given the definitions 

above, this question is split into two, and becomes “What is it the graduate student is 

trying to be able to do or deal with when she or he gives a talk?” and “What is the 

graduate student making ready for use or consideration by preparing for a talk?” 

 

Graduate student Darius said, of Topical Seminar A, that “you’re supposed to be able to 

come there, with something pretty unprepared…,in practice there’s this instability where, 

you know, the natural tendency is for all of these events to become formal presentations 

of material that has been prepared.” So there seems to be a difference between some 

baseline amount of preparation, such as choosing a paper to present in Coffee Hour, and 

some type of preparation that is not spontaneous. A completely unprepared speaker 

would stand up and start talking about whatever she or he was thinking. In fact, faculty 

member Jean mentioned a suggestion that was made for Topical Seminar A to work like 

this,  
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     Excerpt 62 
 

that [we’d] just call on somebody right at the time, to just tell us about 
their work so that their, would-, so that they couldn’t have pre- prepared, 
and therefore shouldn’t feel that they should have prepared, and so that it 
wouldn’t even be a “talk” talk. That was not seen as a favorable thing 
particularly by the grad students who felt like they wanted to have some 
warning and some time to prepare and all of that. 

 

In theory, to speak at an event like Topical Seminar A, a person involved in research 

should not need to “prepare,” because she or he has the right type of thing to speak about 

– research. In the second sense of the definition above, the graduate student has a research 

project for the audience’s consideration. Perhaps there is something else for which a 

graduate student needs to prepare. Is there something that graduate students need to 

become ready to deal with, such as the audience’s judgment, questions or comments? 

Given the worry of looking stupid or of having one’s knowledge out on the table, as 

expressed in graduate student responses related to Pre-print Coffee Hour and Journal 

Club, it is likely that some of the preparation is done exactly to deal with the audience 

they will encounter, which some graduate students will feel is likely to look at them 

negatively. However, in Topical Seminar A, comments made about audience questions 

and statements had a very different, positive tone. In the Topical Seminar A setting, 

preparation may apply more to making one’s research “ready for consideration.” 

 

In comments on Journal Club presentations, faculty member Pat made the point that: 

     Excerpt 63 
 

I think questions are very important, um, I think some students are 
naturally better at answering than others and it probably has to do with 
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confidence, this whole issue of thinking on one’s feet. Speed is prized in 
our profession and in many ways wrongly, I think, um, weighted… 

 

This may bring up a conflict for speakers. Any amount of preparation could be argued to 

mask how a person thinks on her or his feet. In that case, how is a speaker’s ability to 

think on her feet evaluated by a crowd? It is possible that different amounts of preparation 

are necessary for different speakers to appear to “think on their feet” in a seemingly 

similar manner.  

 

The notion of being prepared takes on an additional meaning than simply composing five 

or ten slides for a presentation. As graduate students have said repeatedly, their 

preparation is long, time consuming, and much of it is spent improving their background 

knowledge of a field. Perhaps they are preparing to look as if they think on their feet well.  

 

Topical Seminar B 
 
Three graduate students and no faculty members spoke about this other topical seminar. 

This small number of interviewee responses is most likely due to the fact that I did not 

ask any of the 21 interviewees specifically about this event. One graduate student who 

brought up this event in during an interview mentioned it while listing off the types of 

intellectual discussions that took place at the astronomy department. This graduate 

student, Anna, said that it (along with Topical Seminar A) was a meeting “for people 

working on the same stuff,” implying common topics of research. The other two graduate 

students who said more about the event mentioned Topical Seminar B.  
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When I asked about attendance of Topical Seminar A, both of these graduate students 

brought up Topical Seminar B as an event they attended. As such, I asked follow-up 

questions of both graduate students to mirror the types of questions I was asking of 

interviewees who did attend Topical Seminar A. I did not ask about the purpose of 

Topical Seminar B, nor did I ask interviewees to describe the event. The two graduate 

student interviewees had somewhat different experiences of this event, one more positive 

and the other more negative. 

 

Both graduate students described Topical Seminar B as an event they attended because it 

was relevant to their research. They also both spoke about asking questions at the event. 

For one graduate student this was a positive experience, where it was always comfortable 

to ask questions, and where event organizers had told graduate students that they wanted 

them “to feel comfortable asking questions.” The other graduate student reported having 

trouble with confidence in asking questions at Topical Seminar B, and that this feeling 

might be due to who else participated.  

 

Summary 
 

Respondent characterizations 
 

The Research Institute lunch and Topical Seminar A fall into a middle range of speaking 

events discussed in this study. They mark a change from the “someone else’s paper” 

focus of a Coffee Hour or Journal Club event to a focus on the research of the presenters 
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themselves. As such, there is no searching for an interesting or important paper to 

present, but rather a goal of having worked on interesting or important research. In fact 

one of the goals of Topical Seminar A is to help the presenter improve her or his research 

ideas, techniques, and questions. 

 

There was a difference between how these two events were described, however. Research 

Institute lunch was seen as a prototypical speaking event (which was likely to be 

recognized across the greater astronomy community): the presenters were not as likely to 

know everyone in the audience, there were two 30-minute talks given with slides, and 

short question period at the end. In contrast, the format of Topical Seminar A was 

described as sometimes confusing to outsiders which marked it as not prototypical: it was 

for presenting unfinished work, with a limit on the number of slides and a goal of 

considerable contribution to the event from audience questions and suggestions about the 

research being presented.  

 

Learning 

Learning was not a theme that showed up in interviewee comments about Research 

Institute lunch. It was part of the discussion about Topical Seminar A, however. 

Specifically, simple questions of the kind that graduate students might ask were described 

by a faculty member as welcome because this event was intended to be of use to graduate 

students. A similar sentiment was made by one graduate student regarding Topical 

Seminar B.  
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Time and effort 

Time and effort also did not show up in comments about Research Institute lunch. They 

did show up in comments about Topical Seminar A, in terms of preparing for a talk and 

the difficulty that visitors sometimes had in understanding the rules, such as the extreme 

limit on number of slides. Since Topical Seminar A was not a prototypical talk, effort 

was required on the part of visitors to prepare for it. Issues of time and effort may also 

have been a component of the faculty member comment about not wanting attendees to 

Topical Seminar A be able to prepare ahead of time to speak at this event.  

 

Responsibility: to the community vs. the individual 

Research Institute lunch was described as a friendlier event than Colloquium, to the 

individual who was presenting, because the audience consisted of mostly local 

individuals. Topical Seminar A was also intended to be friendlier in a sense, because of 

its high degree of informality and the fact that the audience was explicitly expected to 

help the presenter think about her or his research. Finally, the individual (graduate 

student) was allowed to ask simple questions during this event.  

 

Active participation/discussion 

There was no mention of a discussion being a central feature of the Research Institute 

lunch. In contrast, one goal that was mentioned for Topical Seminar A was that the 
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audience participate significantly during the presentation, with comments and 

suggestions. This was mentioned as a desirable aspect of the new format of the event.  

 

Expertise and intellectual identity concerns 

Not much mention was made of expertise for Research Institute lunch. The one place this 

might have been an issue regarding Topical Seminar A was in the faculty member 

comment that when it was suggested that the event involve impromptu presentation of 

one’s own research, graduate students voiced their concerns. The faculty member spoke 

about graduate students being concerned that they not have time to prepare, which I 

interpret as an intellectual identity concern. In contrast to interviewee concerns about 

asking low-value, time-wasting or stupid questions at Coffee Hour and Journal Club, 

there was not much said about these concerns regarding Research Institute lunch or 

Topical Seminar A. The one comment made by a faculty member about Topical Seminar 

A was that it was a venue that was meant for graduate students to ask questions, and for 

simple questions (like “What is that axis?”) to be asked. If the same comparisons hold 

here as did for Journal Club, a simple question is also likely to be labeled a stupid 

question by either the asker or listener. This may help explain why Topical Seminar A 

seems to be an event which encourages significantly more question asking and comments 

from the audience throughout the event than some other departmental speaking events. 

Perhaps in this case, where the goal is to problem-solve on  the presenter’s research, 

simple questions are of higher-value.  
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Event 4 - Thesis defense talks 

This section deals with a slightly different type of speaking event. It is included here 

because students are the main speakers at this event, and they speak about their own 

research to an audience of peers and professional astronomers. Because it is an exam, it 

was ranked as high-stakes by most survey respondents. 

 

Researcher Memories 
 
I went to many thesis defense talks in the department when I was an astronomy graduate 

student. If a student whom I knew (even as just an acquaintance) was defending her or his 

thesis, and I was in town, I made a point of attending. Early on, I was attending mostly 

thesis talks of senior graduate students who were in the same office as mine, or whom I 

had met at department or informal functions. First and foremost I went to thesis talks to 

support the person giving the talk.  

 

A thesis talk in the department is open to the public, and is meant to last roughly 30 

minutes, using PowerPoint or overhead slides, with five minutes for questions. I did not 

ask questions at thesis talks. I felt that asking a question at this type of talk could be seen 

as testing the graduate student presenter, and that it was best not to risk asking a question 

that the thesis committee members in the room would see the graduate student having 

trouble with. In other words, not only did I not want to ask questions out of a fear of 

having a stupid question, but it seemed implicitly acceptable (if not encouraged) among 

graduate students to not ask questions, like a show of solidarity. I was not going to lose 
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points for not asking a question at a thesis talk, as I might at Journal Club or Research 

Institute lunch. By not asking a question I was supporting the graduate student defending 

a thesis because I was not putting her or him in the position of potentially saying “I don’t 

know.” Thesis defense talks were almost the opposite of examinations, in the sense that I 

expected the graduate student to have a rigorous examination to pass in the closed-door 

session that was to follow, so the burden from any of the audience to test the speaker was 

very low. A committee of 3-5 astronomers would be testing the graduate student after the 

talk. Although there was at least one question from the audience at many thesis talk I 

attended, sometimes there were no questions. Again, in contrast to Journal Club (or RI or 

Colloquium), a complete lack of questions from the audience was not seen as a bad thing, 

nor was it an implication that the talk was bad or uninteresting. I got the sense that my 

role as an audience member during a thesis talk was to “be supportive” of the graduate 

student presenter, with the hope that a room of smiling audience members would help the 

graduate student feel confident about going into the following exam. Although I saw the 

thesis talk as very different from an exam, I also did not consider it to be a practice at all. 

If a graduate student presenter made a mistake during her or his talk, or said something I 

did not understand, I felt that it was too late to make a comment about the talk at any time 

before the thesis examination. It was an almost superstitious fear of jinxing the speakers’ 

performance before she or he went into the coming examination.  

 

Many thesis defenses took place in the same room where Journal Club is held. The 

graduate student who was defending a thesis was always present to give the talk, as were 
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the members of the graduate student’s thesis committee. These committee members did 

not ask questions during the talk. I understood this as reasonable because they were 

“saving” their questions and any criticism of the work for the exam that was to follow. I 

would guess that if anyone in the audience had asked a tough or rude question of the 

graduate student during the thesis defense talk, this audience member would have been 

judged negatively by the rest of the audience. I remember consciously thinking about 

nodding or keeping a friendly facial expression in an attempt to help the graduate student 

feel confident during their thesis talk.  

 

Some graduate students seemed extremely nervous during their defense talks, while 

others did not. Reflecting the content of the thesis, some talks covered one main topic, 

while others involved a number of smaller topics. I remember at some point being told 

that a thesis could consist of “three published articles, stapled together, with an 

introduction and conclusion.”  Since I had not published any papers on my thesis work, I 

assumed that when I gave my defense, it would be on one main topic.  

 

Following the defense talk was a closed-door (non-public) examination of the graduate 

student by his or her thesis committee members. No other thesis talk audience members 

remained in the room for this part of the defense. Each thesis committee was made up of 

at least a few members who are faculty members or astronomers at the department, or the 

institute where the Research Institute lunch talks take place. There may have been other 

astronomers on the committee from other departments who were chosen to be on the 
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committee because their research expertise was close to the topic of the thesis. In this 

sense, the examination is not necessarily internal to the department.  

 

The public part of the defense, however, which will be discussed in this section, was open 

to everyone who cared to come. In addition to members of the astronomy department, 

non-astronomer friends and family of the graduate student who was defending often 

attended. These non-astronomy audience members usually did not ask any questions 

either. For some of the thesis talks the room was filled with standing room only, while for 

others the audience was smaller. Before the graduate student started giving the thesis talk, 

her or his research advisor (the head of the thesis committee) would give a short 

introduction to the process (this was a half-hour thesis talk, with time for questions 

followed by a non-public examination) that was to follow.  

 

After the talk and “question session” was over, the audience and the defending graduate 

student left the room, the door was closed, and the graduate student’s committee would 

have a short discussion in private. The graduate student would then go back into the room 

for the thesis examination, which could last from one to three hours. During this time, 

some of the audience members from the thesis talk (most often the graduate student’s 

family and non-astronomy friends, and closest friends in the department), would wait in 

the adjoining area where Coffee Hour was held (and might take place at the same time if 

the defense started early in the day). There was a “waiting-room” feeling to this group. 

Sometimes the graduate student’s department friends would go decorate her or his office 
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with balloons or other decorations and/or take a greeting card around the department to 

be signed with congratulatory statements by anyone who knew the graduate student. In 

other words, there was an expectation that the graduate student would pass. They would 

try to get this done before the closed-door exam had finished. Once the non-public 

examination was finished, the graduate student and committee members would leave the 

room, and announce that the graduate student had passed. Often after this, the advisor (or 

another faculty member) would send out a departmental e-mail announcing that the 

graduate student had passed, and that there would be a small celebration (with or without 

refreshments) in the Coffee Hour lounge. At this time, many of the audience members 

from the thesis talk (and other department members) would return to the Coffee Hour 

lounge to congratulate the new Ph.D. holder.  

 

In my time as an astronomy graduate student, no graduate student who went into a 

defense examination ever failed it. The commonly held notion was that the graduate 

student’s advisor should not let her or him even schedule the examination if their research 

was not adequate to pass the examination. And yet, most graduate students who I saw 

preparing for their thesis defenses were nervous about their performance. It was usually 

the defending graduate student who sent out an e-mail to the department inviting 

department members to attend the public talk, with a date, time and place indicated in the 

e-mail. As I mentioned above, it was usually the graduate student’s advisor who sent out 

the e-mail after the exam that announced the graduate student had passed.  
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I remember a few thoughts or expectations that I had for my own astronomy thesis 

defense. I was nervous about the prospect and had a difficult time imagining myself 

presenting my own research (or having an adequate, defendable thesis project). I 

wondered whether my parents would come to the defense, and if any other family 

members might come. My thesis research involved nucleosynthesis, the study of how 

different nuclei or elements were created in the universe through physical processes in 

massive, old stars. I was writing a computer code for my research, which calculated the 

production of nuclei in “blobs” of material inside of stars, and had named my code 

GOBLOB. At some point I heard the theme song to the horror movie “The Blob,” and 

imagined playing this song at the beginning of my thesis talk. I also imagined using a 

Linux screen-saver on the projection screen, which looked like a handful of semi-

transparent, multi-colored blobs slowly moving around the screen. Finally, as I got 

further along in my graduate career, past my 6th year of graduate school (and officially 

considered myself to be lagging behind an average “time to PhD”), I imagined using a 

flying pig toy in the room at my defense, to make fun of how long I had taken to finish, in 

the sense of “Audra will defend her PhD when pigs fly.” Apart from these very specific 

ideas about my own thesis talk, I had learned some general things about the talks – it 

seemed acceptable to make jokes during the talk and that there should be a general 

introduction of the topic of the thesis, aimed perhaps at a lower level than for a Journal 

Club talk. There could be slides for the talk that included very low-level explanations of 

the research since there were going to be some non-astronomer audience members. The 
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talk slides were allowed to have a more personalized feel to them than I would have 

expected for a non-internal, departmental talk.  

 

One final memory I have of the thesis talks I saw as an astronomy graduate student was 

that although they were not structured as an examination and the outcome of thesis 

examinations were in some ways already decided to be successful, I expected other 

graduate students and myself to be nervous about the thesis defense. I saw this as normal, 

and I believe that others in the department (including the graduate students’ committee 

members) also saw it as normal to be nervous. I think that I would have been scared to 

imply that I was not nervous about my own defense (even if I had wound up being very 

confident about the level of the work) to any of my own committee members, as if this 

might make them try to judge me more harshly during the exam. There was a sense that 

until the exam was successfully completed, I (or any graduate student) should not be too 

confident in my own work. Although I do not think I would have ever been that confident 

about my astronomy thesis work, I think differently about this research project, which I 

will defend as an education thesis. Nevertheless, I feel the same reservation about acting 

too confidently about even this work to my committee members for fear of jinxing the 

exam or encouraging them to try making me more nervous about the exam. As I start 

discussing interviewee data regarding thesis defense talks, I wonder why there seems to 

be almost a requirement that a graduate student feel nervous about the outcome of what 

seems to be a mostly ceremonial examination. 
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Participant Interviews 
 
The previous section was a look at my own memories of thesis defense talks. In the 

following section, I present how interviewees describe the event. Some graduate student 

interviewees were in a similar position to mine, not having gone through their own thesis 

defense. Other graduate students talked about a thesis defense (both the talk and the 

following exam) of their own that they have just gone through. Faculty interviewees will 

all have gone through their own thesis defense (by virtue of needing a PhD to secure a 

faculty job), and have sat on thesis defense committees as examiners.   

 

What does a thesis defense look like through the eyes of graduate students and faculty 

members of the department? During the interviews, information about thesis defense 

talks was solicited with questions like “What do you think the purpose of a thesis defense 

talk is?”, “When do you attend a thesis defense talk?”, and “What is the purpose of 

questions after the defense talk?”  Two thesis defense talks were observed and videotaped 

during this time, and some of the questions asked in interviews referred to these two 

specific instances of the event. When speaking of their own experiences presenting or 

attending a thesis defense, interviewee responses covered a large span of time. Some 

people were describing a thesis defense from years or decades ago, while others gave 

examples from the event that had taken place the week of the interview.  

 
The thesis defense can be described as consisting of two parts: as a public talk, followed 

by a closed-door examination, which only the defending graduate student and a 

committee of professors attend. When discussing the first of these parts, I will refer to the 
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“thesis defense talk” and refer to the second part as the “thesis defense exam.” Some 

questions I asked interviewees were phrased so as to refer to either part of or the event 

whole, and then I use the term “thesis defense.” Similarly, in some interviewee responses, 

there may be a separation of the defense talk and the defense exam or not. Note that I 

(and any pre-thesis defense graduate students or non-thesis committee faculty members) 

only observed a graduate student’s public defense talk. When I or one of these 

interviewees use the term “thesis defense” in talking the part of the event we observed, I 

assume that the public defense talk is actually being referred to. 

 
What is a thesis defense? 
 
When asked what a thesis defense was about, graduate student and faculty member 

responses included the structure or program of the event, and the purpose and/or 

character of the event. Seven graduate students and three faculty members had something 

to say about this topic. In the course of describing the difference between asking 

questions at Coffee Hour and a thesis defense, graduate student Bruce gave this 

description of a defense talk, as  

     Excerpt 64 
 

…a big PowerPoint presentation that someone’s prepared and has a 
half hour to, like, say everything they’ve ever done as a-, as a grad 
student. 

 

Combined with the graduate student’s earlier comparison that Coffee Hour presentation 

“aren’t nearly as formal,” the terms “big” and “everything” and “ever,” imply a weighty 

event.   
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Of all the speaking events being investigated in this study, the thesis defense is both the 

longest in duration, and has the most distinct parts (with changing audiences, and 

somewhat different purposes). In my interviews, I was focusing on the public portions of 

this event, the public talk and the public question period. However, in describing the 

event and its purpose, many interviewees (and I) also referred to the closed-door 

examination that follows the public event. Graduate students and faculty members spoke 

about the examination in the process putting the public portion in context. They (and I) 

also sometimes spoke of the various parts interchangeably, or as more or less separate. It 

is in this ambiguity, of where the actual examination begins and ends that some of the 

more interesting issues arise regarding the thesis defense. However, it will also result in a 

somewhat different structure for the subsequent write-up. I will start by describing the 

overall program of events for the entire thesis defense and then focus in the public 

portions, in keeping with the goals of looking at structured, public speaking events in this 

astronomy department. 

 

The program  
 
Structured events follow a program: what takes place, when, in what order, and who is 

responsible. The existence of common answers to these questions, among members of the 

community, is what gives events structure. Seven graduate students’ and five faculty 

members’ responses included information about the program for a thesis defense.  

 



 
 

317

According to interviewee comments, a thesis defense is organized into three main parts: 

(1) the public thesis defense talk, (2) the public question session following the talk, and 

(3) the private oral examination following the public talk and questions. The core of the 

public part of the thesis defense is the thesis defense talk, a roughly 30 minute 

presentation given by the graduate student, attended by the graduate student’s thesis 

committee, friends, family, and some other members of the department. This is the one 

speaking event in this study where the audience was likely to include some non-

astronomers. The talk was intended to be a summary of research work by the graduate 

student over the course of her or his time as a graduate student, as described in Excerpt 

64. There was time for audience questions at the end of the graduate student’s talk. After 

the end of the public question period, the closed-door exam started. The graduate 

student’s thesis committee was comprised of a thesis advisor and a few other faculty 

members or astronomers, who would attend both the defense talk and be the only 

“audience” members for the closed-door examination. The particulars of these three parts 

will be described in more detail as outlined in the table below, not necessarily in the order 

listed. 

 

Table 8. Thesis defense participation structure 

Thesis defense structure Discussed in: 
 
A graduate student schedules a date for 
a defense of her or his PhD thesis, and 
sends out a departmental e-mail. 
The graduate student prepares the talk, 
with or without help from others in 
practicing and structuring.  

 
 
Section “Preparation” 
Section “The defending graduate 
student’s role” 
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The thesis committee prepares for the 
examination that will follow the talk.  

 

 
Section “The thesis committee’s role” 

 
People from the department including 
some of the graduate student’s friends 
and family gather to hear the public 
talk. 
 

 
Section “Attendance” 
Section “The public talk” 
Section “The defending graduate 
student’s role” 

 
At the end of the talk, there is a time for 
questions from the audience. 
 

 
Section “The public questions” 
Section “The audience’s role” 
 

 
After questions, the public and graduate 
student leave the room, while the 
committee prepares to start the exam. 
The graduate student returns to the 
room for the examination. 
Once the examination ends, the 
graduate student is considered to be 
done. 
 

 
 
Section “The closed-door exam” 
Section “The thesis committee’s role” 
Section “The advisor’s role” 
 

 

 

The public talk 
 

Purpose 

Seven graduate students and five faculty members discussed the purpose of a thesis 

defense talk in interviews. Six of the seven graduate students expressed some uncertainty 

about the purpose of a defense talk, followed by their responses. For instance, a reply 

might start with “oh, that’s a good question” and continue with a list of what the event 

was not meant to accomplish, and end with a conjecture of what it might be for. Many 

graduate students used the phrase “I think” or “I guess” to preface an answer, for example 
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in Excerpt 65 below. The tentative tone of these responses distinguishes the defense talk 

from other speaking events that have been discussed so far.  

 

Graduate student and faculty member responses can be grouped into two main categories 

of purpose: (1) for a graduate student to show or communicate many years’ worth of 

research to the audience, and (2) as separate from or part of the actual assessment of the 

graduate student.  

 

Communicating research 

Seven graduate students and three faculty members said that one purpose of a thesis 

defense talk was to communicate research to the audience or the departmental 

community. There were a number of different ways in which interviewees described this 

purpose, similar to what was said by graduate student Erika: 

     Excerpt 65 
 

I guess to communicate to the wider audience of the department, um, what 
you’ve been working on sort of a, you know, capstone or something. Just 
to, you know, say “this is what, you know, I’ve been doing the last 4 years 
or, 5 years” or, however it is, however long it is.  

 
Graduate student responses often included a sense of responsibility or desire to 

communicate one’s research to everyone in the audience. Graduate student Jeff described 

it as “a presentation of what you’ve done, but hopefully in a way that appeals to a lot of 

people.” Graduate student Anna explained this as “you try to gear the talk for…so that 

everybody in the audience will understand something,” referring to both the thesis 

committee and first-year graduate students in the audience. Other graduate students used 
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phrases like “a thesis talk that would be able to reach everybody that would be there,” 

and “it’s supposed to be more general…but yeah so I think, I think those first couple 

slides are trying to catch a broader audience.” These responses seem to contrast with a 

lack of such statements for the other speaking events described so far.  

 

Faculty comments also referred to a purpose of communication, but with a different 

focus. Their replies dealt more with the quality of the presentation, and by implication, 

the graduate student as astronomer. The graduate student was expected to be the expert 

on her or his research topic, and to convey that to the thesis committee and the audience. 

For instance, faculty member Jessie said that 

     Excerpt 66 
 

A dissertation talk is one where the student really should be totally in 
command, of the subject, and have really worked on polishing the 
presentation, so, at-, that point you really expect to see, something good. 

 

Another faculty member, Alex, spoke about integrating all of the research done into the 

talk and giving the audience a big picture of the topic. Faculty member Pat also 

mentioned that the defense talk could communicate to the junior graduate students in the 

audience “what a successful, finishing graduate student looks like and sounds like so they 

have something to aspire to.” Finally, thesis defense talk was also described as a helpful 

presentation for committee members to remember what was in the dissertation, before 

they went into the thesis examination.  

  

Not part of the exam 
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Another aspect of graduate student and faculty member responses about the purpose of a 

thesis defense talk was how it was or was not part of the thesis examination. In other 

words, was some assessment of the graduate student happening during the public defense 

talk? Interviewee comments included both explicit and implicit “yes” and “no” answers 

to this issue. There could be some ambiguity, even within a single person’s response, 

about this. For example, faculty member Alex answered a question about whether it 

could be possible to just hold the closed-door exam and not the talk and still accomplish 

the goals of the thesis defense: 

     Excerpt 67 
 

You could, but the talk is basically designed so that a student who’s a bit 
nervous, like Lisa was, gets off to a smoother start because you, you start 
the exam on the, the student’s territory. Whereas if you, take a really 
nervous student and you say “well, on page 37 you said this, now can you 
defend that?” then, you know, that’s going to definitely put the student at, 
very much ill at ease and its very likely the exam after that will no longer 
tell you anything about what the student knows. 

 

Contained in the first three lines of that quote is the implication that the talk is part of the 

exam. It may be that interviewees used the term “exam” in a number of ways in speaking 

about the thesis defense. It could refer to the entire event as shorthand, even is they did 

not consider the talk to be part of the examination. This seemed similar to how someone 

might talk about attending a wedding – this could mean the person attended the wedding 

ceremony, the wedding reception, or both. It might also be used differently by various 

interviewees depending on whether they included the talk in the assessment of the 

defending graduate student or not.  
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Four graduate students and three faculty members made comments that implied that the 

public thesis defense talk was not part of the examination of the defending graduate 

student. This was expressed either by highlighting that the public talk was “a formality” 

or that it was supposed to be a non-technical, big-picture presentation. One example of 

this was graduate student Ian saying that he would design his own talk to “not get, just, so 

bogged down by the science and trying to get the details right.” Graduate student Irene 

emphasized this in another way, by mentioning that the graduate student’s thesis 

committee came to the talk even though they had read it and knew how the graduate 

student thought about the research, “but they still show up for the talk and then they 

question you afterwards.” This comment implies that there was no assessment going on 

until the formal examination.  

  

Faculty responses were even more explicit on the issue of assessment during the exam. 

Alex explained that “I believe no student has ever failed a thesis defense who had a job 

waiting,” referring to the entire event. This faculty member also spoke of the defense as 

putting the graduate student “through their paces.” Faculty member Pat explicitly called 

the defense “a formality,” and described the defense talk as mainly meant to help the 

graduate student feel more confident before “they enter into this very stressful [time] 

(laughs)” of the examination. Finally, faculty member Jessie mentioned the existence of 

university regulations, which stated that the graduate student’s thesis committee should 

have approved the dissertation as ready to defend before the defense date was scheduled.  
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There was also a set of comments (including Excerpt 67 above) about the talk and the 

public question period immediately following the talk, which cast the talk as helping the 

speaker mentally and emotionally prepare for the closed-door examination. In Excerpt 67 

above, it was suggested that the giving the public talk helped the graduate student 

become calm before the potentially nerve-wracking closed-door examination. It was also 

suggested that this could help the graduate student demonstrate more accurately her or his 

own knowledge during the closed-door examination. Another faculty member said that it 

was “very important for the graduate student to feel that sort of warm rush of good 

feeling before they enter into this very stressful [time],” seemingly separating out the talk 

from the exam. A number of graduate students also talked about this audience-support 

function of the public talk, specifically as related to the question period. This will be 

discussed below, in the section The public questions. 

 

Part of the exam 

In contrast to these various statements about the thesis defense (and defense talk) as not 

being part of the examination, other comments implied that there was some judgment 

taking place. None of these comments contradicted the stated university regulation – no 

one said that there was significant chance that a graduate student might not pass the 

dissertation defense. However, two graduate students and two faculty members made 

statements that seemed to assert that a defense was not trivial. Faculty member Alex said 

that a graduate student should “show that you had made a contribution” to astronomy 

during the public talk. Faculty member Pat described it as a place to “show that they can 
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present their re-, choose what is more important about their research, present it in a 

compelling and understandable way to the committee.” Graduate student Jeff said that 

“your committee probably cares about what you, what you thought was important, 

overall, in your thesis.” Even though the thesis defense is very likely to end successfully 

for the graduate student according to university regulations, interviewees stated that there 

is still some assessment of the graduate student that goes on during both the public talk 

and the subsequent, closed-door examination.  

 
Talk structure 

Time and Character 

According to graduate student and faculty member responses, the public thesis defense 

talk was expected to last approximately 30 minutes, however the student sometimes 

exceeded this limit. The moderate flexibility in this time limit is seen in Jeff’s comment 

about his own talk: 

     Excerpt 68 
 

…and I got through everything I wanted to get through, which, I guess I 
didn’t, I didn’t know if I’d have time [because] I think I went over [the] 
time….I wasn’t really paying attention to the clock because it was wrong, 
so I couldn’t figure out exactly where I was in time… 

 

In other words, there seemed to be a desire to stay close to the time limit, and graduate 

student comments indicated that if this did not happen, most often the speaker overshot 

this limit. There have been mentions of staying within a time limit for previous events, 

like Journal Club, however that event involved a second speaker who was sharing the 

one-hour long time period.  
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The character of the talk, as mentioned by three graduate students and two faculty 

members, may help explain the tendency for graduate students to go over time during a 

thesis defense talk. As alluded to in Excerpt 65, the thesis talk was expected to be a 

summary of many years of research. This was not seen as a trivial task, and it was a 

property of a thesis talk that interviewees commented on. For instance, graduate student 

Jeff said about another graduate student’s thesis talk that “it did a pretty good summary 

of, like, uh, six years worth of research and concisely in half an hour, which is, you 

know, not often done.” Faculty member Pat also commented on the difficulty of this task 

for another graduate student’s defense: 

     Excerpt 69 
 

…this was something where [you…] pick and choose much more, because 
[the graduate student] was summing up a much larger piece of work, 
ambitious piece of work… 

 

Another faculty member, Alex, compared the thesis defense talk to “a mini colloquium,” 

and alluded to the fact that although the talk should be similarly constructed, the graduate 

student whose thesis talk we were discussing “had a bit of an extra load because 

[graduate student] had really two really different topics…so maybe it wasn’t in the stars 

that [graduate student] give the perfect one…” It may be that as dissertation projects have 

gotten more complex or longer, the mini-colloquium model has become harder for 

graduate students to emulate in a thesis defense talk, or that it is no longer a very useful 

model for presenting a collection of disparate projects. Graduate student Jeff spoke about 

this issue of presenting multiple projects in one talk as well: “you don’t necessarily want 
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to do, sit there and do that in 10 minute chunks for each project you worked on, but 

somehow tell the story cohesively.” 

 

Attendance 

Five graduate students and one faculty member spoke about attending public thesis 

defense talks. Interviewees spoke of reasons why they might attend as audience members 

and why someone else might attend as an audience member. Graduate student Erin 

explained why she attended a particular thesis defense talk: 

 

     Excerpt 70 
 

…mainly, because, well I’m interesting in what he’s doing, number one. 
Um, because mainly he’s one of my friends, um, and another thing is, 
recently since I’m coming up to give my [examination] talk, um, I’m 
interested to see how it goes for other people.  

 

The two main categories of reasons for attending a thesis talk were: (1) to support the 

graduate student, as a personal friend or part of the departmental community, and (2) to 

learn about the research that was being presented. A third reason to attend was mentioned 

by only one graduate student and one faculty member, which was to see a model for a 

formally assessed, examination-based research talk (a preliminary exam or a thesis talk). 

 

Support 

All of the respondents spoke about the concept of attending a thesis defense talk, as a 

non-committee member of the audience, as a way to provide support to the defending 
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graduate student. A few of the graduate students and the faculty member used the term 

“support” explicitly, while other graduate students spoke about showing the graduate 

student that (Jeff) “people out there care about you and, and they’re proud of you, and 

you know, they want to see you succeed,” and that people attended as a way of “being 

there for a day” which was important to the graduate student. The responses in this 

category also implied a communal, departmental responsibility to attend, as (Jeff) “sort of 

a formal goodbye,” because as Bruce put it, “it would be lame to give a thesis talk and, 

like, have no one show up except your committee.” 

 

Learning 

Some of the interviewees who spoke about attendance said that they (or others) went to a 

thesis defense talk to support the graduate student as well as to learn about the research 

project being defended. It was not always clear whether this meant to learn about the 

content and results of the project itself, or simply to become more aware of what topic the 

graduate student had been working on. For instance, graduate student Jeff expected some 

department members with whom he interacted but who had not been involved in his 

research project to attend “just to see what I’ve been doing.” Most graduate student 

responses implied that graduate students attended to become aware of the research 

project, in a cursory way, perhaps secondary to providing support to the graduate student. 

For instance, graduate student Robert posited that graduate students attended thesis talks 

“I think just to support the person giving the talk and presumably you g-, already kind of 

know what they do.” Faculty member Pat attended a thesis defense to provide support 
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and “because I’m interesting in the research [the graduate student has] been doing. I 

wanted to find out what the whole story was.” 

 

Two graduate students made statements that seemed to imply that support and learning 

were the main reasons someone might attend a thesis talk. One graduate student noted the 

curiosity of the thesis committee members attending the public talk with the statement 

“they have a deeper understanding of what’s going on [or] what the questions are that 

you’re asking, but they still show up for the talk.” Presumably, the committee was not 

expected to be in attendance for emotional or moral support in the same way as the rest of 

the graduate students, family, friends and faculty members in the audience were. The 

deeper discussion of supportive audience behavior still to come will deal with how 

interviewees conceptualized this notion of who was supportive and how. The second 

graduate student mentioned that graduate students were likely to know the topic of the 

defending graduate student’s research, and so the only other reason to attend was to show 

support for the graduate student. This second graduate student’s comment also pointed to 

a more cursory, surface level of “knowing” what a graduate student worked on, in that it 

did not talk about “learning” as understanding the details of the research. 

 
The public question period 
 
As might be expected from the variety of interviewee responses regarding the purpose of 

this event, there was also considerable diversity in graduate student and faculty member 

comments about the character of the event. In the previous section, interviewees spoke 

about the thesis defense as being both a formality as well as an examination of how well 
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the graduate student conveyed her or his research to the audience. In the next few 

sections, I will report on interviewee comments about the public question period and 

subsequent closed-door examination. 

 

Seven graduate students and three faculty members spoke explicitly about the public 

question period after the thesis talk. Responses grouped into two large categories that 

were in conflict regarding the purpose of the question period. This seemed to parallel the 

contradicting notions about whether or not the public part of the thesis defense was part 

of the overall assessment.  

 

Like other speaking events  

All of these interviewees’ responses indicated, in some of their statements, that this 

question period had a similar participation structure and purpose as at other speaking 

events (like Coffee Hour, Journal Club, or Colloquium).  

 

One similarity between reported behavior at the public question period and at other 

events was graduate students’ reticence to ask questions. For instance, Emily’s 

explanation sounded very much like those given for other events as to why she did not 

ask a question at a thesis talk, “um,…mostly because its out of my area of expertise and 

so, um, I didn’t feel prepared to ask a question I guess.” Another graduate student 

reported not asking a question event though she (Erin) “had questions” about the 

presentation. There were also implicit statements made about the purpose of the question 
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period that mirrored those made about other talks, such as questions being used for 

“clarification on how to interpret [graduate student’s] results.” 

 

Interviewees also made explicit comparisons to the thesis talk question period as similar 

to other question periods. For instance, graduate Lori said that: 

     Excerpt 71 
 

You know I don’t ask a lot of questions in talks period, just because I’m 
shy, but I think that, yeah, I would and that once I get comfortable with 
questions across the board, I wouldn’t put a thesis talk on a different 
pedestal. 
 

Faculty member Alex also implied that the public question period was not different in 

response to my question about this: 

     Excerpt 72 
 

A: Do you think people ask questions sort of to, to get a question in as a 
way of either helping the student… 
Alex: I don’t 
A: …out or 
Alex: no I don’t think there are any agendas 

 

This faculty member had also compared the thesis talk to a “mini colloquium,” and in 

framing it as a standard structure for a talk, implied that the question period was similar 

to that at a colloquium. 

 

Not like other speaking events 

Other comments implied that the thesis defense talk question period was significantly 

different than in these other events, exactly because of the nature of the closed-door 
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thesis exam that came after the public questions. Five graduate students and two faculty 

members implied in their responses that the public question period was unlike those at 

Journal Club, the Research Seminars, or conference talks. This showed up in the form of 

(1) qualifying statements made after initial comments about how the question period was 

no different from others, and (2) in explicit statements that the question period was not 

standard. 

 

This first category of responses combined both assertions that the public question period 

was standard and that it might be treated differently, as seen in the extension of Excerpt 

71 above: 

     Excerpt 73 
 

I wouldn’t put a thesis talk on a different pedestal, although there would be 
a concern to make sure that your question maybe isn’t too aggressive, just 
because of the psychological state of the person giving the talk. You want 
them to go into their exam strong. So you don’t want to throw them off 
their base but I think if you have a question, you should ask it. You should 
phrase it in a good way, like, you know, not, you know what I mean. Just 
be a little bit more careful maybe just because you don’t want people to 
freak out right before their exam. 

 

There are two sets of assertions that the question period is business-as-usual, followed by 

two qualifications that some extra consideration should be applied to how the questions 

are phrased. This conflict seems to imply both a concern to put the graduate student at 

ease, as well as a reminder that standards need to be maintained for the process of an 

astronomy talk and that the thesis defense does not excuse the graduate student from 

having to perform at some level. It may be that as Alex stated (in excerpt 72 above), 
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describing the thesis public talk question period as normal was a way to assert that it was 

as valid (e.g. free of agendas) as at any other talk. In other words, some standard of 

scientific rigor was still being met or scientific critique was being applied. Mainly 

graduate students’ responses were in this format, of the question period as standard but 

different. Faculty responses, which implied (or directly stated) that the question period 

was different did not do this.  

 

There were also some graduate student statements that explicitly described the public 

question period as non-standard. For instance, Jeff gave the following response to a 

question about the purpose of the question period: 

     Excerpt 74 
 

I don’t know actually. I’ve always kind of wondered about that. I’ve 
wondered why people ask questions at all, um, it seems like, uh,…The 
questions never seem to be the same as any other type of questions. 
They’re not really clarification...It always just kind of seems to be 
something random that someone asks just to lead the person into more 
formal questions by the committee.  

 

In the excerpt above, Jeff seems to imply that the public question period is part of the 

formality of the public talk, as more of a ritual “to lead the person” into the closed-door 

examination. As a formality, there might be a need for a token question from the 

audience, to mimic the question period after standard talks, but this question may not 

need to accomplish the same goals as questions after standard talks. This brings up the 

issue of what the question period during a standard talk (at Journal Club, at a conference, 

at Colloquium) is meant to accomplish. Other graduate students’ responses which were 
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explicit about the question period as non-standard spoke about not wanting to “ask a 

question that’s going to put somebody on the spot” (in contrast to a conference setting) 

and not feeling “like its appropriate to ask, for me to ask questions anyway…I don’t want 

to ask a questions that [might], they might not have the answer to.” Again, not only do 

these responses mark the question period as different from those at other speaking events, 

but beg the question of whether the notion of “putting somebody on the spot” is part of 

the standard, allowed behavior at these other events. Is it a normal part of all academic 

science intellectual discussions?  

 

Faculty responses were also explicit as to whether the public question period was 

standard or not. Two faculty members stated that it was not, or that their behavior during 

the public question period was different because it was non-standard. For instance, 

Francis reported not asking a question during this period at one graduate student’s thesis 

defense because of being on the graduate student’s thesis committee: “I had…enough 

time to ask questions afterwards.” This same faculty member said that the question period 

had a non-standard format: 

     Excerpt 75 
 

…the questions asked, after the, defense talk [were] mostly trying to 
clarify something rather than try to really get the guy nervous…[I mean 
he’s] nervous enough so I don’t think people were asking any too 
challenging questions [at] that point…I don’t think people want to do 
that…uh, the audience tend to be very nice at [that] point, the, that’s the 
difference from the, from the committee members’ questions… 

 

Not making a mistake 
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Six graduate students and two faculty members described behaviors during the question 

period that seemed to encompass a general niceness, as well as a specific type of nice (or 

supportive) behavior that seemed to involve not challenging the graduate student. Along 

with statements like “you want to be kind of nice,” and “I mean not as nice as the thesis 

defense talk,” there were more descriptive comments. For instance, graduate students 

spoke of “planted questions” that dealt with a topic they had discussed previously with 

the speaker, not asking a question that would “put somebody on the spot” or that the 

defending graduate student “might not have the answer to.” Graduate student Irene 

described asking questions that were open-ended enough “that if they don’t know the 

answer they can answer something else and still feel like they said something.” Faculty 

member Francis connected niceness and challenge directly: 

     Excerpt 76 
 

But typically I think here, in th- the general culture here, I think that 
people ask relatively nice questions. They don’t really challenge the 
speaker. 

 

These descriptions of audience behavior during the question period conveyed an 

undertone of support and nicety (meaning easy questions), or at least questions that had a 

low probability of being hard to answer. The audience seemed to express a reluctance to 

do anything that would cause the graduate student to make a mistake, not know an 

answer, or be shown as not in command of the material of the research. 

 

Again, there arises the notion that the audience is gentler than in other talks somehow, is 

not trying to make the defending graduate student nervous, and that this is what 
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distinguishes the thesis defense public question period from other events. What is curious 

about these comments, however, is that in reports of previous events, especially for 

Coffee Hour, the notion of being polite and nice were also important themes. For Journal 

Club and the research seminars as well, none of the interviewees reported trying to or 

intending to ask a question that would put a graduate student “on the spot,” nor was this 

stated as acceptable behavior. Perhaps there is a notion that the thesis defense is likely to 

make the graduate student validly nervous, in contrast to the other events where graduate 

students really should not be nervous. If this is the case, perhaps it is more important to 

be conscious, as an audience member, to be nice, which means asking token questions or 

no questions at all. It is also possible, however, that there is some negative appraisal of a 

speaker who does not know the answer to a question or makes a mistake, and that the 

audience is trying to avoid this.  

 

There is another possibility, however, which is tied to what the purpose and behaviors 

will be in the subsequent closed-door examination. Perhaps the audience is trying to limit 

the amount of difficult questioning that the graduate student will undergo during the 

subsequent exam and does this by avoiding “adding” any questions to those that the 

committee will raise during the examination. Or maybe the public talk/question period 

audience is allowed to be nice and less rigorous in their questioning because the rigorous, 

less nice, more-like-a-real-talk questions are expected to follow in the closed-door 

examination. If this is true, then the purpose of the closed-door examination may partially 

satisfy the purpose of the question period following more standard talks, and as such it 
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gives some insight into these other talks. For this reason, interviewee comments about the 

closed-door examination are discussed below. 

 

The closed-door examination 
 
Six graduate students and three faculty members spoke about the closed-door 

examination in ways that related to what went on during the public thesis talk and public 

question-period.  

 

A less gentle question period 

In most comments the mention of the examination was combined with statements about 

why the public-question period was less rigorous and more gentle than a standard 

question period. For instance, graduate student Erin said, about the public question 

period, that “I feel like the, the point is, like, mostly for the public to get out of there so 

that he can do his test.” This response implied that the public question period was non-

standard and that it was more gentle because the examining aspect was moved to the 

closed-door part of the thesis defense. Perhaps this means that the question periods during 

other types of talks, from Coffee Hour through Colloquium, inherently include an aspect 

of examination.  Despite the descriptions of some of these events as low-stakes, informal 

discussions where graduate students should feel comfortable asking questions, these may 

be an ongoing judgment of any presenter or question asker. If this is the case, it may 

explain why the reported behaviors and fears of graduate students in these other events 

contradict the conventional wisdom about the purpose of those events (e.g. speaking 
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about Journal Club as if it were an exam, but having said its purpose was to be a 

“practice”).  

 

When asked if the public question period would be different if there was no closed-door 

examination, and if she would be more likely to ask a question in that situation, graduate 

student Lori replied: 

     Excerpt 77 
 

Lori:…well then you’d have to. 
A: why? 
Lori: because you, well [no you], mean you have to if it’s a public defense. 
Then that means that the rules are such that all questions are valid and 
open, in front of everybody so you ask your questions however you’re 
going to ask them, period. 

 

This response contains a number of implications: (1) that there are rules for what should 

happen at a public defense which involve what kinds of questions are asked, (2) that 

niceness or gentleness may not be something a speaker can expect under these rules, and 

(3) that there is a necessity for some type of questions to be asked (whether of the speaker 

or the research is unspecified).  

 

Faculty comments also spoke to this issue of the closed-door examination influencing the 

format of the public question period. For instance, Pat said the following about the public 

question period when asked why it was not like Journal Club: 

 

     Excerpt 78 
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I think it’s a combination of several factors…of course, um, I think 
generally people are rooting for the person to do well and I don’t think 
they want to get them into, um, defensive posture or mode, where they’re 
even more nervous right before the big guns on their committee start 
asking them questions, so I don’t think people deliberately lob softballs out 
there but… 
 

There is a similar sense to this response as that given by graduate students who stated that 

the question period was standard and then qualified their statements with a description of 

the greater care used to not affect the defending graduate student’s state of mind. Again, 

there is a statement that the question period is disconnected from a tougher examination, 

that it is gentler, and yet a statement that it does not involve asking ritualized questions 

(“deliberately lob softballs”). Although this excerpt does not state whether the closed-

door examination must involve tough questions, previous statements such as Excerpts 73 

and 74, have implied this.  

 

The closed-door examination was described by both faculty members and graduate 

students using phrases that implied rigor and difficulty instead of niceness. For instance, 

graduate student Anna spoke of the closed-door examination as the part where “the 

committee then, you know, grills them.” Another graduate student who had already been 

through a thesis defense commented that although he had expected the thesis defense to 

be more of a celebration and welcoming: 

     Excerpt 79 
 

I went into the this maybe viewing it less than a, less like an exam than it 
probably really was…you know, I mean it turned out, you know, like the 
questions were a lot harder than I thought they’d be during the actual 
exam. 
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Faculty members made similar statements about the seriousness or weight of the closed-

door examination, such as “the big stuff, big guns are coming out pretty soon so that’s 

good, we’re here for your support and they’ll handle that,” implying that there was some 

perhaps unpleasant but necessary process that would take place during the examination.   

 

There were also no interviewee comments about the need for a gentler closed-door 

examination, as there were comments about nicer behavior at events like Coffee Hour 

and Journal Club. In other words, there is some evidence that the public question period 

is not gentler only because the closed-door examination is less gentle, but also that at 

some point after a talk there must be a less gentle (more rigorous) questioning period, 

which for a thesis defense is the closed-door examination.  If it must exist, this more 

rigorous period will fall during the public question period at other speaking events. This 

may help explain why graduate students have reported finding even the lowest-stakes 

events to be anxiety inducing – because there is an inherent (but not explicitly identified) 

examination or assessment during all speaking events. 

 

What is being assessed? 

In the previous section, interviewee statements painted a picture of a real, important, 

significant event during the closed-door examination, and contrasted it with the gentler, 

more ritualistic public talk and question period. There were, however, other comments 

made by faculty members that brought up a puzzling contradiction to this picture. In 
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excerpt 79, a graduate student stated that the closed-door examination had been much 

more serious and real than he had expected, and in another part of my interview with this 

graduate student, he commented on his belief that the thesis defense was not an event 

with uncertain consequences: 

     Excerpt 80 
 

… and no one ever seems to go in nervous… I don’t think people go in 
nervous, regarding, failing, whereas, you know people fail the oral 
prelim,.. 

 

This involves a contradictory statement to that made in Excerpt 79 by a graduate student. 

It implied a belief that graduate students did not fail the thesis defense examination – it 

was not an uncertain assessment. 

 

In the face of earlier statements about the seriousness of the closed-door examination, this 

statement seemed to imply a condition that was an implied “pass.” Two faculty members 

made statements that seemed to back up this view. For example, Jessie, spoke during the 

interview about university regulations that required the thesis committee to have seen the 

graduate student’s thesis before the examination and approved it as ready to defend, when 

I asked explicitly if it was standard practice that graduate students went into thesis 

defense exams ready to pass. Alex also spoke about the thesis defense as possibly having 

a certain, positive outcome: “I believe no student has ever failed a thesis defense who had 

a job waiting.”  
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How does this view, of the thesis defense in its entirety, as more of a ritual than an 

assessment, coexist with these same faculty members’ and same graduate students’ 

statements that the thesis examination is an actual examination that a graduate student is 

right to be nervous about? If the examination itself is ritualized, why should graduate 

students be nervous? If the scheduling of a thesis defense is an indicator that a graduate 

student is ready to pass, what is there to be nervous about? Perhaps there are still 

committees that, despite the regulation, do not pass a graduate student based on her or his 

thesis even if they have signed off that the defense may be scheduled. Perhaps there can 

be some level of graduate student performance that is so low that the graduate student 

will not pass the examination.  

 

Could it be, however, that even though the graduate student and dissertation research are 

deemed acceptable before the graduate student walks into the examination, there is 

something else that is being assessed? It would have to be something that does not 

influence the outcome of the thesis defense, but still be nerve-wracking, such as Tracy’s 

(1997) intellectual identity construct.  Is there still some sort of peer judgment going on 

during the closed-door examination, and by extension, during all science talks that have 

been discussed here? In the case of the graduate student who had expected a thesis 

examination that was not possible to fail, but also encountered more of an examination 

than expected, the closed-door exam “was [almost] humbling” because there were many 

questions he did not know the answers to. Perhaps the same issue about justifying that the 

researcher and her/his research have been rigorous and rigorously tested, which came up 
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earlier in interviewee comments about the purpose of the questions, holds here. Maybe 

there is a need to demonstrate that the thesis research has been strongly critiqued, in the 

execution of the closed-door examination, which is why it still feels like a “real exam” to 

a graduate student who, technically, should pass by virtue of having been allowed to 

schedule his examination. 

 

The perfect talk 
 
Six graduate students and six faculty members commented on the content, structure and 

performance of the speaker during a thesis talk. These comments ranged from concrete 

suggestions about how to put together a talk, to assessments of how a graduate student 

had handled a question. Many statements focused on the public thesis talk as experienced 

by the audience or the thesis committee. Interviewee statements fell under three main 

themes: (1) descriptions of how to structure a talk, (2) the talk as it related to audience 

understanding and perception of the speaker, and (3) pardoning or justifying perceived 

mistakes made during the thesis defense. 

 

Faculty member Alex said the following, when asked what a perfect thesis defense talk 

would look like: 

     Excerpt  81 
 

The perfect one would be that you have a, a topic and you integrate 
everything into that topic and you start out a little bit like you would like to 
see a colloquium where you start out with giving the audience the big 
picture of how this fits into astronomy as a whole. And you would go from 
there and, and as-, show that you had made a contribution and what a-, you 
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know, explain what it was, and then go back and re-explain to the audience 
what the big picture is.  

 

This excerpt involves both structuring information, as well as mention of the talk as 

aimed toward an audience. 

 

Structuring the talk 

Six graduate students and three faculty members spoke about how to structure a thesis 

defense talk and what components were important to include1. For instance, graduate 

student Jeff mentioned including research highlights, what motivated the research, and 

stating the assumptions that were made by the researcher. One faculty member compared 

the talk to a colloquium, while another faculty member expressed a belief that one 

graduate student’s thesis talk had likely been put together from a job talk. A third faculty 

member, Pat, spoke about the importance of motivating and explaining the work, as well 

as leaving room at the end of the talk to discuss future work that might come out of the 

research being presented. 

 

Excerpt 81, above, also hit on the most prominent comment that was made about thesis 

defense talk structure, by both graduate students and faculty members – the importance of 

giving a summary of the dissertation, and keeping details to a minimum. One graduate 

student described this as keeping the slides sparse and focused on one main point each. 

Another graduate student, Ian, spoke about wanting to “not get, just so bogged down by 
                                                
1 I thank these interviewees specifically for helping me think about the design of my own 
impending thesis talk. 
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the science, and, trying to get the details right.” Graduate students also used phrases like 

“not necessarily a highly technical talk” and “talks that are a little bit more laden on the 

details.” Faculty member comments also mentioned the goal for a thesis talk being to 

“communicate what the big picture is.” The “big picture” was explained by faculty 

member, Pat, as being important for the  

     Excerpt 82 
 

people who might not necessarily be an expert, in [the graduate student’s] 
field, uh, a sense of why what [the graduate student] was doing was 
interesting, and where it fit in, to what had or hadn’t been done. 

 

This description of a “big picture” sounds similar to the notion of context mentioned 

earlier in the Coffee Hour and Journal Club sections. Is this the context that many 

graduate student interviewees reported they were so busy trying to develop in order to 

give those earlier talks? It may be that this is one way in which the thesis defense talk is 

seen as a demonstration of having mastered that important, much-desired skill, even 

though it is not included in the description of what the graduate student will be examined 

on. 

 

Audience understanding and perception 

Other interviewee comments about the thesis defense talk seemed to fall more within a 

category of teaching the audience, entertaining the audience and the perception that the 

audience had of the graduate student’s expertise and nervousness.  Five graduate students 

and four faculty members spoke about issues that fell in this category.  
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Comments about teaching the audience were already seen previously in the report on 

what interviewees believed the purpose of a thesis defense talk was. However, there were 

additional positive comments made about “clear talks,” and making sure “the audience is 

focusing on one thing” per slide. Graduate student Jeff spoke about structuring a talk in a 

certain way, in part to help the audience: “its worth reminding yourself and the audience 

what the, what the typical range of numbers people can use are and what kind of errors 

those could propagate into in your models or your observations.” 

 

Faculty member, Pat, also explained that the talk could be useful for the thesis committee 

members in the audience to see if the graduate student could 

     Excerpt 83 
 

…present it in a compelling and understandable way to the committee, 
um, so that it provides a basis for the questions that follow. Hopefully the 
committee will have also read the PhD thesis, but I have found in my own 
experience, even when I have read the PhD thesis, which is every time, but 
sometimes closer to the actual event or further from the actual ev-, that it 
is a wonderful way of just jogging one’s memory about what was in the 
thesis. What were the important things, in the thesis, were. So it’s helpful 
to the committee to have a review. It’s helpful to the committee to see the 
student choose what to review. 

 

This excerpt brings up the issue of the thesis defense talk as part of the assessment of the 

graduate student’s decisions about how to portray her or his own research. As such, it also 

fit in the group of responses in this category that dealt with how the audience (whether 

committee members or not) might perceive the graduate student. These comments about 

how a graduate student behaved or seemed to behave, made up the second, large set 

within the category.  
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Interviewee comments about speaker behavior seemed to focus on whether the graduate 

student was (or seemed) nervous, and whether or not the graduate student displayed 

expertise about the subject of the talk. Excerpt 66, quoted in the beginning of this section 

on thesis defense talks, encapsulated the idea of a display of expertise by the graduate 

student.  

 

Faculty member Pat said about one graduate student that “what he chose to emphasize 

seemed to me to be good choices.” Other comments by faculty members implied that 

uncertainty and a talk that was “a little bit rocky” were not desirable, and that a graduate 

student who was not “truly, fully in command of the topic” had not given the ideal thesis 

defense talk.  

 

There was some overlap in the comments that seemed to refer to a display of expertise by 

the graduate student versus the graduate student not looking nervous. The language used 

to describe each issue seemed to portray a display of expertise as positive, and the 

appearance of nervousness as negative. The issue of appearing confident surfaced in 

comments made by three faculty members and one graduate student. These interviewees 

spoke about a graduate student who looked “confident” and able to “carry on a 

discussion, without any impediments whatever” such as pauses and “ums.” Faculty 

member, Pat, talked explicitly about one graduate student who appeared relaxed: “I was 

very happy to see that, even if [the graduate student] wasn’t relaxed on the inside, [the 
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graduate student] was faking well (laughs) on the outside.” Another faculty member said 

that getting “really, really nervous” could get “in the way of [the graduate student] giving 

an effective talk,” perhaps providing a connection between the importance of looking 

confident for the purpose of convincing an audience of one’s own expertise.  However, as 

seen earlier in interviewee comments about asking questions after the public defense talk, 

many audience members seemed to be aware that regardless of how relaxed or nervous a 

graduate student might seem, there was an unarticulated belief that questions might make 

the graduate student more nervous and this was not desirable. Perhaps the reluctance to 

ask questions, especially ones that the graduate student would have difficulty with, was 

influenced by a perception that this would challenge the perception of expertise of the 

graduate student on the topic of her or his own dissertation.  

 

Pardoning the graduate student 

Along with comments about what a thesis defense talk should look like and how a 

graduate student should present the talk, graduate students and faculty members 

occasionally made comments about something that a speaker had done which was 

undesirable. Three graduate students and three faculty members who mentioned critiqued 

a defending graduate student’s talk also included justifications for that behavior. These 

cases of excusing a graduate student’s behavior also marked that behavior as negative or 

something that a speaker would likely want to avoid – otherwise, this behavior would not 

need to be excused or explained away. Graduate students focused on excusing a nervous 

speaker as “completely understandable” during a thesis defense, as behavior that was 
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observed but got better as a talk progressed, and by offering experiences of positive, 

“much more confident” behavior that they had seen the speaker display in other 

situations.  

 

Faculty members’ comments included more behaviors (in addition to appearing nervous) 

as needing to be excused. Faculty member Alex spoke of a graduate student who had 

“done a very good job here” at the same time as commenting that the graduate student’s 

“talk was a weak point.” While this faculty member attributed this weakness to the 

graduate student getting “really nervous,” the nervousness was also excused as 

understandable because of the “compounded” pressure due to getting ready to defend, 

revise the thesis and move out of town, all on a short timescale. Another faculty member, 

Daryl, spoke about graduate students who had difficulties even scheduling a defense 

“because of their fear of being judged,” but finished with the comment that “its not that 

they’re bad scientists per se, its just that they have this great fear of judgment.” Finally, 

Pat, made comments about some parts of a defending graduate student’s talk which 

“didn’t explain it to the point where I could put it in context,” and that questions arose as 

a result of this. This faculty member qualified this critique by making statements like 

“maybe I’m not understanding exactly.” This statement implied that the fault may rest 

with the faculty member, and not the speaker, giving the critique a tentative flavor.  

 

Again, it seemed as if the audience members engaged in considerable work during both 

the question period after a talk and interviews to limit the challenges to a defending 
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graduate student’s expertise or performance. Perhaps, this was a way to reconcile the 

conflicting notions found in faculty member, Jessie’s, comments in Excerpt 66 about the 

graduate student being “totally in command” and: 

     Excerpt 84 
 

Well, not all scientists are great public speakers. 
 

If a thesis defense talk is expected to be a graduate student’s demonstration of expertise 

and ability to give a good talk, and not all graduate students demonstrate this, then there 

needs to be a way to explain why they still pass. Either the public defense talk is not part 

of the examination, or “mistakes” in the talk must be explained away. It may also be that 

even if the talk is not considered part of the examination, it is considered to be a display 

of expertise or intelligence by the graduate student and the audience feels the need to 

defend this characteristic of the graduate student. Overall, graduate student and faculty 

member interviewees showed considerable reluctance to judge graduate students’ talks in 

this study, which may imply that a similar quality (expertise or intelligence) is perceived 

to be in danger of being found lacking in any speaking event, and audience members stay 

away from making definite, stand-alone, negative statements about graduate student 

talks.   

 

Roles 
 

Graduate student speaker 

Most of this section on Thesis defense talks has dealt with issues that directly concern the 

graduate student speaker, from interviewees’ perception of the purpose of the talk, 
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questions and exam, to their discussions of what makes a good thesis talk. The astronomy 

graduate student who schedules, announces and gives a thesis defense talk is responsible 

for a number of things. In terms of the talk itself, the graduate student is expected to 

inform the audience about her or his research with a summary of the dissertation, while 

also staying within a certain time limit. The graduate student is expected by some 

audience members to be the expert in the room on the topic of the dissertation, and to 

perform as a role model for younger graduate students.  There is also the ideal thesis 

defense talk which is a high quality talk that includes a big picture of where the work fits 

into astronomy research as a whole, an explanation of the assumptions and choices that 

guided the research, and is delivered with composure instead of nervousness. However, 

most (if not all) mistakes that the graduate student makes with regard to this ideal are 

forgiven, and do not affect the outcome of the actual defense exam. Especially 

nervousness on the part of the graduate student is expected and excused, and even 

graduate students who do not appear nervous are judged as potentially nervous and just 

hiding it well. At the end of the examination, which is expected to end successfully, it 

seems that the graduate student switches from being under the protection of the advisor 

and committee (who had to sign off that the graduate student’s work was ready to defend) 

to being under her or his own best judgment, as faculty member Alex’s comment 

implied: 

     Excerpt 85 
 

So you have the student go through their pace, you-, and, you know, the 
advisor will probably make some suggestions who-, just along the lines 
we’ve been talking about, although once the student has passed, I think the 
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advisor’s suggestions are perhaps not taken quite as seriously as when a 
student is hoping they will pass. 

 

Perhaps it is this fact (that the former graduate student now will get to choose how to 

proceed with thesis corrections), in addition to the gathering of the friends and family in 

the audience to witness the talk, that make up the welcoming of the graduate student into 

the community of astronomy research. Finally, many comments made in the discussion of 

audience attendance to provide support for the graduate student implied that one of the 

roles of the defending graduate student is to succeed. People were “rooting” for the 

graduate student, and “wishing them well,” and in some ways perhaps already decided as 

a community that the graduate student had passed, and mostly wanted the graduate 

student to give a talk and go through the examination displaying behavior that reinforced 

this.  

 

Advisor 

Not much was said about the role of the advisor in regard to the thesis defense talk. The 

advisor was part of the thesis committee, and would be present for the closed-door 

examination, and as implied in the previous excerpt, would be part of suggesting how the 

graduate student could improve the dissertation after the examination. Only a handful of 

interviewees mentioned the advisor’s role, one graduate student and three faculty 

members, and then only in passing. The graduate student referred to the advisor’s 

feedback on putting together a defense talk, helping with the decision of what to include 

and what to leave out in the presentation, but said that this input had been minimal 
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compared to help received from others. Faculty member Jessie, added that a graduate 

student who was “really uncomfortable giving talks” and had a hard time constructing a 

well-organized defense talk would be excused because: 

     Excerpt 86 
 

…that would be more the fault of the advisor I think because for a 
dissertation talk, the student’s advisor ought to be very intimately 
connected with the process of putting that together.  

 

It may be that one aspect of the advisor’s role is as a receiver of blame for poor 

performance by the graduate student during the talk, saving the graduate student from 

being judged as failing the talk. Given what the role of the thesis committee is, and the 

advisor’s membership in the committee, it is unlikely that the advisor is expected to ask 

any questions of the graduate student during the public question session. Especially if the 

advisor is expected to help the graduate student prepare for the talk, it would seem strange 

for that same individual to have “clarification” questions regarding the talk. 

 

Committee 

A graduate student’s thesis committee includes her or his thesis advisor, as well as two to 

four other astronomers (faculty members, postdoctoral fellows, or certain other 

individuals who have already gotten PhD degrees). From the comments made by 

interviewees about the thesis defense, it seems that the thesis committee members attend 

the public talk, but are unlikely (or not expected) to ask questions during the public 

question period. In fact, they were often referred to as responsible for asking more 

detailed, examining, rigorous questions during the closed-door examination. They were 
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expected to “handle” the “grilling” of the graduate student during that time. Some 

interviewees expected the committee members to have read the graduate student’s 

dissertation and be familiar with it in such a way that they didn’t need to attend the talk to 

learn about the research. Other interviewees, including some faculty members, spoke 

about the talk as being a good refresher for the committee before the examination, to see 

what the graduate student had chosen as important to present. It may be a complicated 

situation, however, to be judging a graduate student’s public talk in terms of what the 

graduate student highlighted of the dissertation, when one of the conventions of preparing 

the talk is to have considerable guidance from the advisor. In this case the advisor may 

not be playing the same role during the talk as the rest of the committee, and may be 

more on the examinee’s side than that of the examiners’. 

 

At the same time as they are expected to rigorously examine the graduate student during 

the closed door examination, however, the committee has already signed off on the 

dissertation as ready to go to defense. Some faculty member interviewees spoke about the 

defense as a token activity, and not one of uncertain outcome. They also mentioned that 

there were university standards to be upheld during the defense: 

     Excerpt 87 
 

…it has the function of being sure that the, the thesis itself is at a sufficient 
level of care. And I don’t want to obsess over every typo in the thesis but 
the institutions wants to make sure that a PhD, if somebody goes back and 
looks at the PhD thesis it’s a respectable piece of work and, and done with 
a reasonable amount of care.  
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Part of the committee’s role, then, is to assure the production of a “respectable piece of 

work.” Perhaps the requirement to put the graduate student through a somewhat nerve-

wracking, “almost humbling” examination is to invoke respectability by virtue of having 

been put to a critical questioning.  

 

Audience 

The audience at a thesis defense talk is more diverse than at the other events studied in 

this work. A graduate student’s family members and non-astronomy friends may attend. 

The graduate student’s committee members are expected to attend, and observe the talk, 

although not to ask questions until the closed-door examination. Graduate students, 

postdocs, and non-committee faculty members are also often in attendance. The main role 

of the audience seems to be one of supporting the graduate student, by not asking difficult 

or perhaps any questions. They may learn about the graduate student’s research project, 

but deeper questions for clarification seem to be acceptable only when they are not 

potentially difficult to answer. In this sense, the audience has a very different role from 

that at a Journal Club or Coffee Hour event, as implied by graduate student Erin: 

     Excerpt 88  
 

I don’t think anyone asked any unfair questions, but if, [you know if- I- ], 
if there were an unfair question I think it would be something along the 
lines, something that might have been outside the realm of his research. I 
think that’s for the committee to ask. 
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In some way, this quote seems to divide the acceptable questions that a person might ask 

about another person’s presentation into those that the audience may ask, and those that 

the committee may ask.  

 

The audience may also play another, more ritualized role. They may be a proxy for “the 

community” that the graduate student is becoming a member of by successfully 

defending the dissertation. They may be expected to show they approve the public talk 

(implying it was adequate and left few questions), by not asking many questions.  

 

Summary 
 

Respondent characterizations 
 

The thesis defense talk and subsequent public question period are structured similarly to 

Research Institute lunch (the prototypical speaking event). This event was described 

graduate students and faculty members as a 30-minute presentation of one’s own 

completed research, followed by a question period that was similar to those for other 

talks. However, the similarities seem to end there. Not only is it followed by a private 

question session where the speaker is “grilled,” but the public question period seems to 

be almost ritualistic. Most interviewees described the talk as needing to encompass many 

years of a graduate student’s research, and that the graduate student speaker should be 

expert in the room on the contents of the talk. Yet, faculty members also pardoned the 

many ways that graduate student speakers did not live up to giving a perfect talk. In 
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addition, interviewees who had been audience members spoke about the public question 

period as special, involving very little challenging of the speaker or actual questions.  

 

Learning 

The main way in which learning was discussed by interviewees was as one of the reasons 

for attending a thesis talk, albeit a minor one, secondary to supporting the graduate 

student. In addition, some faculty member comments about what the graduate student 

should demonstrate during the examination (which may or may not have included the 

talk) pointed to a clear knowledge of the research, including the context for the work. 

This is only mentioned here because this was an issue that graduate students brought up 

as important for them to learn, in discussing Coffee Hour, Journal Club and Colloquium. 

 

Time and effort 

Time and effort were an implicit part of the graduate student speaker preparing for the 

thesis defense talk. Not only did they have to cover many years’ worth of material in a 

short talk, but it was supposed to be some sort of model talk, and delivered in a manner 

that implied confidence and expertise on the topics being presented. For some graduate 

students, this is likely to involve considerable effort in preparing slides and practicing the 

talk.  

 

Responsibility: to the community vs. the individual 
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This event also stood out in the ways in which responsibility to the community and 

responsibility to the individual were parceled out. The rigorous testing of the dissertation 

by faculty thesis committee members was confined to the private, closed-door 

examination while the question period (where this usually seems to happen in astronomy 

talks) was almost a formality. The audience (and even examiners) expressed feelings of 

considerable responsibility to the defending graduate student – to provide support, not to 

ask very difficult questions after the talk if any, to pardon or explain away most of the 

ways the graduate student might fall short of the stated ideals of the thesis talk. The main 

ideal being excused was the display of expertise. In many events, responsibility to the 

individual (friendliness) seems to coincide with a supposed shirking of responsibility to 

the community, to rigorously test the research being presented or the presentation being 

made.  

 

Active participation/discussion 

Thesis defense talks were described in a way that implied active participation by the 

audience was not desirable. In fact, the question period was discussed more as something 

to be gotten through quickly so that the real examination might start more quickly. Active 

participation, questions from an audience seemed to be left to the question and answer 

session that was the examination.  

 

Expertise and intellectual identity concerns 
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Finally, expertise was stated to be a key aspect of what a defending graduate student 

should bring to a thesis defense and display during the defense talk. Interviewees who 

recalled being audience members at defense talks spoke about not wanting to challenge 

the graduate student speaker, not be responsible for asking a question the graduate 

student could not answers. Either there is an understanding that this defending-graduate-

student-expertise is somewhat idealized, or an almost superstitious concern from the 

audience to not cause the graduate student to fail in the display of expertise (by making a 

mistake or not being able to answer a question). This might imply a belief that expertise 

is partially the ability to answer any question and not make any mistakes. Faculty 

members seemed to also be aware of some concept that graduating students should be 

experts, in their multiple pardons and excuses for mistakes made by graduate students. 

There were no comments made by either graduate students of faculty members about 

worries related to asking stupid questions. This may be because active discussion does 

not seem to be a desirable characteristic of a thesis defense talk.  

 

Event 5 – Colloquium 

 

Researcher Memories 
 
The departmental Colloquium took place every week, towards the end of the week from 

4-5pm. It was held the large, two-story lecture hall at the department, which can hold 

over 200 people. The hall is arranged like an auditorium, with a space in front for the 

speaker, with a large screen and blackboards, a podium and a wireless microphone 
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system. The audience sits in theater seating (bolted to the floor), all facing the front of the 

room, in a pattern of a few dozen seats in the rows closest to the speaker, with seats per 

row increasing towards the back of the room. The theater seating is also arranged on an 

angle, rising from the level where the speaker will stand, to closer to the ceiling in the 

back. The main entrance for the audience to enter this hall is at the back of the room, in 

back of the last (and highest) row of theater seats. This entrance is on street level, which 

makes the front of the hall, where the speaker stands down one level. In other words, 

when audience members come to the Colloquium room they enter in the back and the 

closer they want to sit to the “front” of the room (where the speaker and projection will 

be), the more stairs they have to descend.  

 

One faculty member was usually responsible for introducing the speaker, telling the 

audience about where the speaker received their Ph.D., what honors they had had, where 

they were currently employed, and sometimes how they knew the speaker. After this, the 

speaker’s microphone would be turned on, the lights in the room might be turned down, 

and the speaker would give a talk. I remember that Colloquium talks were expected to be 

less than one hour long. Sometimes the faculty member who introduced the talk would 

also moderate the question period, calling on people who had raised their hands to ask 

questions. Other times the Colloquium speaker would play this role instead. 

 

Tentatively this meant that Colloquia were between 40 and 50 minutes long, with the 

remaining time left over for audience questions. I also remember that it was acceptable to 
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be upset (and later comment negatively to other department members) if the Colloquium 

talk went longer than 5pm. If the talk went shorter, then the assumption was that the 

question period would be over soon after 5pm, if not earlier. Although this was the most 

formal talk at the department, it also seemed to be the most highly regulated to not go too 

long.  

 

I attended Colloquium almost every week that it took place. Colloquium didn’t happen 

outside the academic year. Speakers for Colloquium were most often astronomers from 

other institutions, and I remember that they were often astronomers whose names I 

recognized from my courses, from textbooks, or from Journal Club and other papers I had 

seen. They were among the more famous people in research astronomy, which meant that 

even though they were outside the department I was likely to recognize their names more 

often than the names of people who spoke at Research Institute lunch. Colloquium also 

had the highest attendance of all the speaking events at the department. More graduate 

students, postdocs and faculty members came to Colloquium than to any other event. 

Some people always sat in the same seat, every week, while others (including myself) did 

not. I chose where to sit based on who else was already sitting down, and who I wanted to 

sit next to. I preferred to sit with graduate students who were friends of mine, and who I 

could ask questions of or make comments to during the talk (in a whisper or through a 

written note passed back and forth on a notebook). Many people brought notebooks to 

Colloquium.  
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I never asked a question at a Colloquium. I remember less graduate students asking 

questions at Colloquium than at other events. I also remember a few professors or 

postdocs who would ask a question at every (or almost every) Colloquium. I was 

impressed by their ability to do this, and remember there being the sense that at least one 

of the young faculty members asked very good questions at every Colloquium, which 

was something to strive for.  

 

I also remember that in every talk there were multiple things I did not understand – 

sometimes I did not understand much beyond the introduction and conclusions. This 

made it difficult for me to concentrate on what was being said during the Colloquium 

presentation. Sometimes this made me sleepy (a few times I nodded off, literally my head 

nodding, during a talk). Other times this made my thoughts wander and I would write 

notes about something else (related to astronomy or not) in my notebook. I noticed other 

audience members falling asleep sometimes.  

 

I remember thinking negatively about people who did not attend Colloquium, but who 

were physically present in the department (and so I assumed could have attended) at the 

time. I thought this especially of graduate students. However, towards the end of my 

graduate career in astronomy, I also stopped attending Colloquium.  

 

There was usually a department-funded dinner after the Colloquium (at an inexpensive 

restaurant within walking distance of the department), for graduate students to attend 
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with the Colloquium speaker. I attended a number of these dinners. The idea of the 

dinners was that it would be easier for graduate students to speak with the Colloquium 

speaker (for whatever purpose, about astronomy or not) with no other faculty members 

present. Anywhere from a few graduate students to 10-15 graduate students might go to a 

given dinner. Sometimes speaking at the dinners involved going around the table, all 

graduate students stating their name, advisor’s name, their year in graduate school, and 

the topic of their research. I remember stopping going to these dinners earlier in my 

graduate career than I stopped going to Colloquium. One of my reasons for this was that 

if too many graduate students went to a dinner, the chance for me to sit near the 

Colloquium speaker or have a chance to speak one-on-one with him or her was very low. 

I did not feel very confident speaking about my research, and did not necessarily want to 

say more than a few sentences about my work. In addition, at some point I found it 

embarrassing to say how many years I had been in the program.   

 

The part of Colloquium that I enjoyed the most happened before the talk. In the 

department lobby, there was a informal gathering, starting about half-an-hour before the 

Colloquium talk, where refreshments were served. Many department members gathered 

at this event, but not necessarily all the same people as would attend the Col. Talk itself. I 

remember that some undergraduate students would come to this event, and get 

refreshments but not necessarily stay for the Colloquium talk or event the half-hour 

event, and that I looked down on this behavior. I remember talking with other graduate 

students about how the refreshments were meant for those people who went to the 
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Colloquium talk. When 4p.m. approached, the faculty member in charge of introducing 

the speaker at Colloquium would announce to the group that it was time to walk to the 

lecture hall. At this time, the people assembled would move slowly towards the lecture 

hall, and then pick a seat, often still chatting with the people they had sat down with. 

Once the faculty member turned on the microphone to introduce the Colloquium speaker, 

this chatter quieted down. 

 

Participant Interviews 
 
The previous section was a look at my own memories of the weekly departmental 

Colloquium. In the following section, I will present how interviewees described the 

event. Just as the thesis defense talk was a special case of a graduate student presenter (in 

that a graduate student had to have a committee sign off on their dissertation in order to 

be allowed to schedule and give this talk), the Colloquium is a special case of graduate 

student speaking. Graduate students usually do not give Colloquium talks, so the only 

speaking participation that a graduate student may do is to ask a question during the 

question period. Faculty interviewees will likely all have given a Colloquium in the past 

(by virtue of a faculty position job talk being most often scheduled as a Colloquium at 

academic astronomy departments).  Faculty will also have likely asked questions during 

Colloquia possibly when they were graduate students as well as later in their careers as 

postdocs and faculty members.  
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What does a Colloquium look like through the eyes of graduate students and faculty 

members of the department? During the interviews, information about the Colloquium 

was solicited with questions like “What do you think the purpose of Colloquium is?”, 

“How do you decide if you ask questions at Colloquium?”, and “What is the purpose of 

questions at the end of Colloquium?”  No Colloquia were observed and videotaped 

during this time. When speaking of their own experiences presenting or attending a 

Colloquium, interviewee responses covered a large span of time. Some people were 

describing a Colloquium from years or decades ago (at this department or another), while 

others might have been giving examples from a Colloquium event that had taken place in 

the weeks surrounding the interview.  

 
The Colloquium can be described as consisting of one main part, with a handful of 

related events: as a public talk and question period, preceded by a coffee and cookies 

time, and followed by a dinner outing for the speaker and graduate students. This event 

has the consistently highest attendance of all the departmental events discussed in this 

study. The presenter is most often a PhD astronomer from an outside institution.  

 

What is a Colloquium? 
 

When asked what a Colloquium was about, graduate student and faculty member 

responses included the purpose and the character of the event. Seven graduate students 

and seven faculty members had something to say about this topic. Graduate student 
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Robert gave a colorful description of the formal nature of Colloquium, in contrast to 

Journal Club, 

     Excerpt 89 
 

I mean, it is like, at least twice as long as a normal, as a Journal Club talk 
and its also in a bigger room, more people, a more sort of, “everyone’s 
here.” We had a gathering beforehand where we ate cookies and drank 
coffee and we all marched into the room. You had a formal introduction 
and now you’re going at the front of a big classroom essentially, you 
know, that could fit, you know, hundreds of people. So I think its just sort 
of a less informal environment. [Like] its, “this is where learning about 
science happens, [this] is what we’re going to do.” 

 

The character 

Graduate students do not usually give Colloquia, and the graduate students interviewed 

had never given a Colloquium talk in their own department. However, the comments 

made by both graduate students and faculty members about the Colloquium talk itself 

spoke to the character of the question period where graduate students could potentially be 

speakers. For this reason, comments on the talk and question period will be included in 

this section, even though graduate students could only be speakers by asking questions.  

 

Six graduate students and six faculty members described the character of Colloquium in 

their interviews. Their descriptions included the sense that Colloquium was: (1) the most 

formal speaking event at the department, and (2) one of the highest-stakes or weightiest 

events. Although these two categories might seem similar, it was not clear how the 

concepts were connected – whether the formality of the event led to it being perceived as 

high-stakes, or vice versa.  
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A more formal event 

Four graduate students and three faculty members talked about the Colloquium as a 

formal event, whether explicitly using that terminology, or not. Graduate students spoke 

about a “very formal atmosphere” and a “less informal environment.” Another faculty 

member, Jean, called the event “the full-blown colloquium.” There were also statements 

made about Colloquium being a longer talk (at roughly 50 minutes), about more people 

in the audience, and taking place in a larger room than all other departmental research 

speaking events. This was seen in Excerpt 89 above, and mirrored in other graduate 

students’ comments about “the time allotted is a little bit more,” and that the Journal Club 

setting was smaller than “the big colloquium talk.” Most statements made by 

interviewees that fell into this category did not imply that a more formal event was 

necessarily higher-stakes. However, Faculty member Daryl seemed to connect the 

concepts formality and higher-stakes (in this case for the presenter) in a description of 

colloquium as “a more formal presentation and more is expected in terms of evidence and 

proof.” It is also possible that graduate student Darius’s sense that “more faculty tend to 

go to these functions than others, and I think some of them notice who tends to be there, 

who doesn’t,” could be expected to raise the stakes of the event in the eyes of graduate 

students.  

 

High-stakes and a bigger deal 
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Seven graduate students and seven faculty members spoke about the Colloquium as a 

high-stakes event, where (1) the presenter was someone an expert astronomer but not a 

member of the department, (2) the presenter had a higher burden for her or his 

presentation, and (3) the audience and atmosphere were less friendly that at other 

speaking events. I chose to group the first category here instead of with “formality” 

because it seemed to be used by interviewees to emphasize the weight of the event. Four 

graduate students and two faculty members spoke about the status of the speaker or the 

topic being presented at Colloquium. Graduate student comments included a description 

of “some interesting person”, “all these other people from all over the place”, and 

“someone who’s an expert in a topic.” Faculty comments involved “a hot topic”, and “an 

esteemed speaker that’s come in from out of town.”  

 

The second and third categories of comments about Colloquium as high-stakes were 

somewhat related, in that a presenter was under more pressure and responsibility (as was 

a question asker) because the audience and atmosphere at Colloquium was less friendly. 

For instance, graduate student Robert spoke about the atmosphere as “not as congenial.”  

Graduate student Lilly said that asking a question at Colloquium was harder to do than at 

other events, calling it a “much more intimidating prospect.” Another graduate student, 

Julie, implied that this aspect of  asking questions at Colloquium was recognized within 

the department: 

     Excerpt 90   
 

…advice that I got from other people is, you try in smaller settings like in 
the, [like] the Journal Club is smaller than [the big] Colloquium talk. So 
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start there, with a smaller group, and then you sort of work your way, work 
your way up. 

 

What was interesting about this comment, which was reflected in other comments that 

will be discussed in the section below on “Questions,” was that the high-stakes of asking 

questions seemed to be related to the size of the event. Further comment by this graduate 

student clarified that the intimidating aspect of Colloquium was due to the audience, and 

the formality, not necessarily due to fear of speaking to an esteemed presenter: 

     Excerpt 91 
 

…the most scary one because its, it’s a bigger event, with a bigger crowd, bigger 
room [and everything] um, so I think part of it for me was…to decide that I 
wasn’t going to care anymore what people are going to think. 

 

Faculty member Alex made a statement that also framed Colloquium as a nerve-wracking 

setting for a graduate student, partially due to the audience’s judgment: 

     Excerpt 92 
 

I mean, here’s your whole department sitting up there, and an esteemed 
speaker that’s come in from out of town…and there’s something you 
didn’t understand in the talk and all these other people probably 
understood it, but you’re going to ask it anyway? That, that’s not easy. 

 

This sense of Colloquium as more high-stakes was also present in comments related to 

what was expected of the presenter by the audience. For instance, Jeff commented on a 

presenter being responsible for convincing the audience “that what you’re working on is 

interesting,” while Bruce explained that the audience was “not just like, you know, being 

members of the same department or are just sort of curious to help you out.” Faculty 
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member Jean compared the low-pressure of presenting someone else’s work at Journal 

Club to the responsibility of a presenter speaking about her or his own work:  

     Excerpt 93 
 

…in a sense, even if everything is completely wrong in the research, its not 
really your fault, [so that] in the end, you could always say “yeah, they did 
it wrong” and, you know, it doesn’t really embarrass you.   

 

Whereas a thesis talk was also a presentation of one’s own work, there was a sense in 

these comments about Colloquium that the audience behaved very differently, and the 

presenter was now responsible for defending everything.  This same faculty member also 

spoke about the presenter “losing points very fast” with the audience if her or his talk 

went over the allotted time – the audience was no longer guaranteed to be gentle, as it had 

been especially in thesis talks, and to some extent at Coffee Hour and Journal Club. 

 

Two faculty members framed Colloquium as either lower-stakes or not rightfully high-

stakes. Francis said that, as an audience, “we’re not trying to judge whether you’re, how 

good you are we’re just trying to learn something” at Colloquium. Alex acknowledged 

that the event held “incredible weight” when it was used as a job talk, but challenged the 

validity of this because “its not really a measure of, uh, of how good they are of 

scientists, or how good they’d be as colleagues.”  

 

The purpose  

Seven graduate students and seven faculty members spoke about the purpose of 

Colloquium, their responses falling into three main categories: (1) for learning about new 
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research, (2) for faculty members and (3) for the presenter. The general sense in these 

comments was of an event that was only marginally geared toward, or helpful to, 

graduate students. Graduate student perception backed up this view, as did indirect 

comments by faculty members about the Colloquium. For instance, graduate student Jeff 

explained the purpose of Colloquium as: 

     Excerpt 94 
 

I think its, its like giving a talk at a conference, to educate a broader 
audience about, uh, about the work you do. I think its, you know, its 
typically supposed to be much more carefully geared toward presenting to 
a broad, broad range of people, you know, ranging from, uh, theorists to 
observers in fields of all size scales. Uh, so I think that’s why the time 
allotted is a little bit more, so a lot more time can be spent on introduction 
and basics and, um, and getting everyone on the same page before going 
into main results.  

 

While this first part of Jeff’s comment echoed the sentiment that many interviewees 

expressed about Colloquium as a “broad” event, meant “for everyone,” the second part of 

the comment qualified what was meant by “everyone”: 

     Excerpt 95 
 

Um, it definitely seems like it’s at a higher level of discussion than things 
like Journal Club. Uh it seems like, al- almost, I mean maybe its not a 
good analogy but maybe you might say something like Journal Club is 
primarily geared towards students whereas colloquium is more geared 
toward educating faculty, um, and sort of higher, higher ups. 

 

For learning about astronomy 

Four graduate students and six faculty members spoke about Colloquium as intended for 

general learning, about a broad range of topics, at a higher level of detail than many other 

events in the department. As implied above, both graduate students and faculty members 



 
 

371

made statements that framed Colloquium as intended for “all.” Graduate student Ian 

spoke of the purpose as “having someone who’s an expert in a topic really develop what 

they’re doing, share it with a group of people. [You know its] not, not just give the 

highlights but just go mo-, into more detail,” and said that it was for an “audience full of 

scientists.”  

 

While graduate students spoke more from a hypothetical presenter’s perspective, about 

sharing work with an audience, about developing a good talk that everyone would 

understand, faculty member comments included their own learning explicitly. For 

instance, faculty member Francis reported attending Colloquium “to learn something I 

didn’t know, uh, that’s the main purpose.” Another faculty member, Sam, said that 

Colloquium was “to broaden […] perspective and you know, just enrich your 

astronomical life.” Alex explicitly stated that the learning was meant to be “to inform 

90% of the audience,” leaving out “maybe one or two people who are having a bad day, 

or who really are not at all into this particular area of astronomy.” It may be that from the 

faculty member perspective, as astronomers who actively give Colloquium talks at other 

institutions, the fault of not understanding a talk they give falls on audience members, 

because of a need to preserve a sense of competence at putting together a good talk. When 

describing how a Colloquium talk should be structured, they mentioned the difficulties in 

putting together a good talk when referring to other speakers, and not themselves. No 

faculty members spoke about having given difficult to understand or bad Colloquia. 

Faculty members did, however, speak about other people’s Colloquium talks as needing 
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to balance “relatively new things” with getting “too specialized, then only few people 

[will] really understand what they’re talking about.”  

 

Talks were supposed to be of high quality, although both graduate students and faculty 

members made statements that indicated this was not always realized. Faculty member 

Drew relayed a story about “one of the most beautiful talks I’ve ever heard,” given by a 

postdoc in Colloquium, and how rare it was to hear a great talk at Colloquium. Graduate 

student, Robert expressed that “as a speaker there’s more pressure to, like, have a, a good 

talk in Colloquium. That said, I, I think a lot of Colloquia are bad.”  

 

For faculty members, or not for graduate students 

In addition to the portrayal by both graduate students and faculty members of the rarity of 

giving (and difficulty in putting together) a good Colloquium talk, there was a sense from 

graduate student interviewees that the level of the talks was beyond their reach. Six 

graduate students and two faculty members mentioned this aspect of Colloquium talks.  

 

Faculty Jean made an implicit statement about the Colloquium talk (and question period) 

that implied that it was less intended for graduate students than other events, like Topical 

Seminar A: 

     Excerpt 96 
 

Particularly [in] something like Topical Seminar A, you should feel free to 
ask [sort of a], you know, “what’s that axis” question because, you know 
you, its there to be a discussion. So if you’re not understanding it then, you 
know, you, you know its there for you, too, the Topical Seminar A. 
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Whereas at colloquium, its more [formal uh], they’re usually tight on time, 
may not want to, you know, break it up for that. 

 

When faculty member Alex had spoken about losing one or two listeners in the audience 

during a talk, “and that to bring them along would bring it down to a level where it 

wouldn’t be helpful for the rest of audience,” the assumption seemed to be that only a 

tiny fraction of the audience was poorly served by a talk. However, graduate students 

seemed to imply that this fraction, which included them, was not so small.  

 

Graduate student Ian said that, with all the detail contained in a Colloquium talk,  

 

     Excerpt 97 
 

A lot of time I find colloquia are just not, just not well motivated [and] 
there’s just too much information, for me, as a graduate student, to really 
get what the importance of things being presented are. 

 

Graduate student, Jeff, also spoke about difficulty with Colloquia, that “sometimes it can 

be too fast paced for me but, I think it’s a, a good tool for explaining things at a more 

advanced level than other talks and discussions are.” Finally, Erin spoke about learning at 

Colloquium, with the qualification “I mean, depending on if it’s a good talk or not. Some 

people are, are better or worse at getting their points across.” What was unclear in all of 

these graduate student comments was whether the imperfect transmission of content and 

context from the presenter to the graduate students in the audience was seen as the fault 

of the presenter or the fault of the graduate student. 

 



 
 

374

For the speaker  

Finally, five graduate students and six faculty members spoke about Colloquium as 

intended for the presenter more than the audience. Faculty member Sam talked about this 

explicitly: 

     Excerpt 98 
 

…whereas a colloquium is really more about the speaker up front, and uh, 
so I, yeah, I tend, you know its not really for discussions and I, I tend not 
to ask questions [so much]. 

 

In addition to the sense mentioned earlier, that Colloquium was high-stakes, for the 

question askers in the audience as well as the presenter, there was a sense that the 

presenter was being judged for a variety of reasons.  

 

Some graduate students and faculty members mentioned the fact that sometimes a 

Colloquium talk was also a job talk, part of the vetting of a visiting potential faculty 

candidate. Faculty member Francis reported sometimes going to Colloquium due to either 

personal “interest in hiring that person or [if] your department is [interested] in [hiring] 

that person then you have to [go] to Colloquium.” Graduate student Lilly mentioned that 

Colloquium was “[a chance] for the speaker to get their name out, a job talk maybe,” and 

that this could make the idea of giving a Colloquium an intimidating prospect. In this 

sense, as a job talk, Colloquium is extremely high-stakes because it may affect the 

presenter’s ability to secure a faculty position. Faculty member Alex mentioned that 

“there are talks which don’t quite have the incredible weight as a job colloquium does,” 
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at the same time as doubting how valid a measure they were of the presenter’s scientific 

skill or fitness as a colleague. 

 

In a more general sense, however, Colloquium was still described as benefiting and 

challenging the presenter. It was seen as a way to get her “name out”, while having to 

convince an audience that her work was interesting, answer harder questions about every 

part of the research, and pitch a talk at just the right level (which is likely to be 

impossible due to the variety of experience and background knowledge among the 

audience members). At the same time as having to impress the audience and include 

substantial detail about the research, faculty member Jean cautioned that the presenter 

had to not to talk too long which was “absolutely deadly” or well as not lose the audience 

to “arrogant” behavior, or “flouting.” Also, the graduate student part of the audience 

could be lost to a talk that was pitched too high, while the faculty members in the 

audience were lost by a talk that, according to faculty member Francis, was “just too 

general, then I don’t need to learn those things again.”  

 

Attendance 

I did not ask most graduate student interviewees about how they decided whether to 

attend Colloquium. Many graduate student responses about the character of, and 

questions at, Colloquium included a notion of having attended Colloquium often enough 

to be able to speak about the proportion of useful to not-useful talks. It seems that even 
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though graduate students had difficulty following Colloquium talks and did not ask 

questions during the event, then nevertheless attended.  

 

Two graduate students and four faculty members made explicit comments about 

attending Colloquium.  Both graduate students and faculty members spoke about the 

concept of graduate student attendance at Colloquium being very strongly recommended. 

Graduate student Darius said that he felt it was “an unwritten rule that you should go to 

Journal Club and Colloquium every week.” Faculty member Alex described a graduate 

student who had been worried that attendance was being taken for Colloquium, because 

“somebody had told her that you should go to all of the colloquia.” This faculty member 

implied that attendance was not taken, and that sometimes graduate students 

misunderstood comments like “you should go to all of the colloquia,” but did not dispute 

that graduate students were highly encouraged to attend. Faculty member Jessie also “the 

colloquium series,” when asked about a feeling of obligation about attending events as a 

faculty member. Finally, graduate student Bruce commented that “I think everyone is 

supposed to go to colloquium, although there’s never a case where everyone does go.”  

 

Two faculty members described reasons for attending Colloquium other than a general 

sense of duty. Jean spoke about attending Colloquium based on “whether I know 

anything about the speaker” when it was “in a very different field,” and went on to 

describe a favorite speaker who “gives such fabulous talks, and he makes it seem like 

that’s the most interesting thing in the whole world.” This faculty member also noted that 
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“if it was someone else giving that talk, I probably wouldn’t go,” implying that an 

engaging Colloquium talk was highly valuable, but that not everyone (perhaps almost no 

one) could give such a talk. Francis gave a similar reason for attending Colloquium as 

reported by many interviewees for Coffee Hour and Journal Club attendance,  

     Excerpt 99 
 

…to learn something I didn’t know. Uh that, that’s the main purpose. So if 
the subject is, I don’t go to every colloquium, uh, if I’m too busy and the 
subject is not something I think I will, I’m remotely interested in, I 
wouldn’t go but, I think mostly its to, to learn something either in my area 
or in an area that I’m interested in. 

 

This same faculty member also mentioned attending Colloquium sometimes for the 

purpose of evaluating the presenter’s potential as a new postdoc or faculty member, even 

if “you may not be interested in the subject, but you have to go just to listen.” Although 

the other speaking events described in this study seemed to contain an element of this 

type of assessment, this was the only speaking event for which an explicit statements 

were made about consequential evaluation of the presenter.  

 

Questions at Colloquium 
 

The question periods for each event in this study have been described to have a variety of 

purposes. Coffee Hour questions were for encouraging and supporting informal 

discussion; Journal Club questions were seen as part of the practice aspect of the event; in 

Research Seminar, questions were meant to help the presenter further develop an in-

progress research project; and in a Thesis Defense Talk, public questions (or lack thereof) 
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were meant to assure and calm the presenter before the closed-door examination. What 

did interviewees see as the role of questions at a Colloquium? What types of questions 

did they report asking, or consider to be appropriate at Colloquium? What barriers did 

graduate students and faculty members perceive to asking questions? In their interviews, 

eight graduate students and six faculty members commented about asking questions and 

the question period at Colloquium.  

 

Time constraints 

Three graduate students and three faculty members made mention of the short time 

period for questions at Colloquium, in reference to decisions about whether to ask a 

question or not. The question period was 5 minutes, following a roughly 50 minute talk. 

The choice to hold one’s question was blamed in part on time constraints.  Graduate 

students reported not asking questions and saving them for after the event (after the 

question period), because time was tight during Colloquium. Graduate student Bruce 

mentioned competing for time with faculty members. Faculty members used time 

constraints as a way to decide which questions were appropriate, or to justify why simple 

questions were not appropriate to ask at Colloquium. Faculty member Pat explained that 

the kind of question that could be looked up after the talk “wastes time,” and should be 

asked of the presenter after the event was over.   

 

For experts 
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Five graduate students and five faculty members spoke about questions at Colloquium as 

if they were mainly intended for experts – to ask and to understand. Graduate student and 

faculty member comments were somewhat different, in that graduate students seemed to 

think that asking questions at Colloquium was not for them, but for faculty members and 

other experts. Faculty, described expert-like behavior in asking questions, only 

occasionally identifying it as something that graduate students did not (or could not) do. 

Faculty also did not always identify that the behaviors they exhibited were influenced by 

greater experience, knowledge or expertise than a graduate student might have. 

 

Graduate students viewed asking questions at Colloquium as requiring some sort of 

expertise that they did not possess. For instance, Robert spoke about his reasons for 

waiting until Colloquium was officially over (after the question period) to ask his 

questions to the presenter: 

     Excerpt 100 
 

I think that’s mainly because often times there’s not much time, and often 
times you’re competing with, you know, those, you know, faculty or, or 
whatever that ask questions regularly and sort of, [most], fill up the time 
themselves to a certain extent. So I feel like you have to feel like your 
question is sort of on par with something that they were going to ask, that 
an expert might ask. 
 

Graduate student Jeff echoed a similar sentiment, also using the term “expert” explicitly, 

reporting that during the Colloquium, “mostly its experts within, you know, that, that 

subfield or whatever, or, that can, that ask the most questions.” Another graduate student 

commented that the dinner outing after the Colloquium, which was arranged for just the 
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presenter and graduate students to attend, was an easier place for her to ask questions 

because it provided  “a different environment for asking questions” than the question 

period.  

 

Other graduate student comments focused more on feelings of individual difficulty with 

asking questions that were appropriate. For instance, Jeff also spoke of Colloquium being 

“a little fast-paced for me,” and the belief that this was not the case for others: “I know a 

lot of people are getting a lot out of it because they ask good questions afterward.” This 

statement also includes a theme that will come up in faculty member comments, which 

seem to connect the practice of (or right to be) asking questions with individuals who 

have understood the talk. This is seems to imply that not just anyone may ask a question 

about something they did not understand, but that a person asking a question should have 

understood the talk to some extent. This view may naturally exclude many graduate 

students from the role of potential question asker. Graduate student Darius said that 

Colloquium was not a good place for him to learn and that: 

     Excerpt 101 
 

I’m, like, supremely jealous of people who can, you know, really pay 
attention during colloquium and i-, immediately spot logical flaws or 
whatever on slides when they crop up. I just sort of don’t notice these 
things. I really have to be reading the paper. 

 

Again there was a sense in this response and others from graduate students that they were 

one of the only people in the room who were having trouble understanding or following 

the Colloquium, and that this was what prevented them from asking a question. Questions 
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were seen as the prerogative of people who were following the talk, and those people 

were likely to be experts or faculty members. Faculty member Jean seemed to voice this 

idea explicitly: 

     Excerpt 102 
 

I think as you get used- even if that’s all you ask, you know, “what’s that 
axis?”, the more you get used to interrupting and raising your hand and all 
that, you know the other questions will come as you gain more knowledge 
about the field in general and make the connections to other studies… 

 

In other words, the kinds of questions that should be asked at Colloquium were those 

borne out of knowledge and experience. 

 

This same faculty member, had been comparing Topical Seminar A with Colloquium in 

terms of the kinds of questions that were acceptable, implying that perhaps Colloquium 

was not the place for simpler questions like “what’s that axis?” In this case, this faculty 

member said that graduate students should “feel free” to ask a question like this at 

Topical Seminar A because “if you’re not understanding it then, you know, you you 

know, its there for you too,” going on to say that at Colloquium “you may not want to, 

you know, break it up for that,” because of time constraints and its more formal nature. 

However, the earlier comment about Topical Seminar A being intended for graduate 

students was not echoed for Colloquium, implying that Colloquium might not be “for 

students” in the same way. Another faculty member, Alex, described why a graduate 

student might not want to ask a question 

     Excerpt 103 
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…there’s something you didn’t understand in the talk and all these other 
people probably understood it, but you’re going to ask the question 
anyway? That, that’s not easy. 

 

The notion comes up of certain types of questions as low-value (perhaps even as 

inappropriate), and as the types of questions that graduate students often have. Graduate 

students and faculty members both seemed to have this perspective on low-value 

questions, and of the inappropriateness of questions that come from an individual’s 

difficulty understanding a talk.  

 

Faculty member Francis recalled being in graduate school and having a similar sense 

about asking questions: 

     Excerpt 104 
 

I don’t think I ever asked when I was in Colloquium,…just don’t feel like, 
didn’t feel like I was, probably, good enough or something. Just didn’t feel 
like I was advanced enough to ask questions to these very frequently big 
shot people…There, there is a, yeah, there is a dif-, I mean there you just 
feel like you’re not, you’re not quite, at [that] level yet. Or your questions 
[were] likely to be stupid or trivial or something like that. There’s some 
kind of structure there that […] feel like, that you […], it’s not your place 
to ask questions. 

 

Other faculty member comments about asking questions at Colloquium dealt with their 

perspective as faculty members (not just memories of their own time as graduate 

students). Some statements expressed a different role for faculty members than for 

graduate students, of faculty members being allowed to ask questions when they didn’t 

understand the talk. It is possible that since faculty members come to the Colloquium with 

more knowledge of astronomy, and more experience, the questions they have about a talk 
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(due to misunderstanding) are allowed because they are seen as more expert questions. 

The questions that a faculty member might “just have,” could be the types of questions 

that a graduate student would have to “come up with,” by putting in significant effort in 

understanding the talk.  For instance, faculty member Sam described the questions that a 

person might ask at a Colloquium as “you know something that they’ve thought about or 

worked on, and they noticed that something was related in the, in the talk.” Although the 

status of the hypothetical question asker was not mentioned by Sam, the context provided 

by previous faculty member and graduate student comments makes it likely that graduate 

students rarely ask these kinds of questions, by virtue of the fact that they have not spent 

much time thinking of or working on many topics in astronomy. Faculty member Francis 

also talked about asking questions as easy, “I think people just ask questions to clarify 

something they didn’t understand…and then there are helpful questions. People just want 

to provide some information that maybe the speakers, speaker, were not, was not aware 

of.” Although there is no mention that graduate students are not allowed to ask these 

questions, the level of experience required to be able to ask this question is likely to be 

out of the reach of many graduate students.  

 

Other faculty member statements mirrored graduate student concerns that a person who 

had not understood the talk should not be asking questions at the end of Colloquium, even 

when that individual was a faculty member. Faculty member Francis made a comment 

that sounded very much like what graduate students had expressed, and that Alex had 
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expressed about graduate student fears in Excerpt 103: 

     Excerpt 105 

 I don’t feel like I should ask [some], something I just because I didn’t get 
it. 

 

There even seemed to be a mechanism in place for a question to be asked during 

Colloquium, by a person who had understood the lecture, on behalf of the people who had 

not, as expressed by faculty member Daryl: 

     Excerpt 106 
 

Often a faculty member will feel it’s their duty to ask a dumb question, uh, 
if they feel that the graduate students don’t get it. You, I might even know 
the answer, but I know that maybe that’s sort of a hard thing to get at… 
 

Could it be that graduate students are learning this rule for what kinds of questions are 

appropriate to ask at Colloquium from faculty member beliefs? This notion of not asking 

a question when you, personally did not understand something in the talk (the implication 

being that everyone else in the audience had), was the focus of another category of 

interviewee comments about questions at Colloquium. 

 

For the general audience, not the individual listener 

Two graduate students and six faculty members spoke about the tension between asking a 

question “for the individual” (for oneself), and asking a question “for the group” (that 

others in the audience would find beneficial). Faculty member Sam’s explanation of what 

questions are appropriate encapsulated this debate: 

     Excerpt 107 
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…if you’re going to ask a question in that situation, you know it should 
be…something that’s, you know, of very, of very general interest, uh, not 
just interest to you. And uh, that may be the wrong attitude. I know a lot of 
people who take the attitude “well if it interesting to me then it’ll be 
interesting to everyone,” um, I tend not to take that attitude. If its 
something that I feel, like its, you know, of interest to me then I’ll go talk 
to them afterwards or […] in person or something like that. Um, but if I, 
you know, if I feel strongly that, that this is sort of a general, generally 
interesting thing [then I’ll,…….] 

 

Interviewee comments in the previous section emphasized appropriateness of questions 

from experts or someone who had understood the talk, and a potential question asker had 

to decide “Is my question too simple, irrelevant, or dumb to ask?” This section looks at 

the perceived sense of responsibility to the audience, where a potential question ask has 

to decide “Does anyone else in the audience have the same question as I do?” Excerpt 

107 above might be seen as a combination of the requirement that the question asker be 

asking a generally interesting question (for the benefit of many graduate students in an 

audience who did not understand something), and that the question asker has understood 

the talk (as a faculty member). 

 

The graduate student comments on this topic came from individuals who came up with 

questions to ask of the presenter (some graduate students in the previous section had 

explained that they had not gotten to this point). For instance, Erika mentioned having 

questions to ask of the presenter, related to her work, but preferring to ask them after the 

Colloquium event because otherwise, 

     Excerpt 108 
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…you know [it’d be?] saying “Oh, well, look at me, look at me,” you 
know whereas, you know, I don’t know, be asking more about what they, 
their talk or something like that and not, just, you know, finding a forum 
for s-, talking about your research. 

 

In this case, the graduate student seemed to worry about her question being too specific to 

her own interests, echoing faculty member Sam’s statement in Excerpt 107 that implied 

this was not appropriate. The second graduate student expressed a similar tendency to 

wait to ask a question of the presenter after Colloquium was over, because “there’s, like, 

a 5 minute period for questions. I mean what am I really going to get by asking one 

question at the end of a 50 minute talk?” In this case, the choice to hold a question was 

explained as based on the possibility to “go and talk to them personally and have some 

kind of discussion with them.” 

 

On a surface level, faculty members spoke about the types of questions asked at 

Colloquium as “something you’re interested in,” or “about, specific aspects of, of the 

research, so that you know they’re usually half questions and half comments.” Graduate 

student comments included a notion of not wanting to ask a question that was limited in 

interest to just the asker. When they spoke about how they decided to ask a question, 

faculty members seemed to be trying to resolve similar issues as graduate students. For 

instance, Francis reported “if I think its really something crucial [to me], to understand 

what is going, what’s going on, especially if its something that is my subject, then I 

would ask.” Pat described similar behavior, based on a personal experience of the talk, 

“where I misunderstood something or I didn’t understand why something was important, 
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or, um, I-, [some], two things didn’t add up to me,” but added the apparent qualification 

that 

     Excerpt 109 
 

…it might be something that other people would be thinking about as well, 
so the answer given would benefit more than just me. 

 

It seems that faculty members believe (as do graduate students) that questions asked 

during Colloquium should be of general interest to the audience. However, given that the 

audience at Colloquium is broader in expertise (across topics and level, from 

undergraduate students through full professors) than at any other event in the department, 

this may be an impossible condition to achieve. If a question is too simple, or, according 

to Pat “the type of thing you could always, get their paper to find out for yourself, or go 

up to them after and talk to them about,” it is considered inappropriate.  

 

Conversely, a question or comment that is of too limited personal interest, as Francis said, 

“some people always ask, sort of to make a point of, make their point, that they have a, 

they have a certain point of view or certain theory or something they want to promote,” 

may be considered arrogant or inappropriate. Graduate student Robert made a statement 

that implied similar negative judgment of a question asker: 

     Excerpt 110 
 

[Why] do people, just, no matter what, [raise their hands] and say 
something? And I don’t always actually get what they said, or why it was 
important. I think-, I feel like some people just feel like they need to talk. 

 



 
 

388

Graduate student Darius seemed to apply this potential negative judgment to his own 

questions, explaining that “I don’ t, uh, try very hard to think of questions just [for the 

sake of] asking questions.”  

 

How should a graduate student or even a faculty member decide where her or his 

question falls? Given these worries (that one’s question is too simple, too specific, or too 

self-indulgent), it is more surprising that anyone asks questions at Colloquium, than it is 

how few graduate students ask questions at Colloquium. There must be some reasons, 

such as the potential for positive judgment, or a belief in the utility of some minimum 

number of questions after a talk, that encourage question askers to speak up. Graduate 

student Bill, voiced his confusion about what this reason might be, when talking about 

how he preferred to speak one-on-one with the presenter after the Colloquium, but felt as 

if he should ask questions during the Colloquium 

     Excerpt 111 
 

I feel like I should be asking questions for some reason. [Some] people 
seem to think that’s a good think, that’s a good thing to do. 

 

Faculty member Jean, made a comment that implied that having questions in one’s mind 

was important, but that asking them at the talk was not as important. However, perhaps it 

was more appropriate to ask almost any question than for the audience to not ask a single 

question.  

     Excerpt 112 
 

…I will-, and I, so I usually have, you know, try to come up with some 
question or two in my head that I want to ask and, so, but I’ll wait, I’ll see 
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unless its something really burning that I, that’s, that I want answered. Um, 
I’ll generally s-, wait and see if there are questions. I mean, so if there are 
no questions, if it’s really quiet or something I’ll go ahead and ask my 
question [just to] contribute. If I think it’s a really interesting sort of 
question I’ll ask. But otherwise I’ll just hold back and I may approach the 
speaker after the talk. 

 

In this special case, where there is a risk of no questions being asked after a Colloquium 

talk, maintaining a sense of intellectual community may trump the audience’s judgment 

of a question as inappropriate.  

 

Challenging the presenter or the research 

Two graduate students and five faculty members spoke about the questions asked at 

Colloquium in relation to the presenter (instead of the audience). These interviewees 

were split on their description of the character of the question period. Both graduate 

students and three faculty members spoke about the question period at a Colloquium 

using words like “hostile” and “grilling.” Faculty Daryl explained that as a presenter,  

     Excerpt 113 
 

…you should expect harder questions because its about your work and you 
have to, you have a higher responsibility for answering those questions in 
terms of, uh, you’ve done the work, if you can’t answer that question, then 
maybe that work is not supportable. 

 

Another faculty member, Francis, described questions that implied disbelief or disdain on 

the part of a question asker, “they think what the talk you’re-, what [you’re thing], doing 

is either trivial or just wrong.” The third faculty member, Alex, described a situation in 
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which a presenter would get a “hostile question” from an audience member who felt that 

their work had been “trampled on.” 

 

Three faculty members also spoke on behalf of question askers, as themselves and for the 

department overall. They all implied having friendly, or non-threatening intentions 

towards the presenter. Alex qualified the statement above, about hostile questions, with 

the mention that “you know I little hard to judge, you usually think you’re being very 

sweet and sometimes, [you know], the-, the people on the receiving end don’t agree.” In 

other words, claiming good intentions toward the speaker. Francis described the 

departmental culture as friendly, saying “I think that people ask relatively nice questions, 

they don’t really challenge the speaker.” Finally, Jean spoke about personal question 

asking strategies, “a detailed question or a question that-, seems sort of critical about how 

they did something, then I will probably ask them afterward.” Perhaps waiting until after 

the Colloquium event to ask a question could be used to spare either the question asker or 

the presenter from losing face in the eyes of the audience. This loss of face seemed to be 

connected with being challenged, critiqued or being shown to have done trivial research.  

 

In other words, there did not seem to be a clear way for presenters or question-askers to 

distinguish questions that were critical of the person versus critical of the person’s 

research, and intent could be misread. 

 

Dinner with the speaker 
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Four graduate students and one faculty member mentioned an event that takes place the 

evening of Colloquium, a dinner outing for graduate students and the presenter. Faculty 

member Francis described this dinner as “the students here take the colloquium speaker 

to” as  “[certainly] helpful because [that’s a chance, they] actually feel more comfortable 

talking.” This implied that this dinner event was meant to be a different (better) 

environment in which graduate students could ask questions they did not feel comfortable 

asking during Colloquium.  

 

However, the graduate students’ experiences of the dinner event was somewhat mixed. 

Although Emily described it as a “different environment for asking questions,” she also 

spoke more positively (as had other graduate students and faculty members) about talking 

with the speaker in “one-on-one” for the purpose of asking science questions. Graduate 

student responses indicated that dinner was not always a better forum for asking science 

questions.  Bill’s experience was that 

     Excerpt 114 
 

…for a lot of these colloquium dinners, [you] end up with like 15 or 20 
people and you don’t even end up sitting near the speaker anyway. Uh, but 
even in cases where I was at a small dinner and I did feel like I could talk 
to speaker, I didn’t end up feeling like it was that useful. Um, I don’t 
know, I don’t think I’m much of a social bee or butterfly or whatever. 

 

The issue of social interaction seemed to be an important part of participating in the 

dinner event (at least in Bill’s comment) when it never showed up in any graduate student 

or faculty member comments about the Colloquium event. Dinner did not sound like a 

graduate student version of the question period at Colloquium. There was also the sense 
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that there might often be too large a group at dinners for anything like the “one-on-one” 

conversations to take place that graduate students found so useful.  

 

Another graduate student, Ian, reported attending only a handful of dinner events because 

“sometimes they have […] discussions about the work, sometimes its just social, ‘let’s 

have dinner and’ kind of thing.” Again, although the dinner was a chance for graduate 

students to interact with a Colloquium presenter without faculty members or postdocs in 

the room, it did not seem be a satisfactory replacement for graduate students asking 

questions at Colloquium.  

 

Deeper Themes 
 

Roles 
 

The departmental colloquium took place weekly, in the main lecture hall, where a 

significant number of graduate students, postdocs, faculty members and other 

astronomers gathered to hear a research talk by an astronomer from outside the 

department. There was no ambiguity as to who would be the speaker and responsible for 

answering questions. The research being presented was the speaker’s own, and the 

speaker was not a graduate student. One faculty member mentioned not asking many 

questions after the talk because the event was not meant to be a discussion about 

astronomy (in contrast to interviewee comments about Coffee Hour or Research Seminar 

A).  
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A few roles related to Colloquium were mentioned in passing, by only one interviewee, 

such as that of the person who introduced the speaker. By far the most was said about 

being an audience member (as a graduate student or faculty member), and about the 

presenter. 

 

Audience members 
 

In terms of graduate students getting a chance to speak about astronomy, Colloquium is a 

slightly different event than the others in this study. For this departmental Colloquium, 

both graduate students and faculty members can only be audience members, meaning 

their speaking has to be in the form of asking questions.  

 

Graduate students  

Graduate student interviewees spoke about a good Colloquium talk being one that 

appealed broadly to and could teach the audience. One graduate student, Darius, spoke 

about Colloquium as being one of the events that graduate students felt expected to attend 

because: 

     Excerpt 115 
 

…if you go to a couple of functions a week I, if, if, if, there’s a general 
sense that you’re someone who, you know, goes to one or two functions a 
week and, if there’s a general sense that you, use these avenues to s-, keep 
yourself up to date and keep yourself from becoming too narrow then I 
don’t think you run the risk of being judged negatively. 
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In other words, graduate students should be learning about a broad range of astronomical 

topics, and Colloquium was seen (by faculty members) as one of the events where 

graduate students could do this.  

 

At the same time, graduate students reported that they had significant difficulty learning 

how to follow or understand many Colloquium talks. They said that Colloquia seemed 

more geared towards faculty members and even one faculty member spoke about 

Research Seminar A being more for graduate students and Colloquium not. Graduate 

students also reported having a hard time asking questions at Colloquium, because they 

felt that their questions were not general or applicable to anyone but them.  

 

Faculty member Jean explained that it was understandable that graduate students might 

only have questions like “what’s that axis?” but that those questions were not necessarily 

appropriate at Colloquium: 

     Excerpt 116  
 

…at colloquium,…its more [formal,] they’re usually tight on time, may 
not want to, you know, break it up for that. Um, so there’s definitely a 
hierarchy of questions and, but I think as you get used-, even if that’s all 
you ask, you know, “what’s that axis?” the more you get used to 
interrupting and raising your hand and all that. You know, the other 
questions will come as you gain more knowledge about the field in general 
and make the connections to other studies and so, forth so, um, so it’s a 
good habit to get into. 
 

It could be argued that only graduate students nearing the end of their dissertation might 

be able to fit this description – as having gained enough knowledge to have a chance of 

asking an appropriate question at Colloquium. Also implied by this quote was that 
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Colloquium audiences were supposed to be asking the kinds of questions that a person 

with knowledge of the topic might “come up with.” Questions that a graduate student 

might just “have,” by virtue of not having understood the talk, did not fit the role of the 

audience members at Colloquium. It may be, too, that official status (such as a graduate 

student who will soon be a postdoc) could have had a significant influence in graduate 

student beliefs about who had the right to ask questions at Colloquium. Erika was one of 

the more senior graduate student interviewees and she described a shift in her experience 

of being in the audience at Colloquium:  

     Excerpt 117 
 

…since I’ve been offered a, you know, actually have a fellowship, you 
know, sort of a, a reckless abandon comes over and I haven’t, while I 
haven’t actually asked questions, I’ve actually raised my hand in, you 
know, Colloquium. For example, to ask a question but haven’t gotten 
called on, you know, that kind of thing. So, but feeling better about you 
know, “hey I’m….you know…hey I have a question, wow! I have a 
question! Yah!” 

 

This statement came amidst a discussion of being nervous about asking questions in 

public, and although she reports being excited about “having” a question, it is likely that 

she means she has “come up with” a question to ask. Otherwise, it would be strange for 

her to have connected an impending upgrade in status with the type of question that arises 

from a state of being confused about a talk. It sounds much more like the kind of question 

that faculty member Jean’s said would “come as you gain more knowledge about the 

field.” 
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Perhaps graduate students’ main role in Colloquium was to be learning to pay attention to 

the talk enough to be able to eventually formulate a question, instead of having to work 

on their self-confidence to be able to voice a question that came from lack of 

understanding. If this was true, it is little wonder that graduate students reported having 

difficulty learning to ask questions.  

 

Faculty members 

According to faculty member Jessie, Colloquium was one of the events that even faculty 

members felt they should be attending weekly. The picture of faculty member 

participation at Colloquium from interviewee comments was as evaluators of the 

presenter (and her or his research), and as question askers. The questions that faculty 

members were described as asking fell into a number of categories.  First of all, they were 

expected to ask some questions after the talk, and these could be of almost any type (for 

clarification, personal interest, explanation, etc.) if there were no other questions being 

asked. In other words, faculty members were responsible for assuring that a Colloquium 

did not end without a single question having been asked.  Second, a faculty member 

question that was not the only question at Colloquium should be of general interest to the 

audience, and not just related to the faculty member’s personal research interests. Subsets 

of these general types of questions could be (1) helpful for explaining a tricky concept to 

the graduate students in the audience (that the presenter had not explained clearly), or (2) 

helpful for the presenter, by providing a reference to other relevant work, related to the 

topic of the talk. Perhaps the status of faculty members (similar to the higher-than-
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graduate-student status described in Excerpt 104) was what allowed them to ask these 

types of “helpful” questions that might also have been seen as “stupid” questions 

somehow, if a graduate student had asked them. Otherwise, why would it be 

inappropriate for graduate students to ask simple questions, about a point of clarification, 

but almost the duty of faculty members to ask it on their behalf? What is so horrible 

about a graduate student asking a question that she or he has, due to lack of 

understanding, at a Colloquium? And why must faculty members take it on themselves to 

ask that very same question? 

 

Presenters 
 

Finally, there were expectations from the audience members (graduate students and 

faculty members) for the presenter. There were the familiar aspects of this role that 

presenters were expected to take on, similar to what was reported for Coffee Hour, 

Journal Club, or a Thesis talk. Presenters were expected to give a broad enough 

introduction to their research in order to provide context for the audience. Given that the 

audience was so varied (graduate students as well as faculty members in attendance, as 

well as expertise across divergent topics), a broad “enough” introduction was likely to be 

as difficult to accomplish as at these other events.  

 

Colloquium presenters were also expected to help the audience decide what to think 

about the research, by their demeanor (their confidence) and their skills of persuasion, at 
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the same time as being honest about the extent of their knowledge. As faculty member 

Daryl had explained, a presenter  

     Excerpt 118 
 

…should expect harder questions because its about your work and you 
have to, you have a higher responsibility for answering those questions in 
terms of, uh, you’ve done the work. If you can’t answer that question, then 
maybe that work is not supportable, or if you can’t, you ha-, you should 
simply say, “I haven’t looked at that, that’s a”, you know, “good question, 
I’ll take a look at it.” 

 

At the same time, there was a large burden of impressing the audience, when the presenter 

was giving a Colloquium as part of a job interview for a position at the department. There 

was likely to be significant pressure to make a strong impression on the audience (that 

might not be easily reconciled with the burden of honesty and saying “I don’t know”), as 

faculty member Alex had explained, 

     Excerpt 119 
 

The standard way that someone gets hired into the tenure track position is, 
they get on a short list and they’re invited to give a colloquium, and that 
colloquium is given incredibly more weight than it deserves in trying to 
figure out whether they should be hired. 

 

Graduate students and faculty members were looking to the job talk presenter to give a 

good talk, which they reported did not happen very often. A handful of faculty members 

also spoke about the importance of a job talk Colloquium for demonstrating that the 

candidate could be a good teacher. For instance, Jessie explained that “in, faculty 

positions of course its quite important because you want to have somebody who looks 

promising as a lecturer [and] teaching, and so the Colloquium, or the talk is […] very 
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important indicator that.” Another faculty member, Jean, commented similarly on the 

relationship between a Colloquium talk and “as a corollary that the applicant can teach 

because [well] certainly for a professorship position, part of the things that you’re being 

evaluated for is how well you can explain your ideas to other people.” It was interesting 

that faculty members expressed a belief that a job talk Colloquium could be an important 

indicator of teaching ability when so many graduate students had expressed 

disappointment in the potential for their own learning at most Colloquia. 

 

Summary 
 

Respondent characterizations 
 
Interviewees described Colloquium as a formal event in many ways: it took place in a 

large lecture hall, was preceded by a small reception, was given by a non-local speaker of 

at least postdoc status, it was supposed to be a “good talk” and many department 

members attended it. As the big weekly event in this department, graduate students and 

faculty members said they felt it was important to attend. It was described as a ritualized 

“doing” of science, and if this is so, it may represent the most strict vision of what a 

person looks like who is doing science. Faculty and graduate students both described a 

situation where personal rules for asking questions were extremely narrow – questions 

should be asked by someone who understood the talk and be of general interest to the 

audience. Graduate students reported being poorly served by many Colloquium talks and 

faculty members corroborated some of their complaints. Graduate students said that they 

did not often follow Colloquium talks and rarely asked questions because of this. In 
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addition, faculty members explained that this event had a strict time limit, which also 

seems to point to a less than valuable event in practice than intended.  

 

Learning 

Graduate students reported not learning very often at Colloquia, because the talks were 

not very good, or because they themselves did not follow the talk. This event seemed 

aimed more at faculty member learning, than for graduate students. Questions were 

meant to be asked by those who had understood the talk instead of those who had not. 

One faculty member stated explicitly that it would be embarrassing (and so, not 

encouraged by the norms of the event) to ask a question in front of the entire department 

that betrayed a lack of understanding of the talk. What was curious about interviewee 

comments was the absence of much blame on the quality of the talk in teaching the 

audience and resulting in graduate students with questions of misunderstanding.  

 

Time and effort 

The main mention of time concerns regarding Colloquium came from a faculty member 

who commented that a speaker going over the allotted time for a Colloquium was a 

severe infraction. What is curious about this is that Colloquium seems to be touted as one 

of the highest quality events (many people feel they should attend) in the department, and 

yet audience members are apparently unwilling to spend more time at it than the standard 

one hour.  
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Responsibility: to the community vs. the individual 

Where the thesis defense talk seemed to be mostly about responsibility to the presenter, 

Colloquium seems to be mostly about responsibility to the community, to practice some 

ritualized version of scientific discourse. Questions should be of general interest and 

interviewees complained about audience members who just felt they had to speak, or who 

had questions that were related specifically to their own research. One faculty member 

described asking a question only if there were no questions being asked of the speaker – 

which could be interpreted either as an act of friendliness or of responsibility of the 

idealized speaking event of Colloquium to include some questions from the audience. 

The speaker could expect harder questions from the audience than in a different talk 

setting, especially if the Colloquium was also a job talk and there was a communal 

responsibility to test the fitness of the candidate.  

 

The notion of responsibility to the individuals in the audience (especially graduate 

students) was all but absent in how interviewees spoke of the purpose of Colloquium. 

Questions were not meant to be asked by individuals who had not understood the talk. 

These individuals were expected to go talk to the presenter after the event.  

 

Active participation/discussion 

As with Research Institute lunch and thesis defense talks, active, many-person discussion 

was not described as a goal of Colloquium. In fact, for this event, many interviewees 

(graduate students and faculty members) described waiting to ask a question until after 
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the event was over. There were many reasons interviewees gave for not asking questions 

– not wanting to waste others’ time, not having a good enough question, and not having a 

question of general interest. The only exception to all these rules was if no other 

questions had been asked. Although active discussion was not a priority at Colloquium, 

some minimum amount of “discussion” seems necessary.  

 

Expertise and intellectual identity concerns 

Colloquium seems to be intended for individuals who are more expert in astronomy than 

many graduate students. These are individuals who should have deep, insightful 

questions, which draw on a substantial understanding of the field, whose questions will 

not betray they have not understood something – a situation that seems to be very 

undesirable at an event like Colloquium. Graduate student comments implied that they 

were very aware of this, and remained silent during Colloquium as well as not gaining 

much from many Colloquium talks.  

 

The many comments that both graduate student and faculty member interviewees made 

about asking stupid questions fell into three categories: (1) trivial, simple or stupid as 

inherent properties of a question or belief, (2) that smart people (as determined through 

some other measure) were exempt from being judged for asking simple questions, and (3) 

that the fear of asking a stupid question was related to being negatively judged by the 

audience. The responses that spoke about stupid questions in an inherent way, included 

terms like “obvious”, “he should have known that” and not thinking one’s own questions 
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was “good enough.” Responses that framed the asking of a stupid question as marking 

everyone but officially smart individuals in a negative light, referred to people who: 

“know more about this” than the potential asker, were “very learned,” were part of the 

audience who knew the answer to the question already, had a “solid basis” of knowledge, 

had “incredibly vast” knowledge, and could be forgiven for asking a stupid question 

“because he’s not stupid.” Finally, the fear of asking a stupid question seemed to be a fear 

of the audience’s judgment. If the audience was full of people who were also “not 

stupid”, they might judge a question that you asked negatively if it was something 

“almost all the audience knows the answer to.” It seems that interviews believe it is 

somehow dangerous to how their own department perceives them, to their intellectual 

identity, to ask a question during Colloquium that only they have about a presentation or 

a topic.  

 

Summary 

 

There are properties of each of these astronomy-research speaking events that are fairly 

unambiguous, which most interviewees agreed about, and no one expressed big problems 

with. In some ways they are the easiest ways to describe events, and may represent the 

variables along which these events differ from each other most. For instance, there was a 

rule about Journal Club happening once/week on the same day as it had for at least the 

last decade. This was not a problematic issue  for any of the graduate student or faculty 
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member interviewees – no one complained, or  felt they had to explain why they wanted 

it to change. Sometimes, when a rule (or set characteristic) was found to no longer be 

useful, or to be problematic, it was also brought up often by interviewees. There are also 

more contentious properties or characteristics of each event, about which many 

interviewees disagreed, or at least had to fall back on personal experience or 

interpretation to help them make decisions. When there are no rules for whether or not to 

attend Coffee Hour, for instance, each individual must decide how to decide whether to 

attend. In other words, while the non-problematic characteristics of each event may help 

identify it, it was the problematic characteristics that allowed us a look into some of the 

dilemmas that individual graduate students and faculty members have to resolve 

regarding speaking events at the Astronomy Department. A summary of these 

characteristics is listed in the table below.  

 

Table 9. Summary of speaking event characteristics 

EVENT NON-PROBLEMATIC 
CHARACTERISTICS 

PROBLEMATIC 
CHARACTERISTICS 

Coffee Hour • Takes place in the 
lounge area 

• No one uses slides 

• Who should 
present? 

• Who should attend? 
• What is an 

interesting paper? 
Journal Club • On the same day of 

the week for at least 
the last decade, and 
in the same room 

• 30 min. talks 
• The paper must be 

on someone else’s 
research 

• How close is the 
research to your 
own? 

• How do you pick an 
important paper? 

• Is it more important 
as a practice event 
or as a way to keep 
up with the 
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literature? 
 

Medium Stakes events: 
Topical Seminar A 

• Limit on number of 
slides 

• Present work in 
progress 

• How to keep event 
more like a 
discussion? 

• What should the 
rules be? 

Medium Stakes events: 
Research Institute lunch 

• Takes place at RI 
• 30 min. talks 
• On your own 

research 

• How should you 
decide whether to 
attend? 

Thesis defense talks • You have to do one 
to get your PhD 

• The committee 
members come to 
the talk, and 
afterwards the 
audience must leave 

• What kinds of 
questions are 
appropriate at the 
end of the talk? 

• How much expertise 
is the graduate 
student responsible 
for? 

Weekly Colloquium • It takes place 
once/week 

• The presenter is 
from a different 
institution 

• They present their 
own work 

• Why should 
graduate students 
attend? 

• Who should ask 
questions and what 
kind of questions? 

• How do you decide 
if your question is 
general enough? 

 

While the first column of characteristics can be listed in statement form, the second 

column, which involves more problematic issues (that interviewees spent much more 

time describing and discussing) is more easily listed in question form. These are 

undecided questions, and may represent inherent dilemmas between inconsistent values 

or goals (such as Journal Club as practice vs. Journal Club as instructive for faculty 

members; or Thesis defense talks as a show of expertise vs. Thesis Defense talk 

performance as potentially harmful for the subsequent examination). They may also 



 
 

406

involve problematic concepts, which are difficult to define. Not every question listed in 

the second column can be framed as Value #1 vs. Value #2. Some issues, like how to ask 

a question that is not “stupid”, how to give a talk that is “general enough but also 

teaching the audience something new”, and what constitutes an “interesting paper”, seem 

problematic because of the vague nature of the concepts. A stupid question is one that 

involves information the speaker “should have known” or that “everyone else in the room 

knows the answer to.” A talk that is just right is one which does not assume the audience 

knows something it (or even one person) does not actually know, but also gives the 

audience information it did not know before. An interesting paper is one that will (in 

time) prove to have inspired other research, or have been the last word on some issue, etc. 

If each of these concepts (“should have known,” “just right”, and “interesting”) were 

intrinsic properties which were just waiting to be discovered as opposed to decided upon, 

these questions would be easily answerable and be listed in the first column above: “An 

interesting paper is defined as A, B and C”, or “Every person in the audience should have 

know these 500 facts.” But these are not concepts that have simple, or even intrinsic 

definitions. Often they are highly contextual and depend heavily on the individual. And 

when the talk structure decisions that an individual presenter makes is used by others to 

judge her or him, as if they were measures of fitness or competence as a scientist, things 

become problematic.  

Table 10. Contrast between ideals for and realization of speaking events 

IDEAL REALIZATION 
Choosing interesting or 
important papers, research or 
points to highlight is highly 

These will differ across astronomy topics, across 
presenter and audience experience level, and perhaps 
only become clear with time. It requires extensive 
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desirable. experience, contextual understanding and cultural status 
to recognize and/or decide something fits this criterion.  

Questions are for learning or 
teaching.  

Questions are for showing how much you already know. 
Questions may be used to judge what you do not know.  

Asking questions is 
important.  

Asking questions that no one knows the answer to, which 
are at the boundaries of astronomy knowledge, or the 
audience’s knowledge are important. 

Graduate student learning is 
important during these 
events.  

The kinds of talks that help graduate students learn the 
material, and questions that help graduate students 
clarify their own misconceptions are likely to be judged 
“too easy” and low status by faculty members.   

People who ask questions 
easily understood the talk.  

People need to pay attention enough to come up with 
questions to ask about a talk.  

Most events are meant for 
practice for graduate students, 
and are low-stakes. 

Graduate students are worried about asking stupid 
questions at all events discussed. There is judgment of 
anyone who speaks up at all of these events.  

Certain events involve 
feedback for graduate 
students.  

Being told “good job” does not mean much to graduate 
students. Feedback is sparse and not consistently given.  

The audience is most 
interested in learning from a 
speaker, not judging that 
speaker.  

Judgments are made about speakers and question askers, 
even by the most self-conscious individuals. Audiences 
use speaker behaviors to judge speaker intelligence.  

Events are low-, medium- or 
high-stakes depending on 
how formal or officially 
consequential they are.  

The goal of the event and the purpose of asking 
questions at an event are closely tied together, and the 
character of the questions asked says a lot about the 
actual values being reinforced at the event – e.g. the 
sterile question period during a Thesis Defense talk.  
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

In this chapter I present the main findings from this study, the implications of the study 

for academia and academic astronomy, and propose future work based on the findings.  

The Findings section is a big-picture review of the data. This includes what the interview 

data uncovered as recurring, often problematic themes in graduate student and faculty 

member experiences and understandings of informal speaking events in one academic 

astronomy department. Five themes are discussed, followed by three dilemmas, 

produced by the intersection of different aspects of these themes, which participants in 

these speaking events are faced with negotiating. Next is the Implications section, where 

I discuss how the findings relate to graduate socialization practice and to the literature on 

the teaching and learning of expertise. I also briefly consider the methodological 

implications of this study.  Finally, in Future Work I suggest future lines of inquiry that 

are implied by the findings of this study. This is focused on work that would build on the 

findings of this study with the goal of improving graduate education, especially in physics 

and astronomy. 

 

Findings 

 

First I discuss themes, which represent categories of responses that came up in many 
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ways, for most interviewees, across all speaking events.  

 

THEME 1 - Uncertainty, ambiguity and complexity 
 
Interviewee comments uncovered significant ambiguity about the goals of and practices 

related to speaking events. Few concrete or straightforward rules apply across the events 

described in this study. Apart from certain rules of thumb about talk construction, 

graduate students and faculty members must make decisions about whether to attend an 

event or not, what kind of paper to present, what kinds of questions are appropriate to 

ask, and what kind of language to use. For each one of these decisions, there are likely to 

be risks associated with any choice of action, and it is unclear how big the risks are for 

one behavior versus another.  As Billig et al. (1988, p. 2) described, "what makes the 

choice so hard is the chance that the decision might matter… and the right choice depends 

upon judging the likelihood of the unlikely fortune." In other words, asking a simple 

question might prove very useful and be rewarded by an audience at Topical Seminar A, 

whereas the same type of question is seen as too simple for a Colloquium audience. 

Similarly, choosing an important or interesting paper depends on who is in the audience 

and what they think is interesting or important. And in another example, while a senior 

faculty member may be allowed to use certain types of humor during a talk, a graduate 

student is likely to be judged as sounding too arrogant or flippant in doing so. There are 

different rules for different speakers and different risks in speaking in front of different 
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audiences, but this is not made explicit, at least not according to the accounts of graduate 

student and faculty member interviewees. This makes learning to participate in these 

events successfully a very complex task.  

 

In addition to the variety of rules that seem to be applied by interviewees to these 

different speaking events, there was inherent ambiguity in the statements made about 

rules. At the same time, the way these rules were stated implied they were easy to 

follow. For instance, faculty member comments about graduate student presentations 

included complaints that a graduate student had assumed “too much” background 

knowledge by the audience, or that a graduate student did not explain a topic “enough” for 

the audience the fully understand the presentation. There were many instances of 

interviewee comments that were structured to imply ease of application, “someone brings 

in the interesting paper from astro-ph,” and yet the variety of interviewee interpretations 

of terms like “interesting” imply that these concepts are complex and highly subjective. 

As Brown, Collins and Duguid (1989) have emphasized, “because it is dependent on 

situations and negotiations, the meaning of a word cannot, in principle, be captured by a 

definition” (p. 33). In other words, simply speaking about a concept as if it is obvious 

and fixed in meaning does not make it so.  

 

The tendency towards speaking about terms as if they are objective and clear cut may be 
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especially prevalent in scientific language. As implied in Bruce Gregory’s discussion of 

the language of physics, there seemed to be a predisposition in the philosophy of science 

to believe in the existence of “facts about the way the world is independent of what we 

say, and surely we can talk about the world as it is independent of any observations” 

(Gregory, 1990, p. 181). The “interesting” paper, the “stupid” question, the talk 

introduction that explained “enough” background were described by interviewees in very 

objective sentence structures.  This does not encompass the complexity of language use, 

and treating word meanings as obvious was problematic for participants. Even the 

concept of a good (which I interpret to mean an appropriate) question depends on the 

type of event, as seen in varying faculty member descriptions of who should ask 

questions at Coffee Hour versus Colloquium.   

 

THEME 2 - Interesting, understandable and useful 
 
Gregory (1990) noted that “we create things by saying certain words. When the umpire 

says, ‘Safe!’ he creates a score. When the foreman of the jury says, ‘Guilty as charged,’ 

she creates a felon” (ibid., p. 2). This is a very different way of thinking about a score or a 

felon, as created by the act of speaking, and may apply to concepts in this study like 

“interesting.” For instance, one faculty member explained that a Journal Club paper 

should ideally be chosen as the type of paper that would be heavily cited in the future. 

However, for the case of an article, this is determined only in retrospect, instead of being 
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recognizable in the present. How much does the act of frequent citation of a paper impart 

on it the label “interesting” or “important” instead of the other way around? 

 

There is an additional way in which the concept of how “interesting” a talk or paper is 

presents problems for a group that is made up of both graduate students and faculty 

members. Davis (1971) defines as "interesting" something that negates a previously held 

assumption of the audience. This means that as a researcher or speaker, you must 

understand what an audience assumes in the first place, and need to be aware of what 

they do and don't know. This is extremely difficult to accomplish for an audience that is 

comprised of graduate students and faculty members, as well as researchers representing a 

range of astronomy concentrations. Different people will find different things interesting 

because they know different things. This challenges the concept of an inherently 

“interesting” paper, as expressed by some interviewees. I would argue that it strengthens 

the case for encouraging graduate students to choose papers which they find interesting, 

instead of implying that astronomy-wide, high-impact papers are recognizable before 

their impact has been determined by the citation practices of the astronomy community. 

Although there may exist certain topics in astronomy that are currently in fashion, and 

thus represent fields where graduate students might find postdoctoral positions and 

faculty members can get funding, to encourage graduate students to look for papers from 

these fields is not the same to imply that there are universally, era- and context-
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independent “interesting” papers.  

 

In a similar vein, it is instructive to pay attention to how graduate student speakers were 

judged (in faculty member comments) based on whether or not they had figured out or 

chosen to highlight what faculty members considered the “important” findings from a 

paper. Graduate students highlighted this skill as difficult yet crucial to develop, in 

addition to developing the astronomy context that would help them recognize importance. 

Faculty members also described looking for the demonstration of this skill in a graduate 

student presentation as a way to measure graduate students’ development as 

astronomers.  

 

THEME 3 - Time and effort  
 
The issues of time and effort also came up across interviewee comments about the various 

speaking events. Time was at a premium for most graduate students and faculty members 

and, often, there was not enough time to: (1) attend many events or, (2) to devote to 

preparing to speak at or participate in events. However, there was also not enough time 

to keep updated on astronomy research literature, a situation that was supposedly being 

mitigated by events like Coffee Hour and Journal Club. As in Tracy’s study (1997), a 

similar approach of voluntary but social pressure to attend seems to be applied to many 

of the speaking events discussed. As voluntary events, they suffer low attendance by the 
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very people who help make them high quality (faculty members at Coffee Hour) and the 

people they are intended to help (graduate students who need practice speaking about 

research but feel too under-prepared to participate). A number of responsibilities - 

coursework, proposal writing, and teaching - seem to outweigh the implied departmental 

encouragement to attend these events. As Hafferty (1998) argues in his discussion of the 

formal, informal and hidden curricula in medical schools, the relative official (institutional) 

importance of educational experiences is communicated to faculty members and graduate 

students through subtle cues such as “which courses are identified as required and which 

are ‘left over’ as electives?” (p. 404), and through the scheduling of some events during 

the main part of the day versus those which happen after hours. In the case of this 

astronomy department, Coffee Hour is meant to happen during a coffee break from 

research or studying, and Journal Club, Topical Seminar A and Research Institute Lunch 

all take place during “lunch time.” This puts their official status below events with 

publicly published schedules (in a course catalog) or submission deadlines (on a funding 

agency website).  

 

In addition to the time pressures from formal coursework and grant writing, the time and 

effort required for graduate students to prepare a presentation which is at the level they 

believe is expected is likely to outweigh the intended benefits of these events. In other 

words, an event like Journal Club might fail in being a good chance to practice speaking if 
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graduate students are avoiding the amount of work they perceive as necessary to present 

a paper at the level that faculty members will expect from Journal Club as a place to keep 

up with literature. This is obviously connected with conflicting stated goals for Journal 

Club. In their discussion of dilemmas, Billig et al. (1988) remind the reader that "of one 

person's dilemma may not be another's, should the profits and losses be perceived 

differently." What might seem like a simple event that is not so time-intensive to prepare 

for to faculty members can be experienced differently by graduate students. This is 

important to keep in mind especially if graduate students are evaluated on their 

attendance or willingness to present papers at events like Coffee Hour or Journal Club. In 

addition, the same problems with time and effort that faculty members mentioned 

influenced their decisions to often present a paper for Journal Club close to their area of 

expertise, showed up in graduate student responses – everyone was busy, and everyone 

was overtaxed by the volume of research literature they felt it was necessary to keep up 

with. On top of this, graduate students felt that they needed to concentrate on papers 

that would help them learn the context of their own research fields. And yet there seemed 

to be a culture in which it was acceptable to judge others for their lack of participation, 

lack of time investment, and lack of effort in participating in these speaking events.  

 

THEME 4 - Expertise   
 
The term “expert” as used by interviewees refers to an individual who understands the 
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content and context of a research topic better than most graduate students and faculty 

members who are not specialists in this topic. This individual is assumed to be at least a 

postdoctoral fellow, and more often a faculty member. This notion of expertise was 

interwoven through many of the comments that graduate students and faculty members 

made about speaking events in astronomy. Expertise was seen as useful and desirable in 

many events (Coffee Hour, Journal Club, Topical Seminar A) for helping graduate 

students and faculty members get the most understanding of a given paper. At the same 

time, this notion of expertise seems intimately tied to fears about inadequate knowledge, 

and being judged as lacking by those with more expertise than oneself. Lack of expertise 

seems to warrant judgmental behavior, similar to Traweek’s (1988) finding of a contempt 

for mediocrity among particle physicists. 

 

The expertise of an individual could be decided based on behavior – whether or not an 

individual could answer a question (be it at Coffee Hour or at her own thesis defense) 

acceptably. Expertise was also assigned based on status or reputation – a famous, senior 

astronomer could ask what was considered a “stupid” question but retain his expert 

status based on his reputation. This raised a dilemma as to where expertise is rooted. It is 

the expert who is allowed to make mistakes and ask stupid questions without losing the 

designation of expert, and yet at the same time the graduate student’s expertise (in the 

form of passing a dissertation defense) is bestowed upon her or him supposedly in 
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reaction to a display of expertise (in the form of not making mistakes in speaking). We 

saw that this dilemma was solved by faculty members who were to bestow that PhD 

status on graduate students, by copious rationalization of non-expert behaviors during a 

thesis defense talk. In this way, the notion that an expert is recognized by her or his 

verbal behavior was saved.   

 

The expert role, as filled by faculty members, can also present problems. Although 

faculty member attendance is seen as securing an expert who will help the group with its 

goals of productive discussion in Coffee Hour, this same person can bring an undesirable 

participant – the critic. Graduate student responses convey that faculty members were 

expected to be (Robert) “experts at least in some field, otherwise they never would have 

become faculty”, but that they were also capable of applying a critical eye to ideas. Some 

graduate students reported that it was this latter possibility that presented a barrier to 

their own participation because the fear of the critic made (Lilly) “people a little bit less 

comfortable [just] asking very [simple] stuff.” So faculty member attendance brings in 

both the potential for an expert and a critic, which are at odds in supporting the ideal 

Coffee Hour.  Every time a graduate student asks a question or makes a statement, there 

is the possibility that she has displayed either mastery or ignorance of astronomy. Since 

faculty members represent the group of people who will decide if a graduate student has 

demonstrated the necessary behaviors to be considered an astronomer, it is the faculty 
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members who decide which quality the graduate student has just displayed. 

 

THEME 5 - Anxiety  
 
This theme is considered in terms of structural anxiety, which can be caused by a 

combination of uncertain and consequential judgment. Even though it is experienced by 

individuals, it is attributed to the structure of the environment. This study did not look at 

differences in individual experiences of anxiety or any personality-based anxiety, so while 

this component may also play a part in overall anxiety about speaking, it is the structural 

anxiety, which is reported on here. 

 

Expressions of anxiety showed up across interviewee statements about various speaking 

events. Especially strong were graduate student concerns about asking a question which 

would be seen as stupid. This fear prevented exactly the behavior that faculty members 

desired from graduate students and that graduate students wished to display - speaking 

more at departmental talks. It stopped graduate students from making comments or 

asking questions in every event but a thesis defense talk, where no one asked many 

questions. It discouraged some graduate students from presenting papers at Coffee Hour 

and Journal Club, and when they did sign up to present papers, they expended 

considerable time and effort to make sure that they were not seen as lacking in scientific 

context and expert-like knowledge of the topic. In the sociology graduate socialization 
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literature, there were a number of authors concerned about the cause of anxiety in graduate 

student experiences (Ferrales & Fine, 2005; D. Shulman & Silver, 2003, 2005), and 

anxiety was described as potentially resulting from a combination of uncertain and 

consequential judgment. As we have seen already, uncertainty of assessment is a feature 

of the speaking events in this study. If anxiety is also present, as it seems to be in 

numerous graduate student comments, this leaves the question of what sort of 

consequential judgment is present. With an event like a thesis defense talk, we could argue 

that graduate students truly believe that they might fail, which is a serious negative 

consequence. In Colloquium, if the speaker is giving a job talk, again, failure presents 

concrete (and even employment) consequences. But what about an event like Coffee 

Hour, Journal Club, or even the asking of questions at Colloquium? In such cases where 

there were no formal consequences attached to graduate student performance (such as a 

grade), and faculty members made explicit statements that the audience was not “there to 

judge” the speaker, there were still many expressions of graduate student anxiety, and 

even a few admissions of faculty member nervousness about speaking. The main 

consequence left is harm to intellectual identity. As Karen Tracy found (1997), one of the 

main goals for communications colloquium participants was to appear intellectually 

capable, which is consistent with the statements of astronomy graduate students and 

faculty members. Astronomy graduate students do not want to be judged as not knowing 

something they should have known, or having their knowledge out on the table. In 
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Traweek’s study (Traweek, 1988), physics students were found to have learned a 

contempt for mediocrity. If this is the fear that causes anxiety, then it seems one’s 

intellectual identity in academic astronomy is very consequential, and always in question 

during speaking events. While this may or may not be detrimental to graduate student 

learning of astronomy content knowledge, it is an important feature of speaking events to 

keep in mind when teaching graduate students to give astronomy talks.  

 

A final characteristic of the anxiety that astronomy graduate students expressed was that 

it was seen as personal. In light of the discussion earlier, in Chapter 2, about whether an 

issue is ascribed to the individual or is blamed on the structure of an event or process, this 

is likely to present certain problems for addressing graduate student anxieties. If graduate 

students perceive their anxiety as due to personal failure, they are more likely to fault 

themselves instead of being critical of the socialization process. In his discussion of the 

“apprenticeship of observation” of teaching, which education students undergo, Lortie 

(2002) highlights the problem of lofty, unachievable goals being presented by teachers to 

education students “without providing the means for their achievement.” He goes on to 

caution that “the outcome is evidently frustrating; unable to reach the horizons pointed 

out to them, students must choose between seeing themselves as incompetent and seeing 

their prophets as false” (p. 69). While the education students Lortie (2002) writes about 

seem to choose the latter, astronomy graduate students seem to have chosen the former 
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interpretation, perhaps due to the much higher intellectual status given to research 

astronomy than to being a schoolteacher.  

 

Graduate student perception of anxiety as due to personal failure may also point to 

faculty member beliefs that are similar. Not only might this mean that faculty members 

retain these self-blame behaviors after graduate school, but that (1) they are not 

communicating this to graduate students, and (2) they are unlikely to question the format 

of the events which cause these feelings. After all, faculty members were aware that 

graduate students did not want to ask stupid questions in front of the departmental 

audience, but did not question the validity of the assumption that stupid questions 

existed and were bad. What did not seem to be acknowledged by graduate students or 

faculty members in this study, which showed up in Tracy’s study (Tracy & Carjuzaa, 

1993) was that criticism and difficult questions might be seen in academia as supporting 

the speaker as competent and intellectually able. In other words, in light of the ideal of 

treating individuals in a friendly way (e.g. not asking them questions which are unfair), the 

act of asking a difficult question could be an implication on the part of the asker that the 

speaker was capable of answering such a question. It might be seen as a compliment.  

 

The five themes just presented here interact in various ways to produce dilemmas for 

speakers, audience members, and question-askers at departmental speaking events. For 
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instance, the notion of expertise and the uncertainty of judgment combine to produce 

anxiety and complicate graduate student experiences of being treated as a graduate student 

versus a junior-colleague, which is the second dilemma discussed. These dilemmas 

represent decisions which speaking event participants will have to make, and are 

discussed next.  

 

DILEMMA 1  - Responsibility to the group vs. the individual  
 
This dilemma shows up in a variety of ways in this astronomy speech community, some 

of them similar to what was seen in Tracy’s (1997) work. In her study, the concern with 

how to ask a question that was not too difficult (to show friendliness to the individual, 

especially if she or he was a graduate student) was weighed against looking intellectually 

able, but also with having a rigorous discussion (a goal for the group). In this study, the 

friendliness vs. rigor dilemma comes up across the many speaking events where 

interviewees talk about the problem of hostile questions, wishing the audience was more 

appreciative of the work a speaker put into a paper presentation, and pardoning graduate 

student mistakes or non-expert behavior during a thesis defense. At the same time, 

graduate students and faculty members spoke about the importance of learning what the 

right questions to ask of a research paper are (independent of who is presenting it), and 

talked dismissively about any “agendas” of being nice to a speaker during a thesis defense 

talk. The thesis defense seems to separate these two goals, perhaps avoiding some of the 
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dilemma, but at the same time producing a disconnected event – we are first friendly and 

supportive to you the defending graduate student in the public part of the event and then 

we will ask difficult questions to adequately assess your work.  

 

Another way in which the concerns of the group are positioned against those of the 

individual is through statements made about the importance of attendance at these 

voluntary events. People are judged negatively for not attending or not caring enough to 

attend and to make the goal of lively discussion more likely to be achieved. On the other 

hand, some graduate students and faculty members stated that they did not attend events 

because they had constraints on their time. More importantly, some graduate students did 

not participate in the creation of the desired active discussions at Coffee Hour because of 

their concerns about being judged. Finally, often graduate students mentioned that they 

did not ask questions that they had about a talk because they did not feel the questions 

were general enough to be of interest to the group. This was especially the case for 

Colloquium, where even some faculty members admitted that they kept their own 

questions for after the talk. If an individual did ask a question which was not recognized 

as valid, or important by others, she or he could be judged as “naïve” or “one of those 

people who always needs to talk.” In other words, acting in the interest of personal 

curiosity or deeper understanding was likely to be viewed by others as selfish.  
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Finally, Topical Seminar A seems to present an intriguing departure from many of the 

concerns or difficulties expressed about other events in the department. The few 

interviewees who described it (this low number may affect the strength of this finding) 

described it as helpful to the individual presenter, encouraging of even the most simple 

questions, and full of lively discussion. Perhaps the goal for the group of coming up with 

useful suggestions for a project, which was still under construction produced a similar 

response from the group as Kahn’s (1981) “barn-raising” structure for the graduate 

student seminar.  

 

DILEMMA 2  - Graduate student as learner vs. graduate student as junior 
colleague/expert  
 
Many instances of this dilemma are present in the comments that graduate students and 

faculty members made about speaking events. Journal Club was touted as a place to 

practice speaking skills, and yet the worries that graduate students expressed about the 

event pointed to a fear of being judged as an expert. In addition, the fact that faculty 

members often chose to attend Journal Club in order to learn about the latest research 

from experts in that field, is likely to influence graduate student beliefs about what is 

expected of them. If there is no distinction made between what a graduate student 

presentation should be like and what a faculty member presentation should be like (and 

what each of these speakers is responsible for), graduate students are likely to expect that 

they must give an expert-level presentation. Also, feedback for graduate students at this 



 
 

425

event was not reported as being very copious or regular. It is possible that faculty 

members experience a related dilemma of whether to act as colleagues to graduate student 

speakers, or as teachers responsible for explaining the intricacies of academic speaking to  

graduate student speakers.  

 

In thesis talks, this dilemma showed up between the official description of the graduate 

student who “should be the expert in the room” and the practice of being very gentle on 

the graduate student during the public question period, and in judging how close to a 

“great” talk the presentation actually came. If the graduate student is so close to being an 

expert (in being granted a PhD by passing the examination), shouldn’t the graduate 

student be “ready” to take on the kinds of questions that might be asked during a 

Colloquium or conference talk? Here, where the graduate student is almost officially 

considered an expert, she or he is still treated as a graduate student who is likely to be 

thrown off track by difficult questions.  

 

Graduate students have to grapple with a choice between asking a question for the 

purpose of developing deeper understanding or staying silent lest they be judged as 

lacking that understanding. What is more subtle about this dilemma is its reliance on 

assumptions about what expertise means. In the fears that interviewees expressed about 

looking stupid and wasting the audience’s time, there is an assumption that everyone but 
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the question-asker must know the answer to the question. The fear seems to be that one’s 

question stems from an incomplete personal understanding of astronomy rather than: (1) 

a lack of clarity on the part a presenter, (2) an unanswered question in astronomy, or (3) 

factual information that could be looked up and may not be essential across research 

fields.  

 

DILEMMA 3 - Ideal vs. Realization 
 
A number of smaller dilemmas in this study fall under the heading of conflicts between 

how events are idealized and how graduate students and faculty members describe their 

actual realization. This shows up in Coffee Hour as the intention of vigorous, whole-

group discussion, but the reality of mostly faculty members and postdocs talking. In 

Journal Club there is the stated goal of practice for graduate students, but the reality of all 

audience members hoping to get an accurate, expert opinion on a paper being presented. 

For Topical Seminar A, there is an ideal of informal presentations of in-progress research, 

and yet visiting scholars have difficulty presenting themselves in such an unpolished way. 

At a thesis defense talk the ideal is one of the expert graduate student, having mastered 

her or his dissertation topic and more knowledgeable about it than anyone in the room, in 

contrast to the audience which does not ask any challenging questions and committee 

members who pardon less-than-expert talks. Finally, a Colloquium is supposed to 

represent the ideal way in which “science is done,” with a noted scientist presenting a 
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great talk, which can also demonstrate her or his teaching skill. In actuality, Colloquium 

talks are not always of high quality even by faculty member standards, and graduate 

student learn very little at the talks, which are supposed to demonstrate skill in teaching 

this level of student. In all of these events, there is an official version of what is taking 

place, which does not match participants’ experiences. Why do these issues persist? In 

his critique of a hidden (unofficial but extremely influential) curriculum in medical school, 

Hafferty (1998) posits that it is the unacknowledged nature of the existence of a hidden 

curriculum, which makes it hard for medical students and faculty members to even have 

conversations about the conflicts between it and the formal curriculum. Perhaps, in a 

similar sense in astronomy, the stated goals of an event are mistaken for a statement of 

what actually happens in these speaking events and thus no one stops to notice what 

actually takes place. An additional possibility is that the uncertainty and ambiguity in 

judgment, the low comprehensibility of talks, and other issues that I have identified as 

“problematic” here, are taken to be part of the normal practice of academic science. For 

instance, in a study of mathematics professors’ pedagogical beliefs about graduate 

education, Herzig (2002) found that faculty members viewed “the early years of the 

program as a time to weed out the students” who did not have “what it takes to succeed” 

(p.205). If these practices are seen as part of how academia chooses its next generation of 

scholars, instead of as barriers to producing new scholars, there is also no need to 

question these practices.  
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Another ideal is the notion of equality of all participants in these speaking events in 

contrast to the many ways in which expert status makes a difference. There is a potential 

contradiction with the ideal of an informal, “zero-expectations” version of Pre-print 

Coffee, if the desired, actual discussion depends on presenter and audience preparation. 

Someone needs to have some knowledge of the paper in order to facilitate discussion, and 

many potential attendees (mainly graduate students) cannot do this without effort. If 

there are no experts in the group, discussion quality will suffer. And yet graduate 

students are expected to participate as if status does not matter when they ask questions 

or make comments.  This is intimately connected to the nature of expertise. If all speakers 

are considered equal, then all questions they have should be considered equal (and 

appropriate to ask), and the notion of a stupid question should not exist. However, both 

graduate students and faculty members want an expert to explain a paper at Journal Club 

or her/his own work at Colloquium, so that they can be more certain of how to interpret 

the work. In other words, even the question of whether or not to pay attention to 

someone’s statements or question is connected to whether or not that person is an expert. 

It is difficult to judge the importance or insight of utterances independent of who makes 

them. In addition, the audience’s awareness of a speaker’s high status or an existing high-

opinion of the speaker can be helpful to that speaker. If the speaker asks a question that 

could be considered simple or stupid, or makes a mistake during a talk, it is more likely 
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that the audience will forgive the behavior. Unfortunately, this also hurts the notion of 

individuals being judged on the quality of their ideas alone.  

 

Finally, there is a conflict between the notion of a friendly, local audience as helping 

graduate students feel more comfortable practicing their speaking and questioning skills, 

and the constant reminders that graduate students get that the audience is watching and 

noticing if the graduate student asks a question that betrays a lack of understanding. 

Perhaps some individuals in this local audience do give graduate students some leeway 

because they know the graduate student from multiple contacts (in courses and one-on-

one discussions), but this does not seem to get rid of an assumed right to judge the 

graduate student. Faculty interviewees expressed teacher-like beliefs of supporting 

graduate student learning at the same time as applying colleague-like judgment of graduate 

student speakers.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Some of the major findings in this study were of uncertainty and ambiguity for graduate 

students in how to participate verbally in academic astronomy speaking events, which led 

to anxiety. Some of the ambiguity showed up in the unclear goals for events and in the 

multitude of subtle rules for speaking, as well as in the complex and problematic meanings 

attributed to common terms (“interesting”) and concepts (“expertise”). All of this 
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produces or complicates dilemmas that speakers must resolve in each instance of giving a 

talk or asking a question. Academic astronomy speaking is complex. 

 

Why is it so hard to learn to ask questions?  
 

One answer I might finally give to the graduate student who asked this question is the 

following. It is so hard to learn because it is complex – there are rules for questions that 

change across events, depending on who is in the audience, whether the goals include 

personal learning or not - and because people act as if it is an uncomplicated, discussion 

between equals. The latter assumption makes participants think that they are having a 

hard time with something very simple. Tracy found this to be true in her study as well 

(Tracy, 1997; Tracy & Muller, 1994) where individuals with lower rank were more aware 

that inequality played a role in what you could say, if you could interrupt and how you 

could say things; whereas higher ranking department members were less aware of how 

rank helped them, or gave them freedoms. They believed more in the notion that 

intellectual discussion could be treated as a discussion among equals, even when graduate 

students were in the room.  

 

In practice, it is not surprising that it is difficult to have the confidence to ask questions 

when, as a graduate student, you are constantly aware of any expert status you might be 

developing (by learning more about your research topic) is highly contingent on your 
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behavior. Since you do not yet have official expert status, which has the power to excuse 

mistakes and simple questions, you risk considerably more by asking a question than 

anyone in the room with a PhD does.  

 

What do graduate students learn about speaking like astronomers? 
 

Hafferty (1998) makes a strong distinction between what medical students are taught 

(from the formal, stated, coursework curriculum) and what they actually learn (which is 

much more dependent on informal interactions and implied institutional values ). In the 

same way, it is important to ask what graduate students learn about speaking like 

astronomers, in contrast to what it is they are taught.  

 

As Lee Shulman (2005) pointed out, looking at the signature pedagogies in a discipline can 

tell us about the values of the field, because they are designed to teach the same things to 

graduate students. In addition to the explicit, expected skills that graduate students were 

supposed to learn from speaking events – how to structure a talk, that it was important 

to keep up on research literature, and how to design PowerPoint slides – it seems that 

graduate students in this astronomy department are also learning a number of implicit 

values and beliefs. Graduate students seem to practice some sort of ranking of themselves 

in comparison to others in a room at one of these talks, to decide whether they are smart 

enough or understood enough (compared to these other individuals) to make a comment or 
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ask a question. Faculty members echo this practice, stating they understand why graduate 

students are nervous, especially when the rest of the department is watching.  There 

seems to be a rule that those who have understood a talk or are expert in the topic related 

to a talk are the ones allowed to ask questions.  

 

As mentioned in the previous section, neither graduate students nor faculty members 

questioned the fear and avoidance of a stupid question. Graduate students were also 

aware that they were likely being judged in all speaking events, whether on the paper they 

brought to Coffee Hour or on the question they asked during Journal Club. Although 

faculty members made some statements that many of these events were for learning and 

practice, and that judgment was not a central piece of most events, they also easily spoke 

about what could be inferred about a graduate student by the paper they chose, the parts 

of a paper they chose to highlight, or a question that was asked. Graduate students seem 

to have learned that Colloquium was not intended for them to understand or to ask 

questions at, as demonstrated by their actions (such as a reluctance to ask questions), but 

this may not be explicit knowledge. In other words, while it may be clearer now, after 

seeing how much is involved in even faculty members deciding when to ask a question at 

Colloquium, that this is a complex task, graduate students do not seem aware of this. 

They still feel like it would be good for them to ask questions during this event.  
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Graduate students seem to have similar concerns about identity as faculty members do, 

and learn to exhibit the habits of mind that are part of acting like an astronomers. 

Graduate students learn to judge and doubt themselves, and their contributions to a 

discussion in the same way faculty members do. In other words, graduate students learn 

both useful (appropriate to academic astronomy) skills about speaking, as well as 

potentially harmful insecurities about their own intellect and place in astronomy research. 

 

Implications of this study 

 

This study provides many interesting implications for graduate socialization and academic 

practices, which apply across academia, as well as being relevant more specifically for 

astronomy and for the department that was studied.  

 

For academia  
 
In their discussion of organizational socialization, Van Maanen and Schein (1979) 

cautioned that "not all organizational socialization can be assumed to be functional for 

either the individual or the organization." We have seen a number of dilemmas that 

participants in the speaking events in the astronomy department at University X are 

faced with solving. Many of these dilemmas overlap with those found by Tracy (1997) 

which imply that they are likely to be applicable to a range of academic departments, 
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especially those which fall under the Investigative designation by Holland (1997), and are 

characterized by a focus on research activities. I make this conjecture because it there are 

similar speaking events (Colloquia, Seminars, Journal Clubs) found in many of the 

departments that Holland lists, like physics, biology, anthropology, and even education 

research. Perhaps, then, the first implication of this study is to alert more disciplines to 

the results in Karen Tracy’s studies as well. A better understanding of how many 

conflicts arise from the structure of events (or the assumptions that underlie practice in 

these academic disciplines) cannot help but provide some evidence for the idea that some 

problems that individuals face are structural. As a number of authors have made a case for 

structural causes of problems, especially anxiety that graduate students encounter, this 

just lends more evidence to the argument. Perhaps the only thing that can be said to a 

graduate student who is experiencing anxiety is that at least part of that must be due to 

the nature of academic speaking, and not due to the graduate student’s shortcomings.  

 

A second issue that I believe applies to academia more generally (and not just academic 

astronomy, or the specific department that was studied) is the issue of how problems 

with graduate student socialization are defined. This issue of anxiety as structural versus 

individual points to a larger issue of whether any problem is seen as the responsibility 

and fault of the individual. According to Caplan and Nelson (1973), there is a danger in 

looking at a problem as personally-located instead of systemically located. It affects 
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what, if anything, is done about the problem on the part of the institution, “by suggesting 

both the foci and techniques of intervention and by ruling out alternative possibilities" 

(ibid., p. 200). If the problem of anxiety is seen as due to personal failing, there is no need 

to do anything on the departmental level other than encouraging faculty members to be a 

bit friendlier to the very nervous, insecure graduate students. If this does not work, then 

perhaps that graduate student is just not cut out for the demands of an academic career 

where she or he will have to learn to confidently present research results in public. In 

other words, "person-blame interpretations reinforce social myths about one's degree of 

control over his own fate, thus rewarding the members of the great middle class by 

flattering their self-esteem for having ‘made it on their own’ “ (ibid., p. 210). This is 

similar to the social Darwinism stance that Nyquist et al. (1999) worry has kept true 

reform from taking place in graduate education. They posit that perhaps academics 

believe that difficult graduate experiences are justified because they separate (discover) 

the individuals who are built to weather academia from those who are not. These authors 

go on to wonder,  

Is it possible that those who have come through the system simply write off the 
frustrations stemming from institutional ambiguities, lack of preparation for 
teaching, professional and personal crises, and emotional and financial hardships? 
Do we actually consider such experiences an unfortunate but necessary part of 
'the graduate experience?' After all, we made it through. (ibid., p. 26). 
 

This study supports many of the findings of Tracy’s study, which finds a number of 

systemically-located causes for the difficulties encountered in successful academic 



 
 

436

speaking. As such, I believe it adds to the case for looking more deeply at the beliefs of 

academia that influence the graduate student experience. 

 

For academic astronomy 
 
Next, regarding academic astronomy overall, the implications of this work come from the 

fact that the faculty members of the department studied were socialized (as graduate 

students or postdocs) at astronomy departments across the country and internationally. 

As such, they brought with them beliefs and practices from other departments, some of 

which have been put into practice at this department, and influence the nature of speaking 

events. Ways of asking questions, structures for Coffee Hour and seminars, ideas about 

what makes a good talk – all of these have influences by the greater astronomy 

community. This means that many of the values that graduate students seem to have 

learned in the speaking events presented in this study come from a wider community of 

practice.  

 

Beliefs about intelligence 
 

Again from Van Maanen and Schein, there comes the caution that "the sieve that is 

history operates in often capricious and accidental ways and there is little reason to 

believe that all aspects of a culture that are manufactured and passed on by members of an 

organization to other incoming members are necessarily useful" (Van Maanen & Schein, 

1979, p. REF). One of these problematic aspects, which I think may be at work, and at 
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least partially responsible for the troubling anxiety that surfaced regarding intellectual 

identity, is the beliefs that astronomers (and probably physicists) hold about intelligence. 

 

As an astronomy graduate student, I held certain beliefs related to learning and education, 

related to graduate students in the introductory undergraduate astronomy class I was a 

teaching assistant for, and related to graduate students. These beliefs were similar to those 

detailed by Mike Rose (2004) in a book on blue collar work and intelligence, called The 

Mind at Work. In the introduction to the book, Rose details a number of popular beliefs in 

Western culture about intelligence: 

…that it is a single and unitary quality (so if you're smart, you're smart across the 
board); that it's fixed, consistent (and this plays into further beliefs about the degree 
to which intelligence is inherited); that it can be accurately measured with an 
instrument like an intelligence test and represented numerically, typically through an 
IQ score; and that people's success in life, or more broadly, their place in the social 
order, is a reflection of their intelligence. (ibid., p. xxiii) 
 

What I believe I learned most strongly in my years as an astronomy and physics student, 

was to think that intelligence was fixed. The corollary to this belief, as discussed in the 

education literature by researchers like Carol Dweck (2007), was that if I had a fixed 

intelligence, there were intellectual tasks that were easy for me to accomplish, but also 

ones that would be too hard for me. This was a constant part of my mental dialog as an 

astronomy graduate student – would I be successful, or was I not smart enough to be an 

astronomer? A theorist? A computational researcher? Who was smarter than me, and how 

could I compete with those people for postdocs or jobs? And if I worried that a fellow 



 
 

438

graduate student was smarter than me, how could I hide this deficiency of mine? In 

speaking events, I stayed quiet.  

 

From my education graduate program, coursework on how people learn, and the 

education research literature, I learned to look at intelligence, ability, and competence in a 

different way. Not only is intelligence extremely hard to define, which makes it equally 

difficult to measure in some meaningful way, but many researchers also characterize it 

very differently from my initial ideas. It is fluid and people become better at (and as a 

result can appear smarter in) many intellectual tasks with proper guidance from teachers 

and experts. The brain is constantly adapting, adding capacity for new tasks, and a fixed-

intelligence model is considered outdated in many social science disciplines. Learning and 

perceived ability can have as much to do with upbringing, socio-economic status, and 

environment as with biological factors. Contrary to what I learned to think as an 

astronomy and physics undergraduate student, putting in effort was a way to get better at 

solving problems, instead of a behavior that “betrayed” some fixed level of intelligence.  

 

There are a number of behaviors displayed by individuals who believe in the fixed-

intelligence model display, such as feeling “dumb” when they need to put in effort to 

solve a problem or understand a concept, caring more about how smart they appear, and 

being dishonest in self-report of effort expended (they don’t want to be caught making 
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mistakes). Conversely, individuals who believe the growth model of intelligence think 

that: intellectual ability is something that can develop through effort and education, so 

effort is a positive thing to put in and to be seen putting in. They expect (as students) and 

give out (as teachers) praise for engagement, effort, perseverance, strategies, and 

improvement. Perhaps most importantly, students who believe in the growth model of 

intelligence are seen to have less fear of failure, to welcome challenging tasks instead of 

avoiding them, and to believe that “we don't want to make something done quickly and 

easily the basis for our admiration” (Dweck, 2007). There are many aspects of 

interviewees’ comments in this study that seem to me to imply a belief of the fixed-

intelligence model in astronomy. If this is true, it is potentially holding back a much more 

learner-friendly way of approaching the practice of astronomy, by encouraging graduate 

students (and faculty members) to be worried about “looking stupid.” In his latest book, 

Outliers, about what accounts for the most successful athletes, intellectuals, artists and 

computer programmers in the world, Malcolm Gladwell claims that there is no such thing 

as the “natural” superstar or genius, who becomes successful despite practicing her or his 

craft for a fraction of the time as others in the field:  

Because we so profoundly personalize success, we miss opportunities to life 
others onto the top rung. We make rules that frustrate achievement. We 
prematurely write off people as failures. We are too much in awe of those who 
succeed and far too dismissive of those who fail. And, most of all, we become 
much too passive. We overlook just how large a role we all play - and by "we" I 
mean society - in determining who makes it and who doesn't. (Gladwell, 2008, p. 
32) 
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Perhaps it is time to take a better look at the underlying assumptions in astronomy about 

the nature of intelligence, genius and success.  

 

For this department 
 
Finally, I look at the implications of this work for the department that I studied, which 

was my home department as a graduate student in astronomy. I saw many of the 

problems that I encountered (my fears and anxieties) mirrored in the words of graduate 

students and faculty members in the department. However, I also saw many differences.  

 

I believe that there are some fundamental issues that could benefit from a closer 

examination of graduate socialization practices in this department. Weidman and Stein 

(2003) make two important points about the clarity of expectations and requirements in 

graduate education: (1) that students are more likely to fulfill those academic requirements 

which have been made mostly explicit and clear (such as what skills are actually 

important in learning to speak like an astronomer), and (2) the students pick up most 

strongly the expectations that faculty members hold most clearly and about which there is 

consensus. In other words, it is important for feedback about speaking to be consistent, 

to be clear, to be meaningful, and to be given as often as possible. Speaking skills can be 

learned just as problem-solving skills can be learned, through feedback.  

 

Teaching novices to become experts  
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Another implication of this study for this department is the need to look at faculty 

member practices regarding honesty about their own difficulties and worries. Faculty 

members might keep in mind that graduate students will learn to emulate them through 

events like Journal Clubs and Colloquia, and that this will include learning to have similar 

fears about intellectual ability. If graduate students are to learn all that it means to be an 

academic astronomer, part of that is the uncertainty of how to ask questions or how to 

pitch a talk, the anxiety of being judged by a community that regards intelligence as 

currency, whether to believe the conclusions of a paper or not, and how subjectively all of 

these tasks are approached by senior members of the group – the faculty members.  

Based on faculty member descriptions of their own decisions related to attending Coffee 

Hour, picking a paper for Journal Club, and asking questions at Colloquium, it seems that 

there are many useful pieces of advice that could be given to graduate students about how 

to negotiate these events, which might help graduate students learn to speak about 

astronomy. Unfortunately, throughout the various speaking events in this study, there 

seemed to be significant instruction missing. Graduate students to do not describe 

feedback as common, and they do not report advice from faculty members that reflects 

the statements faculty member interviewees made about their own issues and difficulties 

with speaking. In other words, if many of these events are intended for graduate student 

learning, there is considerable explicit teaching missing.  
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Graduate school is one of the few modern settings where apprenticeship is alive and well 

(Collins et al., 1991) - here professors oversee graduate students in acquiring expertise in 

research. Graduate students in astronomy learn by watching their advisors and talking 

with them about research practice: problem solving, dead-ends, and tricks of the trade. 

When it comes to learning to give academic talks (an important but also very complex 

activity), however, graduate students in this astronomy department experience an 

apprenticeship of observation (Lortie, 2002) at best. Although they see and hear faculty 

members giving talks, they are not often privy to the thinking that faculty members put 

into: picking a paper to present, writing a talk, thinking about the audience for a talk, how 

to deal with perceived hostile questions, or deciding when to ask a question and what kind 

of question to ask.  

 

If speaking is such an important skill (for securing employment and for being a successful 

astronomer), how might it be taught more effectively, to produce confident, comfortable 

speakers from astronomy graduate students? I revisit some points on Bransford’s (2000) 

list of expert characteristics, but apply them to expertise in speaking in astronomy (not 

astronomy content or process knowledge): 

 

Experts notice features and meaningful patterns of information that are not noticed by 

novices.  It is important for faculty members to make explicit to graduate students what 
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to pay attention to in a paper, what to have questions about, and how to pick out 

statements for scrutiny in preparing to present a paper.  During a question period, faculty 

members could also discuss how they come up with questions as well as how they handle 

the questions they are asked. It is also important to make explicit for graduate students 

the differences in the rules as applied to faculty members versus graduate students, 

instead of clinging to the unrealistic ideal of equals participating in intellectual discussion.  

 

Experts’ knowledge cannot be reduced to sets of isolated facts or propositions but, instead, 

reflects context of applicability: that is, the knowledge is “conditionalized” on a set of 

circumstances. It is not enough to give graduate students a list of “how to give a good 

talk” statements related to slide design, eye contact, and speaking style. While this is a 

start, it cannot teach graduate students the intricacies of this highly context/audience 

dependent activity. For instance, if there is no information about how to apply the things 

on the list to different talks for different audiences, the learning about “how to speak like 

an astronomer” will be incomplete, and a graduate student will fall back on “personal 

resources - the acuity of his observation and his capacity to take effective action” (Lortie, 

2002, p. 73) instead of being aware of “prior solutions and alternative approaches to 

recurring practical problems” (ibid., p. 70). 

 

Though experts know their disciplines thoroughly, this does not guarantee that they are 
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able to teach others. Not only are not all astronomers good speakers (as implied by some 

interviewee comments), good speakers are not necessarily good teachers. An expert 

speaker must be able to make the rules of speaking and question asking in astronomy 

explicit to help graduate students learn what is necessary. For instance, I had to ask a 

string of probing questions during an interview for the faculty member to explain the rules 

they applied to asking a question at Colloquium. Given this, it is likely that it is not easy 

for experienced speakers to make explicit their decision-making rules about speaking. 

 

One way to accomplish these goals, of more explicit teaching in how to speak like an 

astronomer, is to draw on the idea of a cognitive apprenticeship (Collins et al., 1991). The 

strength of a trade-based apprenticeship (or even that of a research practice 

apprenticeship) is that the necessary skills are visible to the novice, as she or he watches 

and practices what the expert does to accomplish a goal. For tailoring, it is the finished 

garment, whereas for astronomy research it is the statistical result or properly functioning 

computer program. For learning astronomy communication, an approach like cognitive 

apprenticeship is necessary to “make thinking visible” because “too little attention is paid 

to the reasoning and strategies that experts employ when they acquire knowledge of put it 

to work to solve complex or real-life tasks” (Collins et al., 1991). The difficulty with how 

informal speaking events are used to teach graduate students how to give talks in this 

department is that the events do not give examples of experts (postdocs and faculty 
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members) explicitly verbalizing the processes by which they make decisions about 

behaving in those environments so that graduate students are left in a similar position to 

those mentioned by Collins et al. (1991): 

...because students rarely, if ever, see writers at work, they tend to hold 
naive beliefs about the nature of expert writing, thinking that writing is a 
smooth and easy process for “good” writers. Live modeling helps to 
convey that this is not the case. The model demonstrates struggles, false 
starts, discouragement, and the like. (p. 8) 

 

These suggestions for a more explicit model of teaching graduate students how to speak in 

astronomy also directly confront the utility of uncertain or ambiguous rules for speaking, 

or for the judgment of speakers. This ambiguity in academic assessment (which some 

authors have identified as used on purpose to “weed out” unfit graduate students) 

becomes an example of bad teaching, instead of a time-honored “sink-or-swim” experience 

of graduate education. It is not the consequential judgment in academic graduate 

socialization that is the problem - in fact this judgment will be a part of any academic’s 

future work life. Since this study did not address individual (person-based) differences in 

experience of anxiety, I can only speak to structural anxiety in this academic setting. 

While consequential judgment is a necessary part of academic life, uncertain judgment 

need not be, as advocated for by proponents educational practices that help novices learn 

to be experts. It is the uncertain judgment and lack of instruction to graduate students on 

how to understand and deal with this judgment, which I believe contributes to 

unnecessary anxiety for graduate students.  
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For methodology 
 
There are a few implications from this study that deal with methodological issues. The 

first implication is of the importance of an insider understanding (ethnographic view) of 

an academic culture being studied, especially for a dissertation. I believe that my position 

as a former graduate student gave me unique insight into (as well as fundamental respect 

for) the department I chose to study. I had personal relationships with members of the 

department, which helped me gain access to interviewees, but also encouraged me to be 

extremely careful about issues of anonymity and how I chose to analyze the data. This 

led me to choose a framework that focused on structural problems because I was reluctant 

to point fingers at any one group of individuals. I also had enough experience over many 

years of many members in the department to make it difficult to see any individuals as 

intrinsically hostile, mean, bad-intentioned. My time as a graduate student, non-

researcher, allowed me to see many sides of most department members, which I believe 

made the analysis more balanced.  

 

The second implication is of a background in some sort of counseling experience. I believe 

that my experiences with a talented counselor gave me a strong sense of how to question 

interview data (people’s descriptions of events), without looking at the actual events, to 

find rich, useful information. Having been on the receiving end of this kind of questioning, 
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I believe made me more insistent on applying a similarly systemically-located approach 

to graduate student socialization in this department. This can be a very practical, results-

oriented approach to solving issues that are raised by participants. As such it maintains a 

sense of respect for the group’s point of view (what problems individuals raise), as well 

as encourages a focus on the largest impact that can be made by looking at structural 

issues.  

 

Future work 

 

There are a number of directions to go from here in terms of future research. This study 

represents one of the first that addresses the nature of graduate student socialization in 

astronomy. As such, it establishes a baseline for other studies on a number of questions.  

 

Question 1 – What else can be learned from this data set? The easiest next step in this 

research would be an expansion of the analysis on the existing data set. This could involve 

including a discourse analysis of the videotapes of actual speaking events, to do a 

comparison of how events proceeded with how presenters and audience members 

described them. Because most graduate student and faculty member interviewees seemed 

reluctant to pass judgment on actual speaking events they had witnessed, and yet there 

were clear differences between speaker performances (from my own observation of these 
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events), it would be interesting to see whether certain kinds of speaker mistakes were 

avoided more than others in audience members’ assessments. Other analysis of the 

existing data could involve a discourse analysis of the interview dynamics, to look at what 

kinds of information I was privy to as a graduate student, and what interviewee responses 

to my questions tell us about the norms for faculty-grad or grad-grad speaking in 

astronomy. Finally, a focus on interviewee statements about stupid questions, 

expressions of personal blame for speaking event difficulties, or the importance of 

learning how to give an astronomy talk, would give more insight into the subtleties of this 

culture’s beliefs about speaking.  

 

Question 2 – How does this study inform questions about gender or minority status and 

speaking in astronomy? There is still considerable debate in communications and 

sociolinguistics literature about how gender or culture affect speaking and evaluation of 

speakers. Some researchers claim that gender is not as important as individual personality 

traits and speaking styles, while others see gender as essential in understanding how 

women’s difficulties in academic or corporate speaking. While this study does not address 

these issues, it does provide some information about other causes of communication 

difficulties, which many speakers (of both genders, and many cultures) experience due to 

the nature of speaking in academia. This is important because one needs to know what is 

not attributable to gender (or minority) effects to design more effective research projects 
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for categorizing these effects.  

 

Question 3 – What do astronomers think about intelligence? One of the conjectures I made 

about the views that astronomers expressed about asking “stupid questions” or in any 

other way hiding a lack of knowledge, was its connection to beliefs about intelligence. 

Thinking on one’s feet, appearing to come up with answers to difficult questions easily, 

and having considerable factual knowledge are all ideals in astronomy. What is not clear, 

however, is whether the fear of asking a stupid question is a consequence of a belief in 

fixed intelligence (so the stupid question would betray the limit of one’s intelligence) or a 

mixture with belief in the growth model of intelligence (and asking a stupid question is bad 

because it betrays a lack of effort to keep up with the literature and factual knowledge of 

astronomy). It is likely to be a complicated combination of both, perhaps interacting with 

the dilemma of conception of the ideal astronomers versus the awareness that in practice 

graduate students fall short of this. In any case, a more in-depth investigation of these 

issues is likely to provide interesting results. What does astronomer talk about speaking 

events imply about beliefs regarding intelligence? Some examples of the kinds of talk to 

focus on would be: praise (and whether accomplishment is attributed to intelligence 

“You’re so smart!” or effort “You worked so hard!”), handling of mistakes (whether or 

not they are hidden), and attitudes towards admissions of effort involved (whether it is a 

valued or pitied quality).  
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Question 4 – How do astronomers conceptualize the problems that arise for speakers (or 

graduate students overall) in academic astronomy? A third avenue for future work is in 

the area of how problems with speaking are conceptualized, as the fault of the individual 

or the situation. As with ideas about intelligence, it is likely that there will not be an 

either-or approach, but since the framing of the problem is crucial to whether or not it is 

addressed on a departmental scale, it is an important issue to understand better. There 

was considerable self-blame by individuals in this study regarding not being smart enough, 

or knowing enough to ask questions or contribute to a discussion. When graduate students 

spoke about not asking questions at Colloquium, they blamed their own inability to 

concentrate or follow the talks to their low understanding. This is also related to whether 

the culture of astronomy believes it is the presenter or listener’s responsibility to make 

sense of what is said. Again, there are likely to be different answers for individuals of 

different status (such as graduate students versus faculty members). For instance, whose 

fault is it for  “not understanding a talk,” the speaker’s or the audience members’, and 

how does this affect decisions related to asking a question?   

 

Final thoughts 

 

I always feel a bit sorry for the contestants on reality TV shows like “Project Runway” 
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Each week another aspiring fashion designer is kicked off of the show, no longer in 

competition to be crowned “the next best thing.” What makes me feel bad for them is how 

the judges explain their decisions and give feedback. One week, the quirky designer from 

Oklahoma will be told to reign in her creativity or risk being kicked off next time. And the 

following week, the same individual will try to conform to the norm only to be told by 

the judges how disappointed they were to see her lose her personal spark, how boring her 

dress is this week, and is dismissed as that week’s loser.  There is never a sense that some 

true creativity (not stunted by $100 fabric budgets or a 6-hour time limit to make an 

entire garment out of licorice) or potential is tested. The judges’ feedback does not seem 

designed to help the contestants learn something crucial about fashion design, which might 

help them, all become better designers. It is a toss-up which designer wins in at the end of 

the show. His or her overall portfolio is not reviewed (at least not in front of the home 

viewers), and who knows if the winner was lucky, creative, just not the worst each week, 

or genius. The rubrics for deciding seem so subjective, so varying from week to week and 

judge to judge. They judges can’t seem to articulate their decisions or give concrete 

suggestions for contestants that ever make any sense to me.  

 

In many ways, astronomy graduate school is like a “Project Runway” for scientists, and 

the same question is at the core of the experience – are the next, hottest scientists being 

discovered (through grades and GRE scores) and then nurtured by graduate programs, or 
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should we be thinking more of creating the future successful astronomers and physicists? 

The answer to this question has serious consequences for how graduate socialization is 

designed and carried out, and what experiences graduate students will have. There is no 

reason for the process to be as ambiguous and uncertain as it seems to be, and it should 

seem just as silly as it is on television when contestants are given uncertain guidelines. We 

should be as suspicious of what is being assessed, and on what grounds individuals are 

marked as most worthy as we are of who wins the reality TV contest. I am not claiming 

that those who have gone on to become astronomers are unfit for their positions. Rather, I 

wonder who has left or been lost to the field of astronomy research because they were 

found lacking in a non-essential skill, which was mistakenly used as a measure of 

something that was believed to measure potential contribution to the field.   
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APPENDIX A – SURVEY QUESTIONS 

1. Mark the following speaking events when applied to you as a speaker: high-stakes, 
medium-stakes, or low-stakes. A high-stakes event might be one you prepare most for, 
and practice for. It is an event you feel you need to “get right” and feel it is hard to do so. 
You might be nervous about the outcome of it. A low-stakes event would be the opposite. 
It might feel routine, and you may not worry about the outcome as much.  
 

1. AAS (American Astronomical Society) dissertation talk  
2. AAS poster  
3. AAS talk  
4. Class presentation (oral)  
5. Conference poster  
6. Conference talk  
7. Job talk  
8. Research Institute (RI) coffee  
9. RI lunch talk  
10. PhD dissertation defense talk  
11. Prelim exam oral presentation  
12. Presentation to your research group  
13. Coffee Hour  
14. Journal Club  
15. Colloquium  
16. Special Topic colloquium 

 
2. List any other event at which you speak about astronomy, and rate it high-, medium-, 
or low-stakes. 
 
Demographic info: 
 
1. Feel free to add any comments or thoughts about these speaking events.  
 
2. Please mark the category you fit in.  

1. Faculty member  
2. Graduate student (not completed prelim exam)  
3. Graduate student (completed prelim exam) 
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APPENDIX B – LIST OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

Sample interview questions for graduate student speakers: 

 
Their presentation: 
1. Tell me about the talk you gave. 
2. How did you prepare for the talk? Are there any guidelines you follow? 
3. If you follow guidelines, where are those guidelines from? 
4. How do you think your talk went? Why? 
5. What kinds of questions did you get? 
6. What parts were you happy with? 
7. What were you unhappy with? 
8. Would you have changed anything about the talk? 
9. Have you given this talk before? 
 
Astronomy talks:  
1. What do you think makes a good talk? 
2. Do you prepare for talks? Do you prepared differently for different situations/settings?  
3. Let’s talk about a speaker you enjoy listening to. (Who would you definitely go listen 
to at a conference? In journal club? Internal symposium?)  
4. Are there speakers you try to emulate?  
5. How important do you think speaking skills are in astronomy? 
6. What do you think you can tell about a person from his or her talks? 
 
Talks at the Department of Astronomy: 
1. What kinds of intellectual discussions happen (at Steward/in your field)? 
2. Which of these do you participate in? If you had to chose just one per week, which 
would you choose? Why? 
3. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of Morning Coffee is? 
4. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of Journal Club is? 
5. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of FLASH lunch/Galaxy Group/Star 
Formation Seminar is? 
6. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of Colloquium is? 
7. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of a Thesis Defense talk is? 
8. Are there other situations that are not formal talks where you ask students, faculty 
members or postdocs questions, or talk about science?  
9. Are there situations where you dread and/or rarely ask questions or talk? Why? 
 
Sample interview questions for graduate student audience 

members: 
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The presentation they attended: 
1. Tell me about the talk you went to. 
2. What could you tell about the speaker from the talk? If you know the speaker, do you 
think the talk gave a good sense of that student as an astronomer? 
5. How do you think the talk went? Why? 
6. Did you ask any questions? Why/why not? 
7. What did you like about the talk? 
8. What did you not like about the talk? 
 
Astronomy talks:  
1. What do you think makes a good talk? 
2. Do you prepare for talks? Do you prepared differently for different situations/settings?  
3. Let’s talk about a speaker you enjoy listening to. (Who would you definitely go listen 
to at a conference? In journal club? Internal symposium?)  
4. Are there speakers you try to emulate?  
5. How important do you think speaking skills are in astronomy? 
6. What do you think you can tell about a person from his or her talks? 
 
Talks at the Department of Astronomy: 
1. What kinds of intellectual discussions happen (at Steward/in your field)? 
2. Which of these do you participate in? If you had to chose just one per week, which 
would you choose? Why? 
3. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of Morning Coffee is? 
4. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of Journal Club is? 
5. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of FLASH lunch/Galaxy Group/Star 
Formation Seminar is? 
6. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of Colloquium is? 
7. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of a Thesis Defense talk is? 
8. Are there other situations, which are not formal talks, where you ask students, faculty 
or postdocs questions, or talk about science?  
9. Are there situations where you dread and/or rarely ask questions or talk? Why? 
 
Sample interview questions for faculty member audience 

members: 

 
The presentation they attended: 
1. Tell me about the talk you heard. 
2. What could you tell about the speaker from the talk? If you know the speaker, do you 
think the talk gave a good sense of that student as an astronomer? 
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3. How much of the talk would you attribute to the student and how much to her/his 
advisor? 
4. How do you think the talk went? Why? 
5. What did you like about the talk? 
6. What did you not like about the talk? 
7. Did you ask questions? Why/why not? 
 
Astronomy talks:  
1. What do you think makes a good talk? 
2. Do you prepare for talks? Do you prepared differently for different situations/settings?  
3. Let’s talk about a speaker you enjoy listening to. (Who would you definitely go listen 
to at a conference? In journal club? Internal symposium?)  
4. Are there speakers you try to emulate?  
5. How important do you think speaking skills are in astronomy? 
6. What do you think you can tell about a person from his or her talks? 
 
Talks at the Department of Astronomy: 
1. What kinds of intellectual discussions happen (at Steward/in your field)? 
2. Which of these do you participate in? If you had to chose just one per week, which 
would you choose? Why? 
3. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of Morning Coffee is? 
4. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of Journal Club is? 
5. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of FLASH lunch/Galaxy Group/Star 
Formation Seminar is? 
6. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of Colloquium is? 
7. What do you think the purpose/point/goal of a Thesis Defense talk is? 
8. Are there other situations, which are not formal talks where you ask students, faculty 
or postdocs questions, or talk about science?  
9. Are there situations where you dread and/or rarely ask questions or talk? Why? 
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