stirred pots

THE ChEGSA SYMPOSIUM

A Continuing Tradition at Carnegie Mellon University

AJAY K. MODI and PAUL T. BOWMAN
Carnegie Mellon University
Pittsburgh, PA 15213

ACH YEAR THE graduate students in the chem-
ical engineering department at Carnegie Mellon
University prepare for the Annual ChEGSA (Chemi-
cal Engineering Graduate Student Association) Sym-
posium, a unique event among major universities in
the United States. It was held for the tenth time in
1988.

During the symposium, which takes place over two
days each fall, the graduate students present papers
based on the research they are conducting in the de-
partment. The symposium covers a broad range of
topics in chemical engineering, reflecting the varied
research interests of the graduate students and their
thesis advisors. The presentations allow the students
to exchange ideas, develop communication skills, and
compete for awards. Students and faculty within the
department attend the event along with industrial
representatives and other guests. Although it is sup-
ported by faculty and industry, the symposium is plan-
ned, organized, and run entirely by the students,
which, we believe, makes it exceptional.

A report of the first symposium, held in 1979, ap-
peared in the winter 1981 issue of Chemical Engineer-
ing Education. The purpose of this article is to explain
how the event has evolved since then, what its present
objectives are, how it is planned and organized, what
its current format is, and how it has contributed to
the educational goals of the students. We hope that
some of this information may be of use to others who
wish to initiate a similar event.

OBJECTIVES

The primary purpose of the symposium is to pro-
mote good communication skills among the graduate
students. A panel of judges evaluates the presenta-
tions and the accompanying written papers. This ex-
perience in presenting talks and in writing technical
papers is obtained in an environment similar to that
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encountered at professional meetings, but without the
associated pressures. Furthermore, due to the prox-
imity of the event to the annual AIChE meeting,
many students take advantage of the symposium to
practice their talks in a formal setting under a pre-
scribed protocol.

Another objective of the symposium is to provide
a means for interaction between industry and the de-
partment. Fall is the recruiting season for many com-
panies, and recruiters often try to schedule their cam-
pus visits to coincide with the symposium. For com-
panies, the event provides an opportunity to hear
about current research in the department, while for
the students it is a chance to create a favorable
impression on the industrial representatives.

For the incoming graduate students who have just
joined the department, the symposium provides an
opportunity to hear some of the more senior students
speak about their research. This aids them in selecting
an advisor (usually a month later) and also illustrates
to them that research must be presented as well as
conducted.

Perhaps most important of all, especially in an age
of increasing specialization, the symposium allows the
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students to gain a perspective and appreciation of
what is being done outside of their own fields. The
research topics of our graduate students are ex-
tremely diverse and cover such areas as colloid sci-
ence, semiconductor processing, catalysis, reaction
engineering, computer-aided process design, bioen-
gineering, process optimization, polymer rheology,
and electrochemical engineering, to name just a few.

Most students will at some point in their lives be-
come involved in the administration of a major event.
The symposium provides the kind of experience that
will be useful to them, including tasks like fund-rais-
ing, budgeting, scheduling, designing a program book-
let, chairing sessions, and organizing a reception and
banquet, in addition to the more mundane activities
such as memo-writing and correspondence. Consider-
able skills in administration and leadership are de-
veloped in coordinating the symposium.

HISTORY

The idea of a symposium was first suggested in
1979 by Tomlinson Fort, who was then head of the
chemical engineering department. Due to the strong
enthusiasm generated by that first symposium,
ChEGSA turned it into an annual event. Its format
and organization, however, have undergone a number
of changes.

Industrial participation in the event, which was
first sought at the second symposium, has been most
encouraging. An average of fifteen companies has par-
ticipated each year. Their reaction to the symposium
can best be illustrated by the words of James
Aderhold of the Amoco Oil Company:

I found this annual event to be very beneficial, and I
would recommend it strongly to others. Not only did it give
me the opportunity to see what is being done in the several
research areas at CMU, but it also allowed me to see some of
the students who I would later interview in recruiting for the
Amoco Research Center. Both times I attended, I found the
proceedings to be very well organized and the speakers to be
well prepared.

The students’ presentations were first com-
plemented by a speech given by a keynote speaker in
1984. The speakers have included Edward Cussler
(University of Minnesota), Dan Luss (University of
Houston), Alexis Bell (University of California, Ber-
keley), Eduardo Glandt (University of Pennsylvania),
and George Keller (Union Carbide Corporation).

The 1986 symposium marked the awarding of the
first “Geoffrey D. Parfitt Memorial Award for Excel-
lence in Oral Presentation.” Dr. Parfitt, who passed
away in 1985, had been a professor of chemical en-
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gineering at Carnegie Mellon since 1980, and to honor
his memory, ChEGSA established this award which
is presented to the student judged to have the best
oral presentation. The award differs from the tradi-
tional First Place Award in that it does not involve
the judging of a written paper.

The foregoing are the major changes in the sym-
posium since it began. Numerous minor refinements
and modifications have also been made.

The idea of a symposium was first suggested in 1979
by Tomlinson Fort. . . . Due to the strong enthusiasm
generated by that first symposium, ChEGSA

turned it into an annual event.

PLANNING AND ORGANIZATION

Preparation involves a lot of work and begins at
least six months prior to the symposium. The chair-
person starts by assembling a committee of student
volunteers and then setting a date for the program.
Various companies are then invited to participate in
the event, either by sending representatives or by
making a contribution, or both. An invitation to the
potential keynote speaker is also made at this time.

A call for papers is posted about three months be-
fore the symposium. To facilitate the design of the
program booklet, all participants are asked to send
their titles and abstracts via electronic mail according
to a specified format. This enables the booklet to be
compiled without rewriting since all of the entries con-
form to the same style.

A communications workshop is conducted a few
weeks before the symposium. The workshop covers
ways to improve presentations, gives hints about ef-
fective public speaking, and presents information
about slides and audio-visual equipment.

The two weeks before the symposium are hectic,
with many last-minute arrangements having to be
made. A wine and cheese reception is hosted at the
end of the event, and an awards banquet is held a
couple of weeks later. Speech making (especially by
the faculty) is kept to a minimum, and the event is a
enjoyable conclusion to the symposium.

CURRENT FORMAT

The symposium is divided into four sessions, with
a morning and afternoon session on each day. Each
talk is restricted to fifteen minutes, with an additional
five minutes for questions and audience discussion.
The keynote speech lasts an hour and has traditionally
been given at the end of the morning session of the
Continued on page 105.
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Overly-technical language. Commonly called
“technical affectation,” this is unnecessarily technical
and jargony language. It is often marked by an imper-
sonal, passive voice style (e.g., 42-word sentences that
begin “It has been found . . .”) and sentences so heav-
ily laced with jargon that they are nearly unreadable.

When readers pick up a report, they expect in-
volved discussion, profuse detail, and heavily techni-
cal language, and they bring that degree of commit-
ment to their reading. But memos are considered to
be speed documents, and readers are reluctant to de-
vote any more time than necessary to their reading.
It is very important then that memos be written in an
understandable language—language the intended
reader will quickly grasp.

ONE-PAGE MEMO ASSIGNMENT FOR
SENIOR DESIGN CLASS

A major report, on a topic of the student’s choice
with the professor’s approval, is required for the
senior Chemical Process Analysis and Design course.
This written and oral report is due at the end of the
semester in lieu of a final examination. Near the mid-
dle of the semester the memo in Figure 1 is given to
the students. The memo is self-explanatory and is
handed out without comment to emphasize that point.
It typically results in very few questions, but since
reasonable-to-good memos are turned in two weeks
later, it is considered to be successful.

The memos are discussed in the following class.
Some are returned for revision, and a few of the best
ones are read aloud. This assignment, then, exposes
each senior to the concept of memos before he or she
is asked to produce one in industry.
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first day.

The presentations are judged by a panel of judges.
The students are judged on a number of criteria based
both on their speaking ability and the technical con-
tent of the presentation. In addition to giving a talk,
the student may also submit a written paper on the
same topic. The paper is judged on criteria similar to
those used for the presentation.

Awards are given to the top three participants.
These awards are determined by combining the pre-
sentation scores and the paper scores. The top three
awards each consist of a cash prize, an individual
plaque, and a trip voucher which enables the student
to present the work at a professional meeting. The
names of the three winners are engraved on a plaque
located in the ChEGSA lounge. The winner of the Par-
fitt Award is presented with a cash prize and a certifi-
cate of recognition, and the winner’s name is also en-
graved on a plaque located in the ChEGSA lounge.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

We believe that the Annual ChEGSA Symposium
is an excellent vehicle for attaining a number of objec-
tives important in the education of graduate students.
It promotes good communication skills, both spoken
and written, through the presentation of talks and the
submission of papers. It provides a means for interac-
tion between industry and academia through the par-
ticipation of company representatives. It also allows
the students to learn more about the work of their
fellow students; this is especially important when so
much research in chemical engineering is shifting
away from the traditional areas into other disciplines.

One feature that we consider to be most important
is that the symposium is a professional-quality event
run entirely by students. Although the faculty are
available for guidance and support, all the decisions
concerning the planning, organization, and execution
of the symposium are made by students. This sort of
experience will undoubtedly be useful in their future
careers and lives. We would strongly suggest that any
school planning to start a similar event should ensure
that it is run by the students.

The symposium has undergone a number of
changes, large and small, since it was first held ten
years ago. We foresee it undergoing more changes in
the future, although they will probably be minor in
nature. The objectives for which it was first con-
ceived, however, remain the same and will continue
to do so. Further information concerning the sym-
posium can be obtained by contacting the authors. [
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