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Presentation Notes
Hello everyone, I’m Gretta Kellogg, a research facilitator at Penn State University. I am a newer member of this vibrant community that Henry and others have worked so hard to put together. I’m honored to be here today. I have very much enjoyed the various talks and speakers this week! It is wonderful to be introduced to so many people. 




This is an Ignite presentation template, provided by UW Madison DesignLab. 


https://www.icds.psu.edu/rise-team-members/


Explaining Complex Technical Topics to Researchers

Virtual Residency Workshop 2020

Gretta D Kellogg, ACI-REF
Institute for Computational and Data Sciences, Penn State University

Presenter
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I have enjoyed being one of those ‘lurkers’ who join in on some of these community outreach opportunities. At Penn State, we are privileged to have an amazing team of senior scientists and IT professionals supporting our researchers. 
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Similar to others here, I would say that I also came into this role in a round-about fashion. I worked as a sysadmin for a number of years and then as an IT Project Manager in Enterprise Computing and have worked as a Program Manager in two of our Genomic centers at Penn State. And I found that I very much enjoy connecting researchers to computing solutions.




This is an Ignite presentation template, provided by UW Madison DesignLab. 


https://www.icds.psu.edu/rise-team-members/


Explaining Complex Technical Topics to Researchers

As an ACI-REF or research facilitator – we work with researchers 
who are incredible in their disciplines! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We have the privilege of working with amazing scholars in their respective fields. That's one of the things I've been enjoying so much about this role is all of the different disciplines I get to engage with!

Some come to us from various backgrounds that may not be familiar with systems engineering, software engineering practices, and computational or data sciences.
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As an ACI-REF or research facilitator – we work with researchers 
who are incredible in their disciplines! 

So what do we provide? 
That link to the 
computational support 
that can make their life 
and their research better.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Help them accomplish their research more effectively, often we are working with them to promote far greater reproducibility and quality control, so it’s important that we engage in a common understanding



I really liked this topic because I’m actively working on improving 
my skills as I meet with the researchers.  Not long ago, I failed 
while explaining an ‘easy’ topic….

• 1st I tried the ‘rational’ approach
“this is more scalable, results much faster”

• 2nd try was using an analogy
“using a bulldozer to put in a driveway…not a shovel”

• 3rd try was the real fail
“burn out a cheap blender trying to crush ice”

Explaining Complex Technical Topics to Researchers

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It was a simple question – Why should I use high performance computing systems if I’ve always done my work on my laptop or my workstation? Researchers often have a laptop or an old server under their desk that they use to launch their scripts and then let them run overnight and into the next day….. 



I really liked this topic because I’m actively working on improving 
my skills as I meet with the researchers.  Not long ago, I failed 
while explaining an ‘easy’ topic….

• 1st I tried the ‘rational’ approach
“this is more scalable, results much faster”

• 2nd try was using an analogy
“using a bulldozer to put in a driveway…not a shovel”

• 3rd try was the real fail
“burn out a cheap blender trying to crush ice”

Explaining Complex Technical Topics to Researchers

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It was a simple question – Why should I use high performance computing systems if I’ve always done my work on my laptop or my workstation? Researchers often have a laptop or an old server under their desk that they use to launch their scripts and then let them run overnight and into the next day….. 



I really liked this topic because I’m actively working on improving 
my skills as I meet with the researchers.  Not long ago, I failed 
while explaining an ‘easy’ topic….

• 1st I tried the ‘rational’ approach
“this is more scalable, results much faster”

• 2nd try was using an analogy
“using a bulldozer to put in a driveway…not a shovel”

• 3rd try was the real fail
“burn out a cheap blender trying to crush ice”

Explaining Complex Technical Topics to Researchers

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It was a simple question – Why should I use high performance computing systems if I’ve always done my work on my laptop or my workstation? Researchers often have a laptop or an old server under their desk that they use to launch their scripts and then let them run overnight and into the next day….. 



Explaining Complex Technical Topics to Researchers

Unfortunately that 3rd analogy stuck 
…..I was sad. 

Image Source: https://www.istockphoto.com/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
later I heard that I had said that you have to use HPC computers because otherwise you will burn out your laptop motor. That was not the intended message, nor was this a particularly complex topic in my opinion. 

A more in-depth conversation would be to discuss the differences and utility of GPUs (Graphics Processing Unit) and FPGAs (Field Programmable Gate Arrays) 

https://www.istockphoto.com/
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Source: https://www.aldacenter.org/alda-method

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’ve been looking for tips myself on how to improve my ability to explain what I mean when I am engaging with researchers from all walks of academia…. I kept coming back to ideas of effective listening, and even some concepts of mirroring and being mindful while listening to researcher concerns and questions.

https://www.aldacenter.org/alda-method


Source: https://www.aldacenter.org/alda-method
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
My own PIs and mentors have always emphasized that our audiences are knowledgeable, particularly in their own fields, but not necessarily with some of the topics that we are working to help them understand.  In IT we have jargon, like many fields, but want to strive to reduce or eliminate jargon and our favorite acronyms which we may not realize we are using, and remember that this is not their field. We need to consider in particular words that may have a different meaning in their own discipline – like memory and how that impacts their ability to understand our recommendations. 

https://www.aldacenter.org/alda-method


• Listen first to the faculty or researcher
– Learn about their goals, needs, and expectations
– Listen for key words & phrases they use to explain their own science
– Take notes and summarize what you’ve heard back to them
– Consider if some of the words or examples they used might work to 

help explain concepts back to them

Explaining Complex Technical Topics to Researchers

Sources: Jack Zenger and Joseph Folkman, “What Great Listeners Actually Do”
Joseph Topornycky and Shaya Golparian, “Balancing Openness and Interpretation in Active Listening”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And then while you are doing this, pay attention to the terminology they use, and consider 

https://hbr.org/2016/07/what-great-listeners-actually-do
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/025d/d4628cc339c5c08306e8e3feeb076ab1325f.pdf
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Whatever it takes to be an active listener, if it is taking notes, summarizing the conversation in meaningful ways and asking questions that reflect back to how the IT solutions we may be presenting would be helpful in enabling them to reach those goals they initially brought up to you. When you provide examples, if you are one to provide analogies, take a moment to be mindful and ask them what they've heard and if they would have a confidence that these new approaches are worthwhile.

https://hbr.org/2016/07/what-great-listeners-actually-do
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/025d/d4628cc339c5c08306e8e3feeb076ab1325f.pdf


• Work to provide explanations and examples in familiar terminology
• Try not to cover all of your ideas or plans at one sitting
• Don’t minimize the value of setting down a ‘seed’ for later

Explaining Complex Technical Topics to Researchers

Our role as research facilitators 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In our role as research facilitators, it’s our job to provide explanations to the faculty using wording they understand, teaching terminology as it makes sense. Be prepared and ready to provide them with case studies or more examples if they ask for it, however even if you are prepared to cover a lot with them, consider each engagement as an opportunity for a longer term conversation. You can give yourself permission to address one or two topics that resonate and leave other information for another discussion in the future. Build that trust as you prove the value of each recommendation and each IT solution you help them implement. 



• Work to provide explanations and examples in familiar terminology
• Try not to cover all of your ideas or plans at one sitting
• Don’t minimize the value of setting down a ‘seed’ for later
• Take time to create visuals, slides or colored workflows
• Keep it simple and easy to implement
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Our role as research facilitators 

Example: colored visual implementation plan



Bottom line….. this community is willing to work at 
explaining how our available computing resources can 
enable more effective research.

It is ALL about enabling researchers to achieve better results. 
Leveraging IT technology that helps them get their research 
accomplished, published and funded.

Explaining Complex Technical Topics to Researchers



I am an ACI-REF at Penn State for the Institute of Computational and Data 
Sciences. We have a wonderful team supporting PSU researchers and faculty. In 
prior years, I worked as an IT Project Manager in Enterprise Computing and have 
worked as a Program Manager of two Genomic centers at Penn State. I have 
always emphasized a customer service-oriented approach in my experience as 
an IT professional and educator. 

You are welcome to contact me, my contact information is here:
www.linkedin.com/in/grettadkellogg

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here at Penn State we are privileged to have an amazing professional team of senior scientists and IT professionals supporting our researchers and faculty. As I’ve heard others in this community, I came into this role in a round-about fashion. My graduate school education was focused on computer-mediated communication and setting up the systems and database to support what I believed people wanted to be able to do through the technology. I was adept at systems engineering, worked as a sysadmin for a number of years and then as an IT Project Manager in Enterprise Computing and have worked as a Program Manager of two Genomic centers at Penn State. I have always emphasized a customer service-oriented approach in my experience as an IT professional and educator. 


http://www.linkedin.com/in/grettadkellogg
https://www.icds.psu.edu/rise-team-members/
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