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This case focuses on the multiple relationships that are an essential part of the
training of graduate students in the sciences, particularly in the laboratory sciences.
The primary emphasis is on exploring the responsibilities of the faculty members
who supervise and advise a student's dissertation research, as well as the
responsibilities of the student himself. However, one can also use this case to initiate
a discussion of the rights and responsibilities involved in the roles of rotating first-
year graduate students, senior graduate students supervising less experienced
students, and faculty members hoping to recruit new students to the laboratory.

Many universities are now beginning to articulate their expectations of faculty
advisers,(1)  and discussion of this case represents an excellent opportunity to
investigate the standards at your own institution. More generally, the National
Academy Press has published two booklets that address the graduate student-
faculty adviser relationship from both the student's and faculty member's points of
view.(2)

Weil and Arzbaecher have stressed the need for regular communication in
laboratories,(3) and it has been my observation that candid, thoughtful
communication is critical for successful relationships between students and advisers.
All observations and concerns need to be shared, but at the same time there must
be restraint to avoid jumping to unwarranted conclusions. To practice such candor,
both must feel that each is looking out for the other's best interests as well as his
own. In this scenario, it does not seem that Roger trusts Dr. Hare to look out for
Roger's best interests.

Discussion Questions:



1. While the first few paragraphs of this case scenario do not present any major
ethical problems, we discover by the end of the case that there have been
some oversights that lead to trouble later. The situation described is not
unusual and usually presents no problem. After all, a Ph.D. dissertation is
supposed to demonstrate one's ability to carry out independent, original
research, and the faculty members on the dissertation committee often will be
less familiar with the details of the work than the student. In this case, one
wonders if Roger was too independent too soon; if Hare did as much as he
should have to learn about the techniques Roger was using (especially if he
plans to have his research group continue using them); if the committee
members were selected to give optimal guidance or to be a rubber stamp; and
if an outside committee member or consultant who was more familiar with the
techniques would have spotted potential problems earlier. Perhaps someone
who knew more of the technical details would have been more willing to ask a
question that would have led to earlier discovery of the problems, but perhaps
not. Errors in procedures and interpretation can occur with no one at fault. That
is part of doing research and trying to learn something new. What is important
is taking reasonable precautions to avoid errors and oversights, and then acting
once a problem is discovered. However, the case as a whole gives the
impression that Hare is not sufficiently involved in the details of work in his lab
and may not even make it a habit to review primary data with his students.
Such poor lab management practices make it easier for those who work in the
lab to cut corners and even falsify data. 

2. Roger is being less than candid with Jessica when he fails to tell her that the
two data sets are in direct conflict. However, one would think that Roger's
dissertation would have been required reading for Jessica as she begins to work
on a project based on his research. Had she read the dissertation, she would be
aware of the discrepancy already. Roger is choosing not to share his initial
concerns. There is a very real question in science concerning when one
discusses one's first interpretations of preliminary results. Often it is more
prudent to stop, consider the data more thoroughly, and do a few more
experiments before going public with one's interpretation.

3. At this point, Roger steps over the line to unacceptable behavior. He doesn't tell
Hare about the conflict he has discovered, with Jessica's help, between his old
data and those he has recently generated. He allows Jessica to continue to
believe that she made some sort of error in her first experiments. Finally, Roger
lies to Hare about the reason that Jessica switched projects, telling him that the



first project idea was "likely to be fruitless." It seems that Roger is assuming
that he made some error in the past and that if his mistake becomes known the
consequences for him will be negative and serious. There are other possibilities.
For instance, he is not allowing for the possibility that some unrecognized and
uncontrolled variable in the experiments has changed since his last dissertation
experiment, and he is precluding the opportunity to identify the variable and
possibly learn more about the system he has been studying. In addition, he
seems to fear a loss of credibility, respect, or even his degree. That does not
seem likely in this scenario. Errors happen, but Roger's actions cause one to
wonder what his view of Hare and the department are. He seems to have
learned that errors are not permitted. At this point in your discussion, it would
be a good idea to brainstorm Roger's options. What could he do? Whom might
he contact? How could he present his new findings? Then you can discuss
criteria for evaluating these options, and select what you consider to be the
best one.

4. I don't think that Jessica did anything wrong, but I wonder why she did not see
the conflict with Roger's dissertation data. It could indicate that she is not
fulfilling her responsibilities as a graduate student to read up on the
background of the research she is doing and become an independent thinker.
She is a first-year student and may not have made the transition to graduate
study yet.

5. Most of this point is addressed in my notes on Question 1, but I would like to
have seen at least an ongoing consultation with a scientist who is experienced
with the new techniques Roger brought to the lab. The responsibility to ensure
that adequate expertise was represented on the committee or was available to
Roger would rest first with Hare as Roger's research adviser, then with the
committee members as other faculty members responsible for Roger's training,
and finally with Roger himself. As a graduate student, he also has a
responsibility for his own training and a responsibility to engage in self-
evaluation to determine whether he needs consultation with others to guide his
research.

6. This question moves the discussion from consideration of the appropriate level
of candor within a research group, to that expected in the wider scientific
community. Preliminary, possibly unreliable results are not something that one
talks about in the broader community. After all, the indication is that Roger did
a whole body of work that supported the conclusions of his dissertation, and
one does not discard those conclusions just because a novice researcher



produces a disquieting result. Yes, one keeps this new result in mind and
promptly follows up on it, but one need not broadcast the conflict at this point.
One might argue that if Roger were asked a direct question to which Jessica's
data were relevant, he should indicate that there was some recent uncertainty.
However, I believe that most scientists would not consider this admission
essential.

7. Once Roger has his confirmatory results, he does need to make the scientific
community aware that some uncertainty will need to be tracked down. He need
not discard his whole body of work or his conclusions; the problem could simply
be due to one of the reagents going bad with time. But it would be best to be
honest about the current uncertainty. In that way, he will not run the risk of
being seen as deceptive

8. The standards for certainty are higher for a journal article than for a previously
scheduled seminar. Roger probably could not control the timing of the post-doc
interview relative to Jessica's experiments and then his opportunity to repeat
Jessica's work. However, until it is in press, one can slow publication of a paper
until any reasonable uncertainties have been cleared up. Considering that as
the case says, Roger's results and conclusions did not entirely agree with the
established framework of the phenomenon he was studying, it is in Roger's best
interest to be as sure as possible that his data are accurately describe the
phenomenon he is studying. However, even with the best practices, one can err
because of uncontrolled variables or an unrecognized technical problem. Ethical
scientific publication requires that one be thorough and honest in what one
presents, not that one be right. Similarly, if the paper based on Roger's
dissertation had already been published (probably with Hare as a coauthor)
when Jessica did her experiments, then Roger and Hare have an obligation to
identify the reason behind the conflicting data before they publish a correction.
In fact, depending on what Roger determines is the cause of the conflicting
data, a formal correction may not be necessary.(4)  The only exception to this
considered approach to the correction of the literature would be if a delay in
clearing up the conflict might endanger human lives, for instance, if the data
were important in the design of a clinical trial.

9. If Hare had intended to include Jessica's results in the paper to be published on
Roger's dissertation, that suggests that these results are important to the
conclusions of the paper and that Jessica would be included as a coauthor.
Roger's actions then would also unfairly deprive Jessica of coauthorship, in
addition to keeping her from a possibly productive line of research.
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