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Process. In the early fall of 2020, Daniela Rus, Director of CSAIL, asked Daniel Jackson to lead an effort 
to explore ways to improve the culture of CSAIL, with an eye to renewing our community and work 
patterns when we eventually returned to the Stata Center after the pandemic. To focus the effort and 
identify team members, Jackson conducted a series of (typically hour-long) interviews in September and 
October, mostly with faculty, and then assembled a committee with representation from all areas of CSAIL 
(research, students, postdocs and staff). The committee met 24 times between Dec 1, 2020 and May 26, 
2021; conducted two surveys of CSAIL members; engaged with the community at three town hall events 
and one PI meeting; and presented twice to the CSAIL cabinet. Multiple initiatives were planned, some 
taking the form of recommendations to CSAIL, and others being executed by the committee itself.

Findings. Through surveys, interviews and discussions, we identified a number of recurring observations:
1. A good place to work. People noted that CSAIL is an exciting place to work, with many 

wonderful people, considerable freedom to explore ideas, and promising new developments 
(notably the new organization into communities of research, a new grad student/postdoc 
leadership committee, new diversity postdoc fellowships, and the new feedback mechanism for 
students through CoRs and a similar departmental effort).

2. Siloing of research areas and roles. Research groups foster a “go it alone” attitude in which 
there is little engagement across group boundaries. Staff, students and faculty occupy silos that 
often feel isolated from one another; there is little sense of community across roles. 
Administrative staff cited the dispiriting effect of being described as “enterprise services.” 

3. Inclusion and sense of belonging. Many students and staff and even some faculty do not feel a 
sense of belonging or inclusion. There were several reports of women being talked over at 
meetings, and comments that the environment is more competitive than supportive.

4. Work relationships. Students frequently raised the issue of student-supervisor relations, and 
both students and staff suggested that supervisors should be regularly reviewed by their 
supervisees. Incidents of abusive behavior by supervisors of students and staff seem to be 
relatively rare, but there is an impression that bad actors behave with impunity and are not held 
accountable, and that bad behavior goes unchallenged.

5. Work/life balance. At best, our community does not foster a healthy work/life balance. Some 
supervisors have unreasonable expectations; in general, there is no clear consensus or 
community understanding about the extent of work responsibilities. Many feel that the opportunity 
to work at home and not spend time commuting during the pandemic improved both their 
effectiveness and their quality of life, although those with small children (and without affordable 
childcare) often found working at home hard.

6. Culture “fatigue.” People are tired of surveys and skeptical of efforts to improve culture: some 
because they feel that things will never get better, others because they worry that focus on 



community (and DEI efforts in particular) will undermine MIT’s competitiveness and research 
edge.

Approach. Based on the conversations we had, and many committee discussions, we decided to take an 
approach with the following elements.

1. Bottom-up, not top-down. We resisted top-down mandates, believing that they risked being 
seen as coercive and would be likely to backfire. Since improving community depends most on 
the enthusiasm and engagement of individuals, we felt it was most important to create initiatives 
that might energize individual members.

2. Avoid replication and overreach. We are aware of similar efforts being pursued in other parts of 
MIT, most notably within the EECS department that most CSAIL faculty belong to, and we wanted 
to avoid any needless replication of effort. We were also cognizant of the fact that some of the 
issues are best addressed by other units: most notably, creating accountability for faculty to be 
better mentors fits more appropriately within the purview of departmental promotion processes.

3. Focused projects with short-term impact. Inspired by Parker Palmer’s notion of “pockets of 
possibility,” we decided that the most effective strategy would be to craft a collection of concrete, 
focused initiatives that could be started immediately, and that have a chance of impacting our 
culture and community in the long term. Rather than delivering a report and ending our work like 
a traditional advisory committee, we decided instead to seed some initial efforts and maintain our 
committee going forward (albeit at a lower level of work) to oversee these efforts, to assess their 
impact, and to adjust them as necessary.

Initiatives. We outlined seven initiatives. Of these, we have actively started work on three; plan to start 
two more in the next few months; and are suggesting that the remaining two (marked with an asterisk) be 
executed by others.

1. CSAIL profiles website. We have created an internal-only CSAIL website (https://
ahead.csail.mit.edu) that features a collection of informal profiles of CSAIL members across 
areas and roles, as a way for people to get to know each other and to highlight non-work aspects 
of people’s lives. The site will also serve as a hub for the effort as a whole and for our other 
initiatives.The site is currently being maintained by an undergraduate working at an hourly rate; at 
a later point, it may make sense for TIG to take it over.

2. Communities of Practice*. We propose that “communities of practice” be established for staff 
members that play the same kind of role that communities of research play for researchers, with 
similar funding, and events aimed at social integration and professional advancement.

3. Wise friends. We are organizing a group of students, staff and faculty to provide ad hoc advice 
and encouragement to all members of the lab. This effort builds on the existing EECS REFS 
program, focused on building connections and providing helpful and supportive counsel to help 
people be as successful and happy as possible, complementing the current REFS training which 
has until now focused more on conflict resolution and stress reduction.

4. Inventing a new work future. This initiative addresses the question of how our life in the Stata 
Center will be different when the pandemic ends. It focuses not on regulating people’s work 
patterns, but on encouraging members to be physically present and to make the most of their 
time together. We are planning to run a weekly teatime for all members with an active strategy to 
engage people who might otherwise have felt marginalized. In addition we encourage 
consolidation of seminars and lunches into periods in the middle of the week, so that even if 
many members choose to work partly at home, there will be a critical mass of in-person events, 

https://ahead.csail.mit.edu
https://ahead.csail.mit.edu


hopefully with attendance even improving on pre-pandemic levels; and we propose that CSAIL 
ensures that all members have the resources they need to work effectively from home when they 
choose to do so.

5. Onboarding for new grad students*. We identified the lack of a clear onboarding process for 
incoming graduate students as one of the major hurdles that newcomers face in becoming part of 
our community. We propose that the communities of research, in collaboration with faculty 
admission leads, CSAIL headquarters staff and departmental administrators, develop clearly 
articulated processes by which admitted students are matched to research groups, and are 
welcomed and engaged in the summer prior to their arrival on campus. This effort will require 
direct support and oversight from CSAIL HQ and EECS administrators.

6. Role definitions & feedback. We recognized the widespread sense amongst both students and 
staff that some non-trivial proportion of supervisors do not provide the support or direction that 
their supervisees need, and sometimes have unreasonable and asymmetric expectations. We 
discussed the possibility of 360 reviews, which are widely used in industry and can be highly 
effective. But we were reluctant to pursue this, because of the enormous effort it would require, 
and a concern that it would be viewed as top down. We therefore decided to take an initial step 
that we thought would be a basis for improved supervisor/supervisee relations: the construction of 
a crowdsourced document, shared and discussed within the community, that would articulate 
standard assumptions and expectations about the roles and responsibilities of members (and 
which, if we initiate reviews later, would be the basis for feedback). This will include both the 
responsibilities (and non-responsibilities!) of supervisees to their supervisors and assigned 
projects, as well as the responsibilities of supervisors to their supervisees.

7. Internal FAQ/Wiki for sharing information. Lab members, especially those who are new to the 
community, often have questions about how things are done in the lab, how to obtain different 
kinds of help, what resources are available, and so on. We currently have no centralized place for 
obtaining this information. We are therefore creating an internal wiki for sharing such information, 
both at the level of CSAIL as a whole, and for the more specialized needs of communities of 
research. The role definitions document mentioned in the previous initiative will be hosted as part 
of this wiki.



Addendum: Additional Information

Meeting schedule
24 meetings, weekly from Dec 1, 2020 to May 26, 2021

Presentations and discussions
Oct 28, 2020 (CSAIL town hall)
Dec 17, 2020 (CSAIL town hall)
Jan 14, 2021 (CSAIL PI lunch)
Apr 14, 2021 (CSAIL cabinet)
May 25, 2021 (CSAIL town hall)
Jun 2, 2021 (CSAIL cabinet)

Surveys we conducted
PI survey (Jan 6)
Town hall survey (Dec 17)

Sample of resources consulted
CPGSC survey (Oct 2020)
EECS grad student survey (2019)
EECS grad student petition (Jun 2020)
Upstream, by Dan Heath
Various writings on community and leadership, by Parker Palmer
Netflix culture deck (https://drive.google.com/file/d/13eclfD6gUdDYe-oSwSEgCwHrPLwSE_0o/view)

Presentations at meetings from
Chris Frechette, MIT Human-Resources-Officer
Chris Karam, MIT Talent-and-Career-Development Consultant
Michael Noseworthy, EECS REFS

Interviews (in time order)
Danny Weitzner (R), David Gifford (F), Karen Sollins (R), Ron Rivest (F), Srini Devadas (F), Martin Rinard 
(F), Ronitt Rubinfeld (F), Una May O’Reilly (R), Frans Kaashoek (F), Julie Shah (F), Stefanie Mueller (F), 
Danielle Olson (G), Charles Leiserson (F), Fredo Durand (F), Ajay Brahmakshatriya (G), Virginia Williams 
(F), Gretchen Jones (A), Jack Costanza (A), Jillian Ternullo (A), Nadia Figueroa (P), Fern Keniston (A), 
Ruth Rosenholtz (R), Nick Roy (F), Willie Boag (G), Jason Dorfman (A), Steve Ruggiero (A), Mark 
Pearrow (A), Tara Joyce (A), Vinod Vaikuntanathan (F), Leslie Kaelbling (F), Randy Davis (F), Alexander 
Madry (F), Victor Zue (F), Tim Kraska (F), Henry Corrigan Gibbs (F).

https://drive.google.com/file/d/13eclfD6gUdDYe-oSwSEgCwHrPLwSE_0o/view


CSAIL Ahead “People of CSAIL” Website

Description:  We are creating an internal-only CSAIL website that will feature a diverse collection of 
informal (non-research related) profiles of CSAIL members across areas and roles.

How will this initiative support the development of CSAIL’s culture?
This initiative will help CSAIL members get to know one another in a way that does not center around 
research. We heard from community members that people want to be able to feel seen, heard, and 
known about. Too often, profiling members of an organization is seen as a kind of marketing ploy, and can 
even backfire and introduce even greater feelings of competitiveness. For this reason, the profiles will not 
mention awards or recognitions, but will instead focus on interests and engagements, with a focus on 
contributions to community and quality of life.

Additionally, this internal-only site will serve as a hub by featuring useful information which directs them to 
resources to help them navigate work and life at CSAIL. 

What is the timeline for this initiative? 
• By June 2021: We have hired a student part-time developer who is working 5-10 hours per week 

to implement profile pages using content submitted on a google form. The student will work to 
recruit people from CSAIL to submit their profiles and have it hosted on an internal CSAIL site.  A 
link to the initial prototype of the website can be found here.

• By Summer 2021: The website should be ready to share with the CSAIL community by Summer 
2021. Regular newsletters could be sent out to the CSAIL community, spotlighting profiles and 
information hosted on the website. 

• By Fall 2021: New students can be invited to submit their profiles to the website beginning in the 
Fall. We will need to extend the developer’s contract to the fall, hire and onboard a new developer 
to work on this, or designate someone in TIG or a lab to support the ongoing maintenance of the 
website.

What does CSAIL need to implement this?
• Funds: $15/hour at 5 hours per week each semester to pay for part-time student web developer 

(or pay someone in TIG to support this) = $2,250 / year 
• Human Resources: At least one part-time developer (e.g., an undergraduate student) to 

maintain the website and send out a newsletter regularly to spotlight content on the site. 
• Other: Need help getting the word out to the CSAIL community to submit their profiles, and 

encourage CSAIL members to help contribute content to the site’s internal Wiki.  

What data will we capture to track the impact of this?
• Number of profiles added to the website over time
• If possible (with TIG’s help), we could track number of website visits & time spent on website in a 

way that respects members’ privacy



CoPs for staff members

Description: A Community of Practice (CoP) is an organization for professional staff analogous to the 
Community of Research for researchers. One or more  CoPs will provide a sense of community for 
professional staff across CSAIL, engaging them in social events, professional development seminars and 
workshops, and opportunities to get to know each other better.

How will this initiative support the development of CSAIL’s culture? This initiative will foster  social  
links among CSAIL staff members and promote cohesion among the staff as a group. Until now, only 
researcher members of CSAIL have been explicitly included in CoRs. While we believe that staff 
members who are affiliated with a research group (eg, by working with a PI who runs that group) should 
be invited to events run by its associated CoR, and should feel welcome in that CoR, we also think it’s 
very important that staff members have their own space for professional and social development. There 
might, for example, be CoPs for TIG, Fiscal, HR and so on; each CoP would, like a research CoR, 
arrange not only social events but also contentful events related to the work of its members. For the staff 
CoPs, these might include speakers, discussions, workshops etc on topics such as leadership, 
professional and career development, strategy, work-life balance, and so on.

What is the timeline for this initiative? 
It might take a few weeks to identify the staff CoPs, find leaders and volunteers to run them, and to inform 
staff about them. At the very latest it should be possible to have the staff CoPs up and running by the 
summer. Another idea would be to add everyone to one initial Staff CoP and then to fragment this  into 
additional CoPs as the year progresses and as staff have a better idea of how they want to organize 
themselves.

What does CSAIL need to implement this?
• Funds: similar to the research CoRs
• Human Resources: Getting the staff CoPs off the ground is probably best done by the 

professional staff themselves, with leadership and organization from the senior administrators of 
CSAIL. We expect that Carol Leone would be a key player in this effort.

• Other: A coordinator for each CoP.  Coordinating the CoP should be a part of that person’s 
assignment and have a percentage of time allocated to it, funded by CSAIL, and with some 
budget allocated to that CoP’s activity. We expect the need for someone in CSAIL HQ to oversee 
the CoPs and track their progress; this might be Carol Leone, or perhaps the person overseeing 
the CoRs.

What data will we capture to track the impact of this?
Same as research CoRs - see which groups form and which activities take place.   Survey in fall or new 
year to gauge the success of these social interactions.



Wise friends

Description: An organization comprised of CSAIL members in all roles (students, postdocs, research 
scientists, staff, faculty, etc) who are available to mentor, advise and encourage other members.

How will this initiative support the development of CSAIL’s culture?
Everyone can benefit from mentoring and guidance to make the most of our professional lives, and our 
lives in general. It helps immeasurably to have a wise friend or colleague who can guide us in realizing 
our career dreams. Mentors can help us learn how to aim high in service of our goals, and to deal with 
inevitable lows that come along as well. 

Wise Friends will build on the successful REFS (Resources for Easing Friction and Stress) program which 
operates in many departments around the Institute. We envision working with REFS for grad students and 
to emulate that same kind of service for staff and faculty. Wise Friends would be able to serve anyone in 
the CSAIL community to offer helpful advice on topics such as:

• how to think about research progress in the first year of grad school;
• how to talk to one’s supervisor;
• ways to create spaces for staff and students to feel welcome (e.g. Open Studios);
• typical approaches for discussing paper authorship;

Postdocs are eligible for Wise Friends services but may not be represented among the cohort of Wise 
Friends mentors.

What is the timeline for this initiative? 
• June: CSAIL Cabinet approval, discuss with OGE about REFS partnership
• July: recruit peer mentors
• August: train peer mentors
• September: launch Wise Friends 

What does CSAIL need to implement this?
• Write proposal & review with Cabinet
• Sync with OGE about potential collaboration with REFS program
• Funds: Secure funding for the peer mentors
• Trainings for mentors, similar to the REFS trainings
• Recruit peer mentors
• Publicize to CSAIL community

What data will we capture to track the impact of this?
• Awareness: How many people are aware of the CSAIL Wise Friends resource? How many 

people have recommended the CSAIL Wise Friends resource to a friend?
• Usage: How many people use the CSAIL Wise Friends resource at least once? How many 

people use the CSAIL Wise Friends resource multiple times?
• Areas of Work: What are common uses for the resource (e.g. personal relationship, advising, 

research, communication, etc)?
• Satisfaction: Exit surveys about how useful CSAIL Wise Friends was at meeting the person’s 

needs.



Inventing a new work future

Description: Our patterns of work were totally disrupted by the pandemic, and we developed new ways 
of working, some of which were more successful than how we worked before. As we plan our return to a 
more regular life this fall, we need to consider which aspects of the worklife we developed during the 
pandemic would be good to retain, and which should revert to old ways. A number of committees in 
different parts of MIT are considering policies for how flexible things should be, so we do not intend to 
replicate those efforts. Our focus instead is to think about the quality of community in CSAIL and what we 
can best do to enhance it while maintaining freedom and flexibility for its members. A key goal is to create 
an experience where people *want* to come in to the office to participate in in-person events.

How will this initiative support the development of CSAIL’s culture?
Experimentation will be needed to find the best ways to enhance CSAIL culture, and the views and input 
of the entire community will be needed to establish new working patterns. Nevertheless, some themes 
have emerged from our discussions:

• Given the effectiveness of remote work demonstrated by the pandemic, and the improvement in 
technologies such as Zoom, there seems to be little reason to do work in Stata that can be done 
as effectively or more effectively from home. At the same time, the pandemic has given all of us a 
greater appreciation for the value of being together in person. Together, these observations 
suggest that the time we spend in Stata should capitalize more on the advantages of physical 
presence.

• Undoubtedly many members of CSAIL will want to spend some of their working week at home. 
Although there are advantages from a resource perspective to spreading occupancy over the 
week, we are concerned that this could lead to a loss of critical mass, and a feeling that the 
building is only partly occupied. We therefore think that, initially at least, we should encourage lab 
members to synchronize the days they spend in Stata as much as possible. For example, we 
might encourage people to take Fridays and Mondays at home, rather than days in the middle of 
the week.

• Our sense of physical community has, paradoxically perhaps, been weakened by a proliferation 
of events, resulting in more events that have fewer attendees. Due to decentralization, events 
also tend to be scheduled in a haphazard way, making it hard for lab members to make plans in 
advance. It would be advantageous to have a smaller number of events that are explicitly 
addressed to the entire community, and for these to be scheduled within predictable and regular 
time slots. We have noted the success of the Distinguished Lecture Series and Hot Topics 
seminars, for example, which have benefited from a fixed time slot.

• Although CSAIL members are very busy, we think there is an opportunity for new in-person 
events that will bring people together. Perhaps as we adopt a new hybrid model of work in which 
more time is spent at home, we will be more able to return to some of the more traditional models 
of social engagement at work that were very successful but have withered under the pressure of 
work and packed schedules. 

We therefore propose the following measures:
• An attempt to consolidate research seminars, by asking research groups to explicitly identify 

those seminars that they believe are of widespread interest, and allocating those within a regular 
weekly time slot. There might, for example, be 3 one-hour slots on a particular day (such as 
Thursday). Seminars might overlap, but might be recorded for those who want to view them after. 



Our hope is that promoting a subset of seminars would encourage more careful selection; would 
spread seminars more evenly throughout the term; may improve attendance; and, most 
importantly, would allow those who plan to work at home part of the week to attend multiple in-
person seminars on the day or days they are at Stata in person.

• A weekly tea, to which all members (students, postdocs, research scientists, faculty, 
administrative assistants, and all other professional staff) would be invited and encouraged to 
attend. These teas would be used solely for social interaction, and as an opportunity to meet new 
people and introduce newcomers to the community. These would be similar to the CSC’s 
successful “Muffin Mondays” where 30-50 grad students have gathered weekly for cookies and 
chit chat on Mondays @ 5pm.

• An attempt to consolidate the lunches that various units hold. Before the pandemic, many 
CSAIL members had a lunch to attend every single day of the week. A computer science 
professor, for example, had the CSAIL PI lunch, the EECS faculty lunch, the CS lunch, and an 
area or CoR lunch. If these lunches are reestablished as they were before, some may be 
sparsely attended because they fall on days that people work at home. Although there are 
benefits to having all these opportunities to discuss the business of each unit, and for colleagues 
to meet each other, we may want to do some consolidation, limiting the lunches, for example, so 
that they fall between Tuesday and Thursday, and are not necessarily held every week. At the 
same time, it is important to be cognizant of the fact that some lunches serve a larger group of 
members who do not have many lunches to attend, so any consolidation should bear this in mind.

• A creation and distribution of a resource for managing meeting fatigue and making time to 
socialize. We could take inspiration from this 3-page document created by the Disney Media and 
Entertainment Distribution (DMED) that was distributed to all employees at the beginning of 2021 
after a half year of working remotely: LINK TO DOCUMENT (shared with explicit permission by 
Ebony Dejesus at DMED Technology)  

What is the timeline for this initiative? 
• Summer 2020: Coordinate details
• Fall 2020: Give it a shot!

What does CSAIL need to implement this?
• Lunch and seminar consolidation

◦ Leadership / Coordination: Buy-in from DLC leadership and organic leaders to agree to 
this collective action coordination

◦ Advertising: Using tools like the CSAIL calendar, Theresa’s daily “Today's CSAIL 
#events” emails, etc

• Tea Time
◦ Funds: To give a sense of scale, weekly costs of tea and baked goods. CSC Muffin 

Mondays were approx $200 for ~35 people’s worth of baked goods.
◦ Ownership / Logistics: There would need to be a responsible body (e.g. CPGSC, 

rotating CoRs, etc) to make sure orders are placed, food arrives & is laid out, food is 
cleaned up, etc

◦ Space: Depending on the size of the event (e.g. G9 lobby, R&D commons, etc) 

What data will we capture to track the impact of this?
• Seminar consolidation



◦ Attendance and frequency of occurrence records
• Lunch consolidation

◦ Qualitative assessment from DLC leadership about whether there has been sufficient 
time to cover their relevant updates for faculty

• Tea Time
◦ Approximate attendance of the events.
◦ How many “first Tea Time” name tags get used by the end of the semester.
◦ Anecdotal feedback from participants 



Internal FAQ/Wiki for sharing information

Description: Creating an online resource for CSAIL groups and individuals to share information with all 
CSAIL members

How will this initiative support the development of CSAIL’s culture?
We’d like to have a collaborative writing space for all of CSAIL to share content with each other. This 
shouldn’t replace existing communication mediums, and it shouldn’t be the home of research work. To 
start, we’d like the wiki to serve as the public home of discussions related to this committee, such as the 
Defining Roles initiative / FAQs for new members of CSAIL, and the new student fall activities.

In no particular order or categorization, here are some examples of content that could be helpful to 
community members:

• Housing and services in Cambridge for those moving in (groceries, transportation, etc.)
• Travel (conferences, scholar visits, summer schools, etc.)
• Physical / mental health services (dentist, eye doctor, etc.)
• General academic advice (authorship order, expectations of progress, funding, etc.)
• Virtual bulletin board for activities being held around CSAIL
• Lists of recurring seminars, reading groups, etc. open to whole lab
• Collaborative page for each floor of Stata (e.g. reserving rooms, locations of resources)
• Archived CSAIL newsletters, town halls, messages from the director
• Links to other resources such as REFS, Wise Friends, etc.
• Planning space for lab-wide events such as Visit Days
• Org chart of CSAIL / EECS / College of Computing, etc. and who to contact for concerns
• Sections for content specific to each CoR and CoP

Many of these examples are currently shared primarily via mailing lists, which are hard to discover and 
difficult to search archives of. Mailing lists will likely continue to be a major part of communication, but wiki 
pages could be a more persistent and organized resource.

We can start by writing some pages (like the new members FAQ) and ask HR and TIG to copy/embed/link 
relevant content already published by CSAIL. We can also archive CSAIL newsletters on this platform 
and find other sources of “fresh” content.

What is the timeline for this initiative? 

In May, we set up a wiki at https://wikis.mit.edu/confluence/display/CSAILCOMMUNITY/
CSAIL+Community+Home.

During the summer, we’d like to populate it with some initial content, e.g. from the Defining Roles project. 
Also over the summer, we’d like to solicit entries for the CSAIL FAQs from members of the community. 
The plan is to introduce community members to the wiki by means of these targeted projects and test the 
engagement. We’d like to launch in September with these few pages as a starting point and evolve the 
content from there.



If the wiki is positively received, during the fall CSAIL should form a small group to promote and maintain 
the wiki, including asking research groups to create spaces. The bulk of the wiki effort is in producing 
content. It will take a few weeks/months to get buy-in from research groups.

What does CSAIL need to implement this?
• Funds: Software to host the platform / server and administration costs. The existing MIT wiki 

service may be able to cover the hosting costs. We may also need funds as incentives to publish 
content.

• Human Resources: Administrator for the platform, help to add content from existing CSAIL 
sources, help to publicize / make “official”. 
◦ Wikis hosted by companies tend to be large efforts requiring a dedicated team member 

or even committee to maintain.
• Other: Need buy-in from the community, possibly shared with the People of CSAIL service  

What data will we capture to track the impact of this?
• Activity: amount of web traffic, number of pages published, number of incoming links
• Utility: how many people find the service useful  



Onboarding for new grad students in CSAIL

Description: We need to improve the way that we integrate new grad students into CSAIL, making them 
feel welcome, and helping them find a home in a research group.  By setting the right encouraging and 
supportive tone, we can also help each student build a strong relationship with their supervisor, and 
become an engaged member of the CSAIL community. 

How will this initiative support the development of CSAIL’s culture?
Until now, new students have been integrated into the CSAIL environment in an ad hoc way, on a group 
by group basis. Some have felt very welcomed; others have been unsure of their place; and some have 
not even understood the expectations around group membership etc. By setting up a program to connect 
to new students, we hope not only to address these concerns but also to set expectations for a more 
engaged and active community from the very start of their graduate career.

What is the timeline for this initiative? 
Initially, we planned to take this on as an initiative of the CSAIL Ahead working group. But as we explored 
the issues more, we realized that a comprehensive approach will need collaboration between CSAIL and 
other departments. In particular, we expect EECS to play a major role, which CSAIL can support and 
augment.

What does CSAIL need to implement this?
• Key issues: The fundamental problem is that the admissions process, in its current form, has few 

well defined expectations for how students become members of research groups. In many cases, 
students apply with the hope of joining a particular group; in other cases, they discover the group 
they want to join on visit days; and for yet others there is a protracted period of negotiation, often 
with multiple group leaders. A student’s place may not even be resolved by the time they arrive in 
the fall. Worse, because CSAIL membership depends on belonging to a research group, an 
admitted computer science student who will inevitably end up in CSAIL might not even have any 
connection to CSAIL at the start--no record in CSAIL’s HR system, to CSAIL account, and thus no 
access to the resources and to the community that they will eventually join.

• Suggestions: At a minimum, we believe it is essential to (a) clarify the expectations and 
responsibilities of both faculty and incoming students with respect to the “matching” process; (b) 
ensure that students who will belong to CSAIL and officially welcomed and integrated into the 
CSAIL community even if they have yet to find a supervisor; (c) form explicit processes to 
welcome new students, connect them to potential supervisors, and ensure that the matching 
process runs smoothly and successfully. We believe that the CoRs could play a central role in 
this; one obvious step would be to formalize the relationship between CoRs in CSAIL and some 
of the research areas that applying students select in their applications.

• Buddies and mentoring. As a parallel but synergistic effort, we believe that incoming students 
would benefit greatly from being assigned more senior grad students in a kind of “Big Sibling” 
role, who could mentor them and orient them. Another idea (due to Nadia Figueroa) is that senior 
students might write “Dear CSAIL Freshman” letters in which they write to their younger selves, 
describing what they wish they had known when they started. These letters might be included in 
the CSAIL Ahead website. 

• Who: This initiative will require a collaboration between the professional staff in CSAIL (notably in 
HR) and in EECS (in the Graduate office), to systematize the way lists of incoming grad students 



are handled and the matching process is tracked. Faculty will need to be involved to shape the 
process and to dovetail it with the admissions process. A separate team may be needed to roll out 
the proposed mentoring system.

• Current status: Currently, the EECS Visit Days provides  the first opportunity for accepted grad 
students to discuss research and possible group membership with EECS and  CSAIL faculty and 
staff.  From there, the CSAIL research connection is typically a student-driven process, meaning it 
falls to the student to pursue opportunities to connect with a research supervisor. There is no hard 
deadline for a student to obtain a supervisor, but eventually the student completes a Research 
Supervision Agreement form (the so-called “purple form”) which the supervisor approves; many 
purple forms have yet to be completed well into the Fall term. The CSAIL administration has no 
record of which students have been admitted and are likely to join CSAIL; it learns of students 
becoming part of CSAIL only after they have already made an agreement with a faculty member 
to join a particular research group and then register themselves with CSAIL HR. Students who 
have not completed the form by September  are encouraged to take the EECS-sponsored Intro to 
Research Seminar (6.961), but this course does not include a process for matching. It should be 
noted that this process in which students connect to supervisors is separate from the EECS-
required advisor-student assignments which take place in a much more structured process. 



Role Definitions and Feedback

Description: Other MIT initiatives are working on providing bi-directional feedback and evaluation among 
CSAIL community members. We do not want to duplicate those efforts; we want to complement them. A 
crucial element of any feedback process, and a key to improved communication, is clarifying community 
members' roles and responsibilities. We also would like to offer optional training for effective ways to give 
and receive feedback.

How will this initiative support the development of CSAIL’s culture?
The student body has been consistently asking for a mechanism to provide feedback and reviews to their 
supervisors. Currently, several efforts in this regard are underway, including:

• THRIVE and CPGSC  are discussing how other departments (e.g., MechE, Media Lab) solicit 
student feedback about lab culture

• EECS CDEI might make a task for feedback about supervisors.

Assuming that such systematic evaluation mechanisms are in place, in order for them to be successful, 
evaluators and evaluees must: 

1. Have a clear understanding of each other's role definitions, such as responsibilities and 
expectations.

2. Know how to effectively give and receive feedback. 

And even in the absence of a formal process, we believe that these would have great value in improving 
working relationships.

To tackle 1:  Begin with conducting exploratory interviews to get a sense of what undergrads, grad 
students and postdocs expect of their direct supervisor. We can synthesize this with existing surveys 
conducted by groups such as CSAIL Ahead, CPGSC, GSC Enrolled Students, and interview notes from 
previous encounters. With this initial synthesis, we will make some draft entries on the new CSAIL Wiki, 
which can be a vehicle for community discussion and consensus-building. The final product will be a 
crowdsourced snapshot of the otherwise implicit expectations we all have of what it means to be a 
member of the CSAIL Community. 

To tackle 2: Provide effective training following the CBIN model that is provided by MIT HR.  This training 
is aimed at helping people learn how to both give and receive effective feedback.

What is the timeline for this initiative? 
• Synthesize information by the end of June.
• Conduct surveys throughout summer. 
• Final results by Fall 2021?

What does CSAIL need to implement this?
• Funds: If the training has any costs (e.g. facilitator fees)
• Advertising: Making community members aware of this optional training in August 

What data will we capture to track the impact of this?



• Roles and Responsibilities
◦ Number of (and diversity of) people engaged in the process (e.g. people interviewed, 

number of survey responses, Wiki contributors, etc)
◦ Volume of edits/activity on the Wiki for improving/affirming early drafts

• Bi-directional Feedback Training
◦ Qualitative assessment from training participants about how the training went and what 

they feel they learned.
◦ 6-month followup discussion with participants to inquire whether any parts of the training 

proved to be useful as they navigated relationships with others.


