
Tips On Being an REU
Mentor



Mandatory

1. Be available. Respond to emails from your students,
co-mentor, and director promptly.

2. Some mentors use SLACK. There are probably other
technologies you can use as well. The important thing is not
which technology you use, but that you are available. (I am a
Luddite who uses email.)

3. A Contrast
3.1 For a Grad Student who will work long term you have the

luxury of having them come up with their own questions.
3.2 For an Ugrad Student who will work short term you do not

have that luxury.

4. Always make sure your students have things to do: Reading,
Writing, Rithmetic.
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Do Not Ghost Your Students

This should go without saying but
Do Not Ghost Your Students



How Often to Meet With Your Students

1. Before the program begins you should email them things to
read or websites to browse. You should have a light zoom
meeting.

2. Early on meet with them 2 or 3 times a week so you can set
them in the right direction. Meetings can be on zoom.

3. Once they have things to do you can meet them less. Even
so, once a week check in with them.

4. Always respond to their emails promptly.

5. If you will be away then tell your student that you will be
out of contact for a few day. (They should to the same if they
will be away for a few days.)

6. Are people ever out of contact for a few days in our
modern electronic age?
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Co-Mentoring

Many of you are grad students who are co-mentoring with your
advisor.

1. Have a well defined division-of-labors.

2. Typically the Professor has the vision and helps in setting up
the project, but the grad students does more day-to-day work.

3. If the Grad Student has more day-to-day contact with the
student and later the student wants a letter, best if its
co-written by both of them.
Really written by the grad students, but the mentor’s name is
also on the letter.

Tasnim Please comment on this issue.
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Bill’s “Good” Advice

Here is what I do. This is not necessarily what you want to do.

1. Give the students well defined doable things to do.

2. Tell them combine these two papers to get a result

3. Tell them to Code this up

4. Tell them to work on things that I am curious about.
See next slide.
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Bill’s “Bad” Advice)

I work on things, and have students work on things, that I am
curious about.
That sounds good, but look at what I don’t care about:

1. I do not care if anyone else cares.

2. I do not care if what I am working on is already known.
I may look into that later but its good to discover things for
yourself even if they are already known.

3. I do not care if what I want to work out can get a grant.

4. I do not care if I get a paper out.

The above reasons are why I tend to mentor HS students who (at
least for now) do not have pressure to get a paper out.

This mentality has gotten be two books, one on Muffin Math and
one on Bounded Queries in Recursion Theory.

So what should you do? Don’t let grants-papers-interest be hard
walls blocking some paths of research.
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How Much Leeway To Give the Students

I said earlier that you need to give them problems to work on.

That is true.
But

1. Once they have a problem to work on they should be free to
modify it.

2. If they find a way to solve it that is NOT the way you told
them to do, thats great!

3. Still- make sure they don’t go in directions you know won’t
work.
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What Will You Get Out Of Mentoring?

1. You Might Get a Paper out of this. Yeah

2. You Might Not Get a Paper out of this. Boo

3. Students will tell you they will keep working on it even after
the program is over. They may even believe it.

4. You might get a paper out if you do a lot of the work.

5. You get the experience of mentoring.

6. You may have the students work out some thing that are
useful to you in a general sense.



What Will You Get Out Of Mentoring?

1. You Might Get a Paper out of this. Yeah

2. You Might Not Get a Paper out of this. Boo

3. Students will tell you they will keep working on it even after
the program is over. They may even believe it.

4. You might get a paper out if you do a lot of the work.

5. You get the experience of mentoring.

6. You may have the students work out some thing that are
useful to you in a general sense.



What Will You Get Out Of Mentoring?

1. You Might Get a Paper out of this. Yeah

2. You Might Not Get a Paper out of this. Boo

3. Students will tell you they will keep working on it even after
the program is over. They may even believe it.

4. You might get a paper out if you do a lot of the work.

5. You get the experience of mentoring.

6. You may have the students work out some thing that are
useful to you in a general sense.



What Will You Get Out Of Mentoring?

1. You Might Get a Paper out of this. Yeah

2. You Might Not Get a Paper out of this. Boo

3. Students will tell you they will keep working on it even after
the program is over.

They may even believe it.

4. You might get a paper out if you do a lot of the work.

5. You get the experience of mentoring.

6. You may have the students work out some thing that are
useful to you in a general sense.



What Will You Get Out Of Mentoring?

1. You Might Get a Paper out of this. Yeah

2. You Might Not Get a Paper out of this. Boo

3. Students will tell you they will keep working on it even after
the program is over. They may even believe it.

4. You might get a paper out if you do a lot of the work.

5. You get the experience of mentoring.

6. You may have the students work out some thing that are
useful to you in a general sense.



What Will You Get Out Of Mentoring?

1. You Might Get a Paper out of this. Yeah

2. You Might Not Get a Paper out of this. Boo

3. Students will tell you they will keep working on it even after
the program is over. They may even believe it.

4. You might get a paper out if you do a lot of the work.

5. You get the experience of mentoring.

6. You may have the students work out some thing that are
useful to you in a general sense.



What Will You Get Out Of Mentoring?

1. You Might Get a Paper out of this. Yeah

2. You Might Not Get a Paper out of this. Boo

3. Students will tell you they will keep working on it even after
the program is over. They may even believe it.

4. You might get a paper out if you do a lot of the work.

5. You get the experience of mentoring.

6. You may have the students work out some thing that are
useful to you in a general sense.



What Will You Get Out Of Mentoring?

1. You Might Get a Paper out of this. Yeah

2. You Might Not Get a Paper out of this. Boo

3. Students will tell you they will keep working on it even after
the program is over. They may even believe it.

4. You might get a paper out if you do a lot of the work.

5. You get the experience of mentoring.

6. You may have the students work out some thing that are
useful to you in a general sense.



What Will The Students Get Out of the Program?

1. They Might Get a Paper out of this. Yeah!

2. They Might Not Get a Paper out of this. Boo!

3. They get the experience of working on a research project.

4. They get the experience of working with other people.

5. They get a taste of graduate school.

6. Some students really want to get a paper out. I find this
attitude distasteful though understandable. See next point.

7. If a student does well enough so that the mentor will write a
letter for them, that should be considered a big win.
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Will I Check Up On You? On the Students

Other programs have weekly mentor meetings or much longer
sessions than this on mentoring.

I have never done that, nor did I ever think I needed to.

After two weeks I will
Meet each group (students only) and ask how things are going
Email the mentors and ask how things are going.
If there is some issue I will try to facilitate communication to
resolve it.
In the past there have been minor issues only.

In any case I will do this light check-up 2 or 3 weeks later.

Also one more time.

After the program is over I will email you asking for a summary of
how things went, asking if you would consider mentoring in 2027.
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Summary of Whats Relevant

1. Respond to your students promptly

2. Give them well defined doable things to do (like I do) but you
can expand from there.

3. Meet with them 3 times a week early in the summer, but 1 a
week later.

4. Good to get a paper out, but okay if they learn things and do
things, and they work some things out for you.
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