
How	  to	  play	  nicely	  	  
and	  make	  new	  friends:	  

	  
a	  Biologist’s	  perspec/ve	  

on	  inter-‐disciplinary	  collabora/ons	  

Julia	  Foght	  
Professor,	  Biological	  Sciences	  

Or,	  to	  put	  it	  another	  way….	  
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Petroleum	  Microbiology	  
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Why	  you	  should	  cul/vate	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
inter-‐disciplinary	  ‘play	  dates’	  	  
(what’s	  in	  it	  for	  you	  AND	  your	  students)	  
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Fun!	   Produc/ve	  

Intellectually	  s/mula/ng	  

Rewarding	  

Enriching	  



What	  can	  we	  do	  together?	  
« Collaborate	  on	  research	  and	  publica/ons	  
–  	  journal	  choice?	  

« Co-‐supervise	  grad	  students	  
– course	  op/ons?	  

« Sit	  on	  grad	  commiUees	  and	  examina/ons	  
–  expecta/ons?	  

« Give	  or	  host	  guest	  seminars	  or	  lectures	  
– your	  place	  or	  their	  theirs?	  
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What	  benefits	  can	  you	  expect?	  
(besides	  someone	  new	  to	  listen	  to	  you	  whine)	  

•  Interdisciplinary	  environment	  for	  your	  
students	  (NSERC	  J)	  

•  Source	  of	  external	  examiners	  for	  PhD	  
theses	  

•  Change	  in	  your	  perspec/ve:	  ‘parallax’	  
– a	  sounding	  board	  for	  research	  data	  

•  New	  technical	  exper/se	  in	  your	  lab	  
•  Access	  to	  new	  funding	  sources	  
•  Access	  to	  new	  audiences	  and	  journals	  
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Teaching	  projects	  
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Obstacles	  to	  be	  aware	  of	  
•  We	  speak	  different	  languages:	  
–  true	  technical	  terms	  vs.	  jargon	  
– same	  word	  means	  different	  things	  

•  We	  have	  different	  approaches	  	  
	  (research	  “cultures”)	  
– equa/ons	  vs.	  ‘squishy’	  science	  
– quan/ta/ve	  vs.	  qualita/ve/descrip/ve	  
– biological	  controls	  	  
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More	  poten/al	  obstacles	  
•  We	  have	  different	  tolerances	  of	  ‘error’	  
and	  varia/on	  
– ±	  10%	  is	  preUy	  good	  for	  biology	  
–  replica/on	  vs.	  certainty	  

•  We	  have	  different	  /melines	  
– biology	  oien	  takes	  much	  longer	  to	  do	  

•  We	  all	  fear	  sounding	  stupid	  
– GET	  OVER	  IT!	  
	  

9	  



OK,	  you’ve	  convinced	  me:	  
where	  do	  I	  start?	  

•  Talk	  to	  colleagues	  who	  already	  
collaborate	  outside	  Engineering	  

•  AUend	  seminars	  on	  campus	  that	  sound	  
relevant	  –	  or	  interes/ng	  

•  Go	  to	  inter-‐disciplinary	  sessions	  at	  
conferences	  

•  Do	  a	  literature	  search	  on	  Web	  of	  Science	  
for	  key	  words	  plus	  UAlberta	  address	  

•  Make	  some	  ‘cold	  calls’	  
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Don’t	  be	  afraid	  to:	  

•  say	  “I	  don’t	  understand:	  please	  explain	  it	  
again.”	  

•  explain	  yourself	  again	  in	  a	  simpler	  way,	  
maybe	  in	  words	  or	  pictures	  rather	  than	  
equa/ons	  
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So……	  
what	  are	  you	  wai/ng	  for?	  


