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Student interns arrive here at the end of one academic year
and leave at the beginning of the next one. As always, I'm
delighted to work with these enthusiastic young people
and, in some cases, I'm deeply impressed by the speed at
which they learn and the amount they’re able to accom-
plish in a couple of months.

I serve as one of the administrators of our Summer
Undergraduate Research Fellowship program, and
the running joke among those of us who do this is
that if we’re lucky enough to mentor the right SURF
student, there’s a good chance that when August ar-
rives, a significant fraction of next year’s research
will be underway. Ideas that have been gestating
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for months come to life when every day starts with
a barrage of good questions from a very bright
student.

I've found that the students act as catalysts for me. Be-
cause they’re with me asking questions, I'm forced to think
about topics that I thought I already understood, and I'm
forced to evaluate and re-evaluate what I'm doing daily.
And even though my organization is concerned with in-
formation technology in all of its aspects, I find that I still
learn new and exciting things from the students. This year,
for example, I found out about how versatile and artistic
GUIs have become and how the right interface can make
a product.
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M any experts appear to agree that US education at
the high-school level is in bad shape, at least when
judged by test scores. However, each year we see another
group of college student interns in my lab. One possibil-
ity is that at some point between high school and college,
magic occurs. I doubt that this is what’s happening. More
reasonable is that the students who show up in our summer
program are a self-selected group of motivated individuals
who have been stimulated by good teachers and challeng-
ing courses.

The word “challenge” is important. Computational
science in particular is a challenging subject requiring
knowledge of several disciplines, imagination, and lots of
thinking. I believe firmly that learning takes effort and

when one is challenged, one learns more. In some quar-
ters, it’s thought that challenging students might lower
their self-esteem. But I believe just the opposite. A sense
of accomplishment raises self-esteem and if every now and
then you can’t meet an intellectual challenge, well, that’s
instructive, too. And schools and teachers can never teach
everything. So much is learned by reading books (and
reading CiSE!), learning from peers (especially groups
of friends), and just trying and doing. Just trying goes a
long way. St
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