
primary adviser’s opinion, the com-
mittee members should put their 
assessment in writing before they
engage in any collective discussion 
of the student’s progress. As a posi-
tive byproduct, the committees
would then also have some ethical
oversight of the entire department’s
research practices. Committee mem-
bers would be the first “outsiders” to
see the results, and they would hear
first-hand about the methods and
practices. Some common ethics viola-
tions cited in the ethics survey in fig-
ure 1 of Kirby and Houle’s article
could be addressed at this stage, 
well before publication.

With the involvement of the 
entire committee, the rules concern-
ing meddling would eventually be-
come irrelevant. The advice and
guidance provided would be normal-
ized by including more experience
and points of view. New faculty
would have some introduction to
their advisory duties, starting with
their very first student. Research is
rarely done in isolation, and advising
should not be done in isolation.

Joseph O. West
(phjoseph@isugw.indstate.edu)

Indiana State University
Terre Haute

Kirby and Houle reply: The
range of ethical issues in physics

is certainly far broader, as noted by
Frank Melsheimer and Peter Foukal,
than those we focused on in our arti-
cle. We share Jeffrey Marque’s frus-
tration that abuse and exploitation
of graduate students and postdocs
has long been overlooked. One goal
of our article was to bring this con-
cern to the forefront in the physics
community. We hope that with
awareness and good leadership,
physics departments and their
chairs can take steps to prevent and,
where necessary, ameliorate abusive
and exploitative situations. Joseph
West is correct that the mistreat-
ment of subordinates often arises
from neglect, lack of management
skills, and lack of awareness of the
responsibilities that are specific to
supervising students. Thus it is 
critical that departments establish 
a structure to prevent abusive treat-
ment and to communicate a set of
expected ethical behaviors.

While surveying physics depart-
ment chairs, we heard about several
college and university departments
that have highly successful ethics
programs or courses. The Task Force
on Ethics Education of the American
Physical Society will, we hope, help

the physics community become more
aware of such programs so that de-
partments can implement them.
Clearly, education about ethics needs
to extend far beyond guidelines con-
cerning data fabrication, falsifica-
tion, and plagiarism to include the
development of mentoring skills, 
understanding of supervisory 
responsibilities, knowledge of intel-
lectual property rights and obliga-
tions, and appropriate processes for
resolving ethical problems.

Kate Kirby
(kkirby@cfa.harvard.edu)

Harvard–Smithsonian Center
for Astrophysics

Cambridge, Massachusetts
Frances Houle

(houle@almaden.ibm.com)
IBM’s Almaden Research Center

San Jose, California

Ioffer a modest proposal. I recom-
mend the establishment of a

clearing-house for inquiries about
research conduct and ethical behav-
ior. There are many occasions when
someone is uncertain about how to
proceed and may be too junior or
isolated to seek local guidance. In
addition, ethics questions, particu-
larly for a junior scientist, may be
related to the senior scientist he or
she would normally ask. Such a
clearing-house would encourage a
climate that would lead to good be-
havior. The method could be a mod-
erated electronic mailing list where
questions are posted in an anony-
mous, hypothetical, and timely
fashion to ensure privacy.

Since this letter was written, I
found a clearing-house, Ethics Advice-
Line for Journalists (http://www. 
ethicsadvicelineforjournalists.org),
by which nationwide toll-free tele-
phone calls or e-mail questions are
rapidly answered. The entity I pro-
pose could emulate AdviceLine. I’m
grateful to Casey Bukro, their ethics
contact, for details.

I helped set up our research mis-
conduct rules here at Drexel Univer-
sity. Often, ethical problems are not
amenable to conventional textbook
analysis, and people can honestly
and naively misunderstand good
research practice.

Leonard Finegold
(L@drexel.edu)

Drexel University
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Whitbeck replies: I am glad to
see that PHYSICS TODAY readers

are interested in a wide range of top-

ics concerning the responsible con-
duct of research.

Leonard Finegold recommends 
a clearing-house for inquiries about
responsible research conduct. The
Online Ethics Center for Engineer-
ing and Science Ethics Help-line, 
cosponsored by the Institute of Elec-
trical and Electronics Engineers and
the National Institute for Engineer-
ing Ethics, offers such a service. 
The help-line receives and answers
inquiries about how best to respond
to ethical problems that commonly
arise in research or in engineering
practice.

The help-line member in charge
at any given time (usually me) 
decides whether an inquiry is an 
appropriate ethical question rather
than, say, an advertisement or a re-
quest for homework help. That per-
son removes any specific identifiers
and sends the inquiry to the rest of
the team. When a topic seems to 
require familiarity with a particular
setting or situation, the help-line
person may consult someone with
the relevant experience or may 
send questions of clarification back
to the inquirer. After the team dis-
cussion, the member distills an 
answer from the discussion, which
may be a consensus viewpoint, two
or more disparate views, or some-
thing in between.

We do not use an e-mail list,
because we find that a Web form is
easier for users. We give inquirers
latitude to describe their situation in
whatever detail and specificity they
think necessary. Occasionally, they
turn out not to be looking for help
thinking through a particular situa-
tion, which is the service we offer.
Instead, they want us to issue a
judgment against someone. I 
explain that we have no resources 
to do investigations, so we cannot
issue judgments.

I think we have provided a useful
service not only to young investiga-
tors and engineers, but to some sen-
ior people in well-known research 
facilities. Our deliberations and 
advice are not open to public view,
although we could offer a more 
public discussion of typical situa-
tions if there is interest.

In my article, I described a dis-
cussion method that serves two pur-
poses. It can stimulate the formula-
tion of criteria for responsible
conduct that are suited to the con-
ditions of research in a particular
area, and it can strengthen a depart-
ment’s ability to communicate with
and answer questions for trainees.
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