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● Spring 2020 - swift and unprecedented spread of a global pandemic, COVID-19. 
● Social distancing practices among other measures adopted worldwide in defense. 
● Workplaces turn toward remote work, with the exception of essential services. 
● Hiring and onboarding of new hires and student interns over the Internet and telephony 

bring several challenges. 
● Based on current understanding of COVID-19 and the evolution of vaccines and 

therapeutics, we may have to continue in this mode of operation for the foreseeable future. 

Given this new normal, what can we do to make 

remote onboarding and mentoring processes 

seamless, efficient, and welcoming to new 

hires and students? 

Why this talk? 

From working at the lab to 
working from home...



ECP panel on virtual onboarding and mentoring

E. Raybourn, H. 
Cademartori, M. Kelley, 
J. Lofstead, B. 
Mccormick, R. 
Sankaran, A. Barker, 
and R. Hartman-Baker, 
“Strategies for Working 
Remotely Panel 
Discussion – Virtual 
Onboarding and 
Mentoring.” 

https://www.exascaleproject.org/event/virtualonboarding/.



I am Rajesh Sankaran from Argonne National Laboratory. (https://www.mcs.anl.gov/~rajesh/)

● Experimental Systems Specialist in Mathematics and Computer Science 

Division.

● Started at Argonne as a graduate intern in 2010, which was followed by a 

post-doc starting a year later.

● Co-lead the Waggle AI@Edge Computing group, focused on building 

field-deployable computing and sensing systems.

● My interests include Edge Computing, AI/ML applications, Distributed 

Sensing, and Embedded Computing Systems.

● While not working with computing hardware, electronics and code, I indulge 

in hiking, camping, reading,  badminton, biking, motorcycling, photography, 

and mostly edible experiments with food in the name of cooking.  

A little background about the speaker...

Array of 
Things

Some 
pictures...

https://www.mcs.anl.gov/~rajesh/


Waggle group remotely on-boarded, 
mentored, and employed about a dozen 
students.  The students have worked on 
projects ranging from application of 
machine learning and artificial intelligence 
techniques, to building system software in 
support of edge-computing, and 
integrating new sensors like LiDARs and 
radiation detectors into the platform. 

Students interns this year...

Projects: https://sagecontinuum.org/science/



Students and their passions… 



Students and their passions… 



Students and their passions… 



Plenty of resources on the web...

A quick search on Youtube shows several intersting panels and educational videos



Remote work in COVID-19 lockdown - what is different?  
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Working remotely is not new to the computing community!

Aurora is a 
planned 
supercomputer 
to be completed 
in 2021 at 
Argonne. It will 
be the United 
States' second 
exascale 
computer, 
closely following 
Frontier at  Oak 
Ridge.

from: https://www.exascaleproject.org/about/

With exascale 
computing, scientists 
and engineers will be 
able to solve problems 
that previously were 
out of reach, in 
several domains 
including National 
Security, Scientific 
Discovery, Economic 
Security, Energy 
Security and 
Healthcare.

Codes are 
developed on 
HPC resources 
remotely, and 
executed in 
parallel.



● The World of Work: For many students, this is their first real 
employment outside of school.

● Needs Assessment: Students may not have a good setup for 
working from home – equipment, infrastructure etc.  - ask them what 
they need?  Find creative ways out!

● Transition to Online: Be ready to move all paper & pen tasks to 
online resources. Explore available teamwork resources (Slack, Jira, 
Miro, BlueJeans, Zoom etc.) and pick ones that suit your team. 

● Logistics: Some things take longer – international students’ 
approvals, lab approvals and onboarding. Work closely with your 
educational programs – they are under lot of stress, but they will get 
it done. 

Some thoughts on remote student mentoring



● Teleworking has been on the rise during the last decade.

● However, it is not everyone’s preferred mode of working for various 

reasons. 

● In many cases, the employer has been predominantly setup for in-person 

steps during hiring and onboarding processes due to safety and security 

needs. 

● New hires may be fresh out of school and it may be their first real 

employment.

● Remember, they are trying to fit in with other employees who have built 

relationships in person already.

● Performance anxiety can set in, without proper feedback. 

● Remote work is and can be a leveler, and more inclusive. Try to exploit it! 

New hires: Some thoughts on onboarding and beyond



● First time with remote students, so a learning process. 
● More frequent conversations are a must - voice plays a stronger roll in remote 

communications. Many students feel lonely and isolated, and have high than normal 
anxiety levels.

● A picture speaks a thousand words 
○ Reading body language through video is important.
○ Students and new hires need to read body language or they are more likely to misinterpret 

messages to be negative. It may lead to increased concerns about their performance. 
● Develop some standard practices in tech and logistics, automate the process as much as 

possible.
● Approach this circumstance as working with a globally distributed team                        

while on travel, rather than working remotely.

Some more thoughts from the panel...



Student Interns: 
● Housing and commuting challenges avoided – less stress, and financial savings. No office space 

issues on-site either. 
● A chance to explore creative ways of solving problems, leading to new opportunities for students 

and new collaborations (cross-domain benefits).
● Virtual students may be able to work part time during the school year.

Full-time Employees:

● Capabilities prioritized over other subjective criteria in hiring 
● Culture/stigmas around telecommuting are changing
● New resources, virtual tours, tutorials that we expect to be able to use for 

many other situations.
● Schedule flexibility may make you more productive and happier
● Forces us to look at limitations in onboarding experience

Unforeseen benefits ?!



● With no work-related travel and other associated time-costs, can one 
mentor more students, and also spend more time on one-on-one 
discussions with students? 

● Some hands-on fields are unable to host interns – explore some 
cross-cutting/interdisciplinary R&D fronts?

● Several tutorials especially on how to use HPC etc. have been developed, 
will be very helpful in the future. 

● Learning how to run better meetings; becoming better organized due to 
limited, time-shared space; getting better at using digital tools over paper

● Staff are becoming comfortable managing remotely. Lessons learned 
could lead to increasing number of virtual projects on campus.

● Virtual intern talks and activities will become the norm on campus. Great 
opportunity for employers. 

A positive spin? Opportunities?



● A challenging time overall 

● People may not have the tools and resources

● Listen, do not just hear; look, just do not see. 

● One-on-one interactions with staff 

● Buddy system 

● Online social events, and socially distanced 

in-person events as permitted

It is not all work: Keeping the morale up!

 Food for thought circulated on social media, from Jonathan Lundberg on 
Twitter (https://twitter.com/TechJonathan)

Separating work life and home life crucial, 
but can be really hard...
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Wrapping up!

E. Raybourn, H. Cademartori, M. Kelley, J. Lofstead, B. Mccormick, R. Sankaran, A. Barker, and R. 
Hartman-Baker, “Strategies for Working Remotely Panel Discussion – Virtual Onboarding and Mentoring.” 
https://www.exascaleproject.org/event/virtualonboarding/. 



Thanks!


