EML2322L – MAE Design and Manufacturing Laboratory

TA Advice to Groups

This document is intended to help you break the ice with your DML groups and give them your advice for success in the course and working with you.  You are encouraged to read this document, modify it, and give a copy to each of your groups the third week of the semester (when starting on the assigned parts).  This should be your words of advice or tips for success.  You don’t have to include ANYTHING that’s on this sheet, but I think it’s a good idea if you create and give them something, so please try and see how it works.
Obviously do not print this first page (
 [Insert your name here] Personal Advice / Tips
1. Don’t procrastinate.  Begin meeting with your group well before each assignment is due.  Ask questions well before an assignment deadline, instead of the day before it’s due.  Design reports will require multiple group meetings, so make sure you coordinate your schedules early on.  It’s easy to underestimate the time commitment for this course.
The estimated effort chart in the syllabus is provided to help, not to intimidate you.  The course really starts off at a fast pace, increases even more until DR3 is due, and then slacks off—the opposite of most other courses you have taken.  Be proactive to stay on top of the assignments and not get overwhelmed.  Create an accurate yet aggressive project schedule for manufacturing.  If you don’t work at an aggressive pace, you will not have adequate time to test your designs at the end of the semester since there are no additional work times outside the assigned lab periods.

2. I’m a thorough grader.  You will be given each checklist I use to grade your report, and each item either receives a YES or NO mark.  If I don’t grade your work thoroughly, you won’t have clear design concepts to share with your team; or you won’t select the best concepts among your members’ submissions; or you won’t have a design which is manufacturable within the allotted time; or you won’t have clear and correct drawings from which to build your final design; or you won’t have any testing time.  So please understand that my thoroughness in grading is to help you succeed on the project, NOT because I like placing red ink on your design report submissions.  And please use the provided templates for each assignment and ensure formatting is correct or you will needlessly lose points.  

Mike understands that grading for this course is more difficult than others.  If I gloss over a bunch of minor mistakes to try to give you a higher grade, those could very well end up derailing your group’s chance for success.  On the flip side, if I do an extremely thorough job of grading and point out every error and weakness I can find, that greatly improves your group’s chance for success, but at the expense of your design report grades.  I can tell you Mike looks for progress, not perfection.  He wants to see earnest effort and improvement from one design report to the next.
3. Come prepared to work efficiently and swiftly each lab.  We work on two assigned parts during the first half of the semester to explain how to use the lab equipment to make parts for your design project in the second half of the course.  Only after completing these assigned parts can you begin working on your project parts.  If we move too slowly through these first few labs, you will lose valuable project manufacturing (and testing) time.  If we move too quickly through the first few labs, you will not gain the experience and knowledge needed to manufacture the parts for your project.  Your level of attention, engagement, and preparedness will dictate the pace of each lab, so please come ready to work, pay close attention and take notes, and ask ANY questions along the way!
4. To receive good advice, ask good questions.  The TAs have seen lots of ideas succeed and fail; their job is to stimulate discussions so you can generate lists of pros & cons for the decisions you will make, not to make the decisions for you.  TAs will match the level of effort you invest in the project.  For example, asking a TA how they would solve this semester’s design project will generate little response, since that’s the point of the background research assignment the first week of the semester.  However, asking a TA if a particular design you sketched is a good idea, or of sufficient thickness, or a wise material choice will elicit a helpful response.  The TAs are a great resource, but you must approach them with specific questions which show you tried to use the provided course resources.
5. Communication is key when it comes to teamwork.  Learn to listen as well as you speak; give every member’s ideas the same consideration you give your own.  Resist the urge to interrupt.  Clarify your understanding by summarizing other members’ comments.  If your members seem hesitant to express themselves, take the lead by voicing your own ideas.  Saying what is on your mind will demonstrate to your group members it is okay to take risks and it will encourage a positive group dynamic.  Clear and direct task assignments and evaluations are essential for tasks to be completed properly within the allotted time.
6. Do not make one teammate responsible for a MAJOR component of an assignment (i.e. a set of decision matrices, an entire assembly model, etc.) and think the others are going to “makeup” their share of work later in the project.  The matrices and design work take a LOT of time to complete properly (i.e. 20 to 40 hours of group time).  This work really must be done collaboratively as a group to be useable in the second half of the semester.  It’s also important all group members understand the entire design; please don’t ever tell me “I’m not sure how that part of the design works, that wasn’t my system!”
7. Checking teammates’ work.  You are each smart or you wouldn’t be here.  No one should be able to do a better job working alone on the course project.  Always finish each portion of every weekly assignment early enough for AT LEAST one other teammate to review for correctness and formatting.  The first time your teammates’ are seeing your work should never be when that assignment is being graded by your TA in lab!
8. Use office hours.  Multiple TAs are available during office hours to help with course material, projects, and manufacturing practice.  During the concept testing phase of DR2, anticipate busier than usual office hours.  Plan ahead by attending office hours early and often with questions to ask or ideas to test to ensure your group has adequate time.
9. Don’t rely on only your assigned TA to answer questions. There is a lot happening in the lab during the prototyping phase, as up to 16 students may be working on different tasks and machines! ALL TAs are available to answer ANY questions you have, so don’t feel like you need to wait for YOUR TA every time you have a question. Yes, your TA will be the most knowledgeable about your design (and as such, is probably the best to ask about design changes), but ALL the TAs are knowledgeable and always eager to help.  This applies in office hours as well, since not all TAs work all the office hour blocks due to class conflicts.
