BIOL 690:  Introduction to Graduate Study 

Website:
Blackboard

Instructor:
Dr. Ancha Baranova PhD


Office hours:  Please EMAIL me. Also you can text me 571-3341145 and I will call back
Contact:
Email: abaranov@gmu.edu 


Students must use their MasonLive email account to receive important University information, including messages related to this class. See http://masonlive.gmu.edu for more information.

Schedule
 This is 1 credits class which consists of HOMEWORK in its entirety 
General
University Catalog: http://catalog.gmu.edu/

University Policies: http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/

Grading:
This class is graded on completion of the following:


Assignments 1-10 in portfolio formats – 85% of final grade



RESEARCH CULTURE IMMERSION ESSAY – 15% of final grade 
Rationale:
The aim of this class is to introduce the student to graduate level education research and studies at George Mason University and graduate life in the School of Systems Biology.

ASSIGNMENTS: To achieve credit you will need to complete a PORTFOLIO containing a number of ASSIGNMENTS describe below and on the Blackboard website. You will submit this portfolio by 3pm on FRIDAY MAY 1th, 2026
as email to Ancha Baranova (abaranov@gmu.edu).
Your package should be presented in organized fashion. 

With you name, proper names of the files etc. 
After 3pm on FRIDAY May 1st, 2026 – portfolios will be marked “late” and a 5% reduction in grade will be incurred for each 24 hours the portfolio is “late” (This includes weekends).
NO EXCEPTIONS. 

Academic Integrity

THE HONOR CODE IS STRICTLY ENFORCED IN THIS CLASS.
The integrity of the University community is affected by the individual choices made by each of us. GMU has an Honor Code with clear guidelines regarding academic integrity. Three fundamental and rather simple principles to follow at all times are that: (1) all work submitted be your own; (2) when using the work or ideas of others, including fellow students, give full credit through accurate citations; and (3) if you are uncertain about the ground rules on a particular assignment, ask for clarification. No grade is important enough to justify academic misconduct. Plagiarism means using the exact words, opinions, or factual information from another person without giving the person credit. Writers give credit through accepted documentation styles, such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or endnotes. Paraphrased material must also be cited, using MLA or APA format. A simple listing of books or articles is not sufficient. Plagiarism is the equivalent of intellectual robbery and cannot be tolerated in the academic setting. If you have any doubts about what constitutes plagiarism, please see me.
Disability Accommodations

If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me and contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 993-2474, http://ods.gmu.edu. All academic accommodations must be arranged through the ODS
Assignments for BIOL690 (85% of the grade)
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Read and complete each of the following assignments and compile a portfolio for submission by 
3 pm FRIDAY May 1st, 2026
For further details refer to the online assignments and examples placed on Blackboard.

Assignment 1: Honor Code Pledge

Rationale: Many students are confused or unaware as to the exact definition of plagiarism. Lack of knowledge is and will be no defense - learn now, the easy way, not later the hard way when it may cost you your place in college or your job.

1. Find, READ and UNDERSTAND the GMU honor Code which is available at http://mason.gmu.edu/~montecin/plagiarism.htm.  
2. Copy this document below and paste it into a word document, then add the following question and "Honor code pledge" statement. Sign and date this document and place it in your portfolio.
To copy: 
-----------------------
Answer the following question: Plagiarism is__________________________________________________________
 

Honor code pledge
To promote a stronger sense of mutual responsibility, respect, trust, and fairness among all members of the George Mason University community and with the desire for greater academic and personal achievement, we, the student members of the university community, have set forth this honor code: Student members of the George Mason University community pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, or lie in matters related to academic work.
On my honor, I will abide by the honor code as set forth by George Mason University.
Signed __________________________  Date ___________________________
Assignment 2: 
Office of Laboratory Safety, Human Subjects (CITI) and Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR) trainings

Rationale:  To work in ANY lab at George Mason University you MUST complete all the mandatory training required for your discipline and area.  Additionally EVERY project is required to have a Project Review Form complete and approved by OLS.

For this assignment you must: Compete all the required safety training for your area (check with OLS and your Adviser) (http://ehs.gmu.edu/training). Select your required courses from the following courses offered after completing Take The Training Needs Quiz on the page. 
Minimal training ALL students need is as follows: 
1) Biological Safety for BSL-2 labs; 
2) Laboratory Safety Orientation. 
These two training have to be included in your portfolio in ANY CASE. IMPORTANT: sign up to these trainings is possible only using on-campus computers. 
IF you have already completed your required safety training on your own, and due to the fact that the safety office no longer awards certificates, you may request OLS to email you confirmation of EACH of these training courses you completed. Print out this confirmation and place it in your portfolio.
BACK UPS IF YOU CANNOT TAKE GMU SESSIONS

If GMU EHS office will not offer on-line trainings in Fall. Below is the link for FREE training you can take at OSHA site for free https://www.oshatrain.org/courses/mods/757m5.html. At the completion of a training, please make a screenshot for me with exam score. Do NOT pay for certificate (unless you want it for your own CV). 
I do not need .pdf certificate, only a screenshot. 

3) Everyone must complete the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) Human Subjects Research Training. The link to the training is here :
https://oria.gmu.edu/topics/human-subjects/training/
4) Everyone must complete the Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR) Training (unless you have already completed 8-hours in person training)
Instruction page is here:  
https://osp.gmu.edu/wp-content/uploads/CITI-InstructionsSep262013.pdf
PRINT ALL CERTIFICATES OR COMPLETION EMAILS AND INCLUDE THEM IN YOUR PORTFOLIO

Assignment 3: Meet the Faculty 

(need a total of three faculty members)
Rationale: 
This assignment is to expand your knowledge of the available research labs in the School of Systems Biology, in GMU and in other local institutions (NIH, USDA etc). 
This assignment is especially important for students that have not yet identified an adviser the opportunity to meet with and identify potential advisers. 
For those students that have already signed on with a faculty member this assignment is designed to introduce you to the rest of the faculty (not waived!). 
It is very easy to become pigeonholed within “the one and only” lab – this assignment will expand your horizons.

Each student is required to contact/meet with 2 SSB faculty members by the end of the semester. The list of faculty available here: https://cos.gmu.edu/ssb/faculty/
Additionally, you should interview one non-SSB researcher. Suggested list includes, but not limited to following faculty 1) Dr. Grant; 2) Dr. H-C-Lim; 3) Dr. Gillevet; 4) Dr. Dumas; 5) Dr. Froelich 6) Dr. Blackwell; 6) Dr. Weeks; 6) Dr. Salerno; 7) Dr. Bishop; 8) Dr. Couch; 9) Dr. Paige; 10) Dr. Chiari or any other Biology/Bioinformatics related faculty. The best way to approach GMU faculty is to Google their interest areas first, and then write to them specific email with polite request. Another way – to catch them walking in corridors of GMU (. 

The list above is merely a suggestion. Please know that this assignment may include non-GMU faculty (i.e. these at NIH and other local/national Universities). 
YOU CAN MEET ON ZOOM OR PHONE OR IN-PERSON 
With each faculty member you should:

a. Discuss their research for 15-30 min
b. Complete a paragraph written in your own words detailing your understanding of the research performed in the faculty’ lab and the career pathway of interviewed faculty 
c. Submit this paragraph to interviewed faculty member for approval and get email or in-person signature by the interviewed faculty member. 

d. Print this paragraph (with signature) and submit this in your class portfolio.

Assignment 4: Come to 2 (two) different public defences of any graduating MS in Biology/ MS in Bioinformatics/ PhD in Biology/ PhD in Bioinformatics students

Announcements of student’s public defenses are sent by email to ALL students in SSB department (sent by dstgerma@gmu.edu). You can pick any two. Please know that there is no advance schedule for defenses. However, they tend to cluster at the end of semester.  I will share announcements of defenses with class – also, there is messaging list, department-wide. Please watch for these messages. 
At each defense you should:

a.
Ask the defendant ONE (at least one) question to their presentation (include this question and answer in your report)
b.
In your own words, write half-a-page detailing your understanding of the research performed by the defendant. 

c.
In a separate paragraph, describe any lesson you learned from that defense (on the content of research outlined in presentation, on the presentation style, or anything else)

d.
Print both of your defense reports and submit them in your class portfolio.
Assignments 5: Proposal for Thesis or Project Research 
Rationale: The objective of this assignment is to introduce you to the process of the Thesis or Project work at SSB, GMU. 
Basically, students have two options: 
1) A Thesis (3-6 credits) that culminates in public defense; 
2) A project (1-3 credits) that comes with Comprehensive Exam, and no public defense. 
In any case, you have to write a Thesis/Project proposal first (the deadline will be April 1st  for Spring Thesis/Project credits and June 15th for Fall Thesis/Project credits). Summer credits are possible – please let me know if you register in Summer.  
Please READ the document discussing basic differences between Thesis and Project. This document is uploaded to Blackboard. 
You are required to:

1) Study the examples of Project and Thesis proposals placed on the Blackboard

2) Using the same type of formatting, you should write your own Proposal, and submit it as part of your application. 

3) Many students are taking BIOL 690 during their FIRST semester in the Program. We really encourage students to find a lab and faculty adviser within the same semester as BIOL690, and write a proposal that would correspond to ACTUAL project/thesis you would be doing for your graduation. 
4) However, there is an understanding that some students may not be able to bond with the lab within first few weeks in the program. If that would be the case, you may write a proposal that corresponds to your general interests rather than the project fully approved by your future adviser. 
5) In any case, please come for advice to me – that is why we are offering this class. Also, it’s a good idea to send me your proposal as a draft, so I may guide you further (
If you will be doing a Thesis rather than a Project, the Thesis would have to be written formally and submitted to University Library in a particular, very strict format. There are a number of University wide requirements which you MUST abide by. This includes a format review of your thesis by the Thesis and Dissertation Coordinator.  To prepare you for this and to ensure that you are FULLY aware of ALL the University Thesis format requirement long before you will need them. 
Additionally, there are formatting requirement imposed by SSB – ON TOP OF Library requirements. Guidelines for these additional formatting requirements are uploaded to Blackboard and at SSB website.
If you will be doing a Project rather than a Thesis, the requirement to format your entire written work by Library Guideline would be not relevant, as your write-up would have to be approved by your adviser and Committee only, not by Library. 
HOWEVER, in BIOL 690, all students format first few pages of their written work up to University Library Guidelines. Hence, on GMU library website (http://thesis.gmu.edu/), you must find the Thesis and dissertation website and answer the following questions (make sure you answer these questions for yourself before February 20th or so):

1. Who is the Thesis or Project Adviser?

2. What is the Timeline for Thesis defense/ Project work?

3. What will be YOUR Timeline, the one that will suit you best? 

4. What are the requirements for formatting YOUR thesis/ project? 

5. From the Library website download the following:

i. The title and signature pages – Fill in these pages with YOUR details
ii. The abstract page Fill in this page with YOUR abstract
iii. Now write your proposal. Many students actually COMPLETE their actual proposal in frame of this assignment. This is very much encouraged! 
Print out i-ii-iii and put in your portfolio.
Assignment 6: Specific Aims and the Timeline 
IMPORTANT : YOU MAY OT MAY NOT include Specific Aims in your actual proposal, but for BIOL 690 you have to write this page
1) Write up the page with the Specific AIMs for your project. (see examples of Specific Aims in Project/Thesis proposals on the Blackboard)
2) On a separate page, write your TIMELINE to graduation, reflect how many credit hours you plan to take each semester, and when you would plan your thesis proposal meeting / or comprehensive exam, as well as Thesis Defense.
P.S. You may combine assignments 5 and 6 into one.
Assignment 7: Tour of the Library and Reference search.

Rationale: 
This assignment is to introduce you to the University Library system, the Life Sciences Liaison Librarian and the many aspects and facets to the library which are available to you doing your graduate studies. OUR LIBRARIAN is Carl Leak (cleak@gmu.edu)
Please attend the virtual library tour using the URL below. Following completion, a certificate will be generated. Students also have the option of emailing the results to themselves. If there are issues, students can contact Carl Leak

current link for GMU Library tour is here 
https://gmu.libwizard.com/f/BIOL_690
(completely online, with automatically printed certificate) and 
 
1. Make sure you know how to use the PubMed and library web portal to access full size pdfs of research articles. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed and http://library.gmu.edu/ are your links.
2. Search for “Tickling” in PubMed. Print first page displaying results of your search, note how many papers came out, and include the printout of this page un your portfolio.  
3. Find the paper that concisely covers basics of tickling in the most broad context

4. Find the paper which describes in details how tickling signal propagates through the nerves and brain. 
5. Find the paper on the subject of Harry Potter (this is not easy search! These search words are banned in NCBI unless you figure out the way around)
6. Through GMU library website, download full-size .pdf copies of all papers you need for this assignment. Extract .pdf and print first page of these .pdf files to include in your portfolio. (a total of 3 papers, two on tickling and one on Harry Potter)
You are not required to read these papers, but I certainly do hope that you would find them amusing.

Please contact Carl Leek (cleak@gmu.edu) for any library research assistance, instruction support, and new library materials requests. 

The following library research guides are being maintained here: 
Bioinformatics: http://infoguides.gmu.edu/bioinformatics

Systems Biology: http://infoguides.gmu.edu/systemsbiology
Assignment 8: Finding Relevant Venues to present your academic work 
Rationale:  To introduce you to an art of introducing yourself and your work to research community and potential employers, as well as - needless to say, PhD programs, medical or dental schools ( 
Research Presentations are coming primarily in two forms – oral or poster presentation. You must learn to present your research efficiently. 
All students will present their research while at the program at least once. In this case, more is certainly better. Each of your presentations would certainly count as an enhancement of your future CV. 

There are a number of traditional research venues for SSB, GMU MS in Biology students, including SSB Research Day that is held at the end of each semester (https://cos.gmu.edu/ssb/students/student-research-day/), Virginia Academy of Science Annual Meeting (http://www.vacadsci.org/meetings.htm), Sigma Xi (http://sigmaxi.gmu.edu/) and others. 
Each conference takes a research abstract in its own format (!). 
Learn to read and follow these formats.

In this assignment, you will prepare an abstract for local or national conference. Please consult with your adviser as to what conference format you would most likely to prepare you abstract.
By default (if your adviser would not advise you otherwise), prepare an abstract for Virginia Academy of Science Annual Meeting (http://vacadsci.org/pdf/2017-Abstract-Preparation-Submission-Instructions.pdf). The template (somebody else’s abstract and formal guidelines for VAS abstract) could be found at Blackboard. 
You may prepare an abstract for any other conference. It does not have to be completed research. 
For the purpose of this Assignment, you could present a research idea, without actual results – or the completed project, from your past or current lab.
You should write and format an abstract for conference, 
then include it in your class portfolio.

PLEASE NOTE THAT MS in BIOLOGY program REQUIRES you to present your Project as poster or oral presentation at SSB Research Day meeting or any other research venue before your graduation (you will receive a reminder about it in your first semester) 
Assignment 9: 
Committee Formation, Proposal Approval forms
Rationale: In order to register for Project/Thesis, you will need to submit two forms signed by your Committee to me (Dr. Baranova) and then to graduate research coordinator (Diane StGermain – dstgerma@gmu.edu). 
This assignment also ensures that you have a clear understanding of this requirement. For this class, you do NOT have to get your forms SIGNED. Simply make the forms: https://science.gmu.edu/academics/departments-units/systems-biology/student-forms
1. Committee formation form (you will not need to have this signed yet… In this form, you suggest 3 faculty members that you would consider approaching to serve on your committee. However, if you will get it actually SIGNED – BONUS POINTS!
2. Proposal approval form (this form may be signed only after your ACTUAL proposal will be approved – for the portfolio, you should prefill it and print, without signing)

3. Place the completed forms in your portfolio.
Assignment 10: 
Make Your CV Look Irresistible and Maintain it
Rationale: To introduce you to an art of introducing yourself and your work to research community and potential employers, as well as, needless to say, PhD programs, medical or dental schools. 
Remember!  Curriculum Vitae format is very different from Resume. Importantly, it is not limited to one page. There is no one single “right” format.

Make sure you include in your CV all things relevant, especially abstracts and publications. Elaborate on your skills, responsibilities and the rationale for you research projects.

Some examples of very good CV are included on the Blackboard. One of the students with example CV was accepted as a post-doc researcher in Harvard. 

Include CV in your portfolio, and keep it updated throughout your life.

         --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

ASSIGNMENT ESSAY – 15% of final grade

(3-pages opinion essay) 

“How my life was changed forever after reading the papers on reproducibility of experiments and on understanding of biological systems”
 – papers to start with are on Canvas
Essay should be with references. You may use external references as well.
Make this write-up an interesting read !

Submit your essay together with your portfolio 

