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Mounting responsibilities can swamp the newly independent
scientist. Kendall Powell asks if it’s possible to manage your
time without losing your creativity.

Both Carol Thornber (top)
and Sandra Schmid divide
their working weeks by
categorizing their tasks.

C
hristina Hull rarely drops the ball. After 
two years as an assistant professor at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison, she 
has her lab up and running, teaches

undergraduate courses, serves on several committees
and still manages to find time for the gym and for
dinner every night with her six-year-old daughter,
Madeline, and her husband, industry scientist Rob
Brazas. But she’s put one of her favourite leisure
activities — playing the piano — on hold. 

How does she do it all? She and her husband stick to
a schedule that revolves around Madeline’s school and
daycare. That keeps everyone on track to be home for
dinner and ensures that Hull works efficiently during
the day. But, she admits, it isn’t a perfect system.

“I did no time management when I was teaching a
new course. I got in no workouts, cooked no dinners,
and only slept from about 2 a.m. to 6 a.m. for those six
weeks.” Luckily, her family’s schedule does allow for
flexibility when one spouse needs it.

But as the responsibilities of being a new investigator
pile up, forsaking sleep will only get you so far. Time
management is a skill all academics have to master
early in their careers. By year two, a new lab should be
equipped and staffed to run smoothly on a daily basis,
freeing up time to refocus mental energy on research
goals and bench work. 

But by year two, non-research responsibilities such
as committee work and teaching have also ramped up.
With only 24 hours in a day, it can be hard to carve out
time to help lab workers, write grants and manuscripts,
and just think about projects amid all the pressing but
tenure-neutral matters you’re also dealing with. No
matter how well you serve on committees or advise
undergraduates, by about year seven your career will
depend on publishing and advancing deep science.
Securing tenure takes an enormous investment of
wisely managed hours early on. 

Watching the clock
Administrative duties such as interviewing and grant-
writing dominate the first year or so for most new
investigators. But as the lab settles in, they find long
stretches of time harder to come by — just as they are
ramping up their experiments.

Joaquin Espinosa, a molecular cell biologist starting
his second year at the University of Colorado, Boulder,
says it can be difficult to switch from managing time 
in monthly blocks to managing it by the day or hour.
“I’d better start learning how to do these big things in
small chunks of time,” he says. 

Hull has made that transition. Every morning, she
asks herself: “What do I have to do today to make my
lab run?” and starts organizing her day while still in
the shower or commuting to work. 

She and her husband each keep a detailed calendar

on their computers of all work and home
commitments at least a few months ahead. Carol
Thornber, a marine ecologist at the University of
Rhode Island in Kingston, goes one step further,
colour-coding her calendar into research, teaching,
other work and home categories. This gives her an
immediate picture of whether she has balanced her
week and also tells her when she still has free time 
for writing or preparing lectures.

Thornber asks her colleagues to bug her when
manuscripts slip down her to-do list, so she can make
them a priority. Both Thornber and Hull rely on their
faculty mentors to guide them in weighing their campus
and departmental duties against their research goals.

“Mine sat me down and while shaking his head ‘No’
told me: ‘You need to practice this motion’,” says
Thornber. Hull sought guidance for how many papers
she should peer-review in a semester, when to turn
down reviews and how much time to spend on
committee work.

“You have to be a little bit selfish at this stage,” she
notes. “Do the maths — how long does it take you to
review a paper? Am I using my time during the week
to move my lab forward?”

Sandra Schmid, a cell biologist at the Scripps
Research Institute in La Jolla, California, suggests
using a time-management matrix. Tasks are divided
into two columns, important or not important, and
two rows, urgent and not urgent. 

Balancing act
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