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During my year in his group, Professor Ho pretty much left me alone to find my own
way. There was no schedule, no deliverables, and no pressure. None. In the beginning I
was thrilled. I had never had so much time on my hands in NTU. What do I do with it?

Then I started to learn a little more about my boss.

Professor enjoyed his research work and I couldn't even imagine him outside the
academic world. He had a fairly small group but everybody worked pretty hard (well,
except me). He could be quite demanding with his assistants and graduate students on
their research projects, and I had seen some edgy encounters. Professor expected results,
but he did not manage processes. To be honest, I had from time to time the recurring
nightmare that he would storm into my office one day yelling and screaming for results
(or lack of) from my last experiment, of which I would obviously be clueless. Luckily
the nightmare never materialized.

So, after a couple of weeks, I received no instructions, and became extremely bored.
What do you do when your boss did not set a plan for you and did not come to you and



ask for results? I was not used to school without well-arranged curriculum or class
schedules. In the meantime, I was both amazed and bewildered when I witnessed that
all my classmates were already fully immersed in some advanced chemistry work, and
I was just sidelined there doing nothing. I knew I was planning for an easy year, but that
was just too disturbing. I figured I had two choices. Either I can have a truly fantastic
senior year, or I could try to do something with my time.

Ironically, as I understood later, what I took up was the greatest asset Professor ever
shared with me. Just to keep myself occupied, I came up with my own research ideas,
set my own goals and deliverables, did my own research and preparation, estimated and
paced my own progress, and discussed my plan and results with Professor. In reality,
those sessions were more like been pulverized to the ground, repeatedly. The discipline
of independent thinking and decision-making, project and time management, and self-
governance was a class that gave no credits, but the learning process was invaluable. In
the end because it was my plan, I was committed to its execution, and so I worked very
hard to get it done. Professor in the meantime became an advisor of this thinking process
and not of the chemistry.

After a year of meddling around, I generated tons of completely useless data about
certain laser-induced photochemical reactions of which I have absolutely no recollection
whatsoever, having logged endless hours sitting in the laser lab that Professor shared
with Professor Su staring at equipment and photochemical cells until I saw double
images. | was pretty sure that after I turned in my results and thesis, a certain poor
graduate student would have had to spend a lot of time to decipher my stuff and probably
redo all the experiments, if ever. As for myself, I was just glad that I actually
accomplished something I could label as "independent research'.

In 1995, 1 made the critical decision to leave chemistry for good. It was the right
decision, but a very difficult one at that time, having to throw away more than ten years
of my life invested in chemistry research. I wrote Professor about my decision. He
replied that he was disappointed but not surprised that I chose to go down a different
path. He also wrote that even though he did not spend a lot of time to guide me during
my year in his group, he was quite positive that I would be successful. What he didn't
realize is that what I learned from him that year in that office in New Chemistry building
not only enriched my senior year, helped me make up my mind later on to take a different
road, but continued to influence me throughout my career.
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