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Orientation to research and mentorship 
 

Research overview 
 
I received a BSc in Cognitive Science from the University of Osnabrück in Germany and 
subsequently completed my PhD in Psychology and Neuroscience at Duke University in 
Durham, NC. After three years of postdoctoral training at Johns Hopkins University, I 
have now been an assistant professor in the Department of Psychology and a research 
scientist at the Learning Research and Development Center at the University of 
Pittsburgh since 2013.  
 My research program focuses on the way numerical information is represented 
and processed in the human mind and how it changes over the course of development. 
Using behavioral as well as brain-imaging techniques, I am addressing questions about 
the nature of our intuitive number sense starting in infancy and how these abilities are 
related to math abilities acquired informally and formally later in life. Furthermore, I am 
investigating individual differences in math abilities and how they interact with cognitive 
functions such as language, attention, and working memory. 
 I direct the Kids’ Thinking Lab, which currently consists of four graduate 
students, two of which are primarily mentored by me, a full-time lab manager and more 
than twenty undergraduate research assistants. We are always looking for additional 
people to join our team at every level. If you are interested, please contact me via email 
(libertus@pitt.edu). 
 
What I offer my graduate student mentees 
 
Fostering research skills: I provide students with access to all of my lab resources 
including testing rooms, a remote eyetracker, and an EEG system as well as the support 
of a lab manager and undergraduate research assistants. I will do my best to provide 
students with the necessary financial resources to carry out their research, but the 
specifics may depend on funding situations and the research project at hand. 
 
Fostering writing skills: I provide written feedback on written work, especially 
manuscripts and grants, in a timely fashion. Students often first complete small sections 
of a written document and send them to me for quick feedback before sending me a 
complete version of the document for an in-depth, overall evaluation. I encourage my 
students to be first authors on work that they led and include undergraduate and graduate 
students as co-authors if they showed substantial investment.  
 
Fostering networking skills: I encourage all of my students to attend conferences from 
the beginning of their graduate studies. Departmental funds are often available to support 
student travel even if students are not presenting at a conference. As soon as students 
have made sufficient progress on an independent research project, I encourage them to 
submit their work for a presentation at a suitable conference. If I am attending the 
conference myself, I try to introduce my students to colleagues in the field as well as their 
students to facilitate networking. Several of my students are also involved in 
collaborative research projects beyond my lab. 
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Meetings: I meet with all of my graduate student mentees on a weekly basis. These 
meetings usually take place in my office and last an hour, but we often schedule 
additional meetings if we need more time to talk. I also keep my door open when I am in 
my office and may be interrupted so that students can stop by to talk if they just have a 
quick question that is best discussed in person. Otherwise, I am always available over 
email.  
 During these meetings, we discuss the student’s progress towards degree 
completion, individualized training plans, updates about on-going research projects, 
journal articles, and other aspects of academic interest. I help with every step of the 
research process to the extent that the student needs it and my expertise permits. If my 
expertise on a certain topic is limited, I recommend outside sources to facilitate a 
student’s successful completion of a project. 
 I will complete an individualized career development plan (ICDP) with every 
graduate student mentee at the beginning of the spring and fall semesters as well as the 
beginning of the summer. The purpose of these ICDPs is to ensure that each graduate 
student graduates with the skills necessary to succeed in the chosen career path.   
 
What I expect of my graduate student mentees 
 
I will help each and every graduate student mentee to achieve their goals as best as I can. 
To fulfill my role as a mentor appropriately, I expect my students  

• to work hard and always put their best efforts into everything they do. Graduate 
school may sometimes seem like a tunnel without an end in sight, but in my 
experience endurance always pays off.  

• to be honest, ethical, and a team player. All of the research that we do in my lab 
involves more than one person and it is essential that we work together as a team. 
That requires open and timely communication, respect for others, and an 
appreciation of other people’s strengths and weaknesses. It also requires all team 
members to meet in person on a regular basis.  

• to be present in the lab to ensure sufficient opportunities to communicate with 
other lab members and complete aspects of each research project that require 
physical presence in the lab. Most of my students spend any time between 9-5 on 
weekdays that they are not in classes and meetings in the lab. 

• to be open to feedback and to be willing to learn. I am open to your feedback 
about my role as a mentor, my research ideas, and drafts of publications, and I 
expect my students to also approach feedback in a constructive manner. 

• to learn how to conduct independent research and generate high quality scientific 
results. This is the best way to ensure successful completion of the PhD program 
and later career success. 

• to come prepared to our weekly meetings. This will allow us to make the most use 
of our time together and ensure timely progress towards all of your goals. 

• to send me drafts of written work at least one day ahead of time if it is at most two 
pages long, and an additional day for every additional two pages. This will allow 
me to give you detailed feedback and read your work carefully. 
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• to represent our lab and scientists more broadly in a professional way when 
interacting with the public. Our research necessitates constant interactions with 
parents, teachers, and children – we want them to know that we value their time 
and efforts in participating in research and that tax dollars are spent in a way that 
will benefit society as a whole. 


