Newsletter No. 3 

From: Dick Hawrelak, Advisor, 497 Class

richardhaw@sympatico.ca
8 Nov 02

Having Trouble Preparing for Your First Oral Presentation?
From discussions I’ve had with many of the 497 project groups, I sense that y’all are nervous about your first oral presentations. Well, this news letter is my attempt to give you a few clues that should help you get over this small road bump.

Project Status: Many of you are concerned that your flow sheets (PFS) are a mess, or are far from complete, or are inaccurate. Well, that’s the nature of your first PFS. A PFS is a living document. It’s a reflection of WIP (work in progress). The beast should change every day, right through 5 Phases of Engineering and even after start-up. The more it changes, the more progress you are making.

In some technical discussions I’ve had with you, the PFS has changed because you didn’t exactly know if your reactor was being fed a vapor or a liquid feed. This type of uncertainty is reflective of the fact that many of you don’t have design data. My recommendation to you for this type of concern is to bare your butt (better make that bare your soul) in the presentation. Make a simple statement of fact that you have not yet found any design data for your reactor and that at this point you are treating it as a “Black Box”. This is acceptable to me because I’ve done many real plant designs that were loaded with “Black Boxes” right up to Phase 5, the Construction Phase.
Floundering projects:  Some of you are caught between a rock and a hard place. Your project is floundering. You have no data. You are not getting much help from your advisor and you may have a conflict with your TA. I sympathize with you. The only thing going for you is the final mark is built on many factors and even though you may get a 0/10 for technical presentation, you all will pass by following Dr. Prakash’s format and doing your best. I know it’s frustrating when you can’t make a single calculation. In these cases, I recommend meeting with Dr. Prakash and coming to an understanding that this is a real problem. You need a solution by the end of November and if one is not forthcoming from Dr. Prakash, maybe you need to go to a higher authority. When I have approached Dr. Prakash in support of the students in this type of predicament, we usually have found a solution.
Unit Operations: Some of your concerns come from the fact that you are uncertain about a particular unit operation. pH control, for example. Some of you know a reactor product is controlled by pH, but you are not sure just how to calculate pH, how it ties to vessel size, how it ties to agitation, etc. Well, let me dispel your concerns in this respect. pH is one of the most difficult things in a plant to measure and control, depending on the pH value, of course. 
If you are controlling pH at 12.0, you can do this in a single line mixer (a ‘Tee” in the line). If you are trying to control to a pH of say 8.5, you’d better adjust your PFS to include a primary adjustment vessel and an agitator and a trim tank plus an agitator. If you are trying to control to a pH of the impossible, magical pH = 7.0, you need three tanks plus agitators. Quite a difference to the PFS. eh? Quite a difference in cost , as well.
And so, my advice to you when you are not sure of a particular unit operation is to acknowledge this uncertainty in your presentation and state you will be looking into the matter when time permits. Also, ask the members of the examining group for suggestions. This will give us a chance to puff our feathers.

Don’t be nervous.  Some of you have said you are so nervous you won’t be able to speak. Well, we’re all friends here and we’re all in the same boat. Treat your presentation like a group discussion in the pub or like a therapy session with your shrink. At Dow, we offer employees public speaking training (Dale Carnegy). The trouble with them is they become too polished. Most of our Dow presentations are very informal and you can’t help but be relaxed.

Some say it helps to admit to your audience that you are nervous.  Low and behold, the nervousness magically disappears. Why? Because most in the audience are nervous as hell as well and when you break the nervousness barrier, the audience appears more relaxed and this gets you over this road bump. Try it, it works.

Questions from the examiners: You know much more about your project than most people. This gives you the opportunity to blind them with brilliance and baffle them with BS.  To begin with, we’ll be asking very simple questions that you should be able to handle. For example, where is the vessel that holds your feed from a supplier? Or, where will you take that vent stream that is shown going nowhere on your PFS? 

Reactor kinetics? Forget it.  Who knows anything about reactor kinetics? In many of my plant designs, I’ve scaled data from pilot plants, from other similar plants, from text book examples. If we ask a question of how you are going to design something, you might simply say a vendor will offer us a design or you will be scaling it from a similar operation when you have more time.
I hope this newsletter has helped those of you that are having some trouble. I’ll be meeting with some of you before the presentations start.  So, if you have simple questions, fire away. Many of you  are contacting me by email and, hopefully, they are getting the one-on-one help they need in this way.  
Good luck in your presentations.
Dick

