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How to Be A Successful 
Graduate Student

 It was the best of times, 
it was the worst of times

 
One ex-student's insight on how to get through 

graduate school and find a job^
(and get the most out of) Edwin Gerber

Oct. 18, 2006



The Take Home

Ask, and it shall be given you;

seek, and ye shall find;

knock, and it shall be opened unto you.

i.e. Take charge of Your education and research



Take Advantage of 
Columbia!

• Much of your graduate work will be 
done alone.  Grad school is about 
establishing your independence, but . . . 

• you are in a top-flight institution with 
so many resources
✦ faculty
✦ your fellow students
✦ research scientists, staff, postdocs,. . .
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The Advisor
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Choosing an Advisor

• What do you want to do?

• Communication.  (Famous and busy?  
Younger, but more accessible?)

• Know your needs and limitations
If you advisor says nothing, does that mean 
you’re doing well, or doing poorly?

• Tenured?

• Speak to current graduate students!!!!!!!



Expectations

• What does your advisor expect of you? 
(Ask him/her!!!!!!)
✦ background
✦ teaching/research

• What do you expect from your advisor?
✦ mentoring
✦ hands on/hands off
✦ feedback?
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Getting through 
The Exams
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Getting through 
The Exams

• Know the requirements

• Get advice (from professors and 
students)

• Plan courses appropriately

• Practice, practice, practice



Take Charge of your 
Exams (They’re Not All Bad)

• Can you shift the topic of your exams to 
meet the things you are interested in?

• Exam topics can be a spring board for 
your thesis research

• Do certain professors inspire you?  Get 
them on your committee!



The Project/Proposal!
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Selecting a Project

• Does this topic excite you? 

• Pick the low fruit!

• Avoid delusions of grandeur

• It’s a thesis, not your life

• Get advice!

• Does this topic really excite you?



The Proposal
• Know the literature

• What has been done?  Is this new?

• Is this interesting?  Is it publishable?

• Where does it fit in big picture?

• What do you reasonably expect to 
happen?

• Can this be completed in c. 3 years?

• Does the technology exist?  Funding?
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The Doldrums
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Doldrums

• Take charge - don’t expect your advisor 
to pull you out

• Get involved - reading groups, 
conferences, seminars

• Set short term goals

• Set a regular schedule

• Seek advice: students/postdocs/faculty



Publishing your first 
Paper
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Publishing your first 
Paper

• Know the expectations from the journal

• work with your advisor

• many will read only the abstract, intro, 
and conclusions

• brevity is the soul of wit

• document your work - reproducibility

• what is the main message in your paper



Academese
Piled Higher and Deeper by Jorge Cham  www.phdcomics.com

title: "Deciphering Academese" - originally published 1/18/2004



Nuts and Bolts
• LaTex

• Steep learning curve - ask someone 
for help when starting up!

• Very powerful, great for equations

• Word

• Easier to pick up

• not as flexible/stable

• In either case, find a template!



Finishing the Thesis
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Finishing the Thesis

• Publish your research early:

one paper=one chapter

• Remember: No one will read your 
thesis . . . but make sure it won’t 
embarrass you in case they do!

• For unpublished work:

one chapter = one paper



Finishing the Thesis

• In the end, you need to get it done

• Writing groups

• Get away from distractions

• Keep perspective



Tough Times
Piled Higher and Deeper by Jorge Cham  www.phdcomics.com

title: "Our work is like this donut" - originally published 4/7/2004



Stress Management

• Balance your work load

• Law of diminishing returns

• Balance your life

• volunteering: http://www.columbia.edu/cu/ci/

• arts passport: http://www.cuarts.com/nyc_arts/passport_to_new_york.html

• jazz: Bill’s Place, Small’s

• escape: Hernshead (Central Park)



Know when to Get Help

• Graduate school can be isolating

• Self-doubt - you’ve studied this stuff so 
long, it all seems obvious.  But that’s 
because you’ve looked at it so much.

• you have more options than you think

• Depression will cloud your perspective, 
prevent you from working effectively

•http://www.health.columbia.edu/docs/about_us/cps.html



1 2 3 4 5
time (years)

st
re

ss
 in

de
x

Almost Done!!

getting used
to a new place

choosing advisor

exams

proposal

first paper

thesis
defense

getting the
next job



Getting a Job
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Getting a Job

• Industry

• Academic

• National Labs

• Postdocs

• Fellowships- general (NSF/DOE) and 
specific to your field 



Postdocs

• mathematics

• support from teaching funds

• fixed schedule, deadlines, decisions 

• applied programs

• research funding

• more informal, contact people directly

• Fellowships



In Conclusion

• Take charge of your research!

• Talk with profs/students/postdocs!

• Try your best to keep balanced.

• Graduate!!!!!

• Thanks to my advisors and mentors, 
Geoff Vallis and Lorenzo Polvani
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