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All of these points have in common that they remind you that you are now being groomed as a professional, rather than as a student.  The independence and maturity required for the former is quite different; even though most graduate students understand this on some level, I have yet to see a student who wasn’t surprised by some aspect.  May this list help ease some of that surprise.

1) Make a plan.  I ask all of my graduate students to think about deadlines and to write out a personal plan.  If there are parts that impose deadlines for me too, be sure to point these out and make sure that I think they are reasonable.  When one is approaching, feel free to remind me.  This plan may change over time, but will help you stay on track- most of your work will have no externally-imposed minor deadlines (such as when to get a draft of a manuscript done), only the major ones (such as your graduation date), just like the professional world of academia.

2) Write grants.  Learning how to write grants and get funds is an important part of being a professional scientist- the more experience you have with this now, the better.  Again, make use of your mentors to learn how to do this, and read plenty of other, successful proposals.

3) Don’t sweat the bumps. Even the most carefully planned project will have its challenges; just keep moving forward. Understand that the nature of independent, original science (especially field science) is wrought with false-starts, do-overs, mysterious failings of equipment and destruction of data.  This is what makes it exciting, as well as sometimes frustrating.  Know that you have left the world of pre-packaged experiments done in courses, as well as the world of pre-designed projects by supervisors who have already worked the kinks out.   You are now a pioneer, who must work those kinks out yourself- the difference is, here at the beginning of your career you have a mentor to help you steer around some problems, and solve the rest. Take full advantage of this by writing out research plans and going over them in detail with your mentor and committee members.  That’s what we are there for!

4) Don’t be late.  I usually don’t mind it myself, but most people do.  It communicates to them that a) you don’t know how to manage time, and b) you don’t value their time.  Neither of these things fosters a good impression, something that is critical for you to develop with academic colleagues. 

Don’t waste anyone’s time with sloppy work. Don’t give me papers or proposals in which you haven’t italicized the latin-names, or that have gross spelling or grammatical errors.  I want to see your rough drafts, but don’t waste my time with stuff you know how to fix yourself. BTW, please don’t send me something to review that has ‘final’ in the file name.  It is rarely a final draft, and this nomenclature is confusing.  I will place my initials (AS) at the end of any draft I have edited.  I suggest that your file name has something descriptive (such as your name), then the date of that version.

5) Publish your work asap.  Professors invest valuable time and energy into graduate students for many reasons, one of the most important of which being that it helps get work done.  However, it doesn’t matter how much interesting data is generated if it doesn’t get published (i.e., no one knows about it).   It is a disservice to yourself and an insult to your co-author(s) (including academic advisor) to drop the ball on this, even if requires nagging them to get drafts back to you. 

