Advice and Expectations for Incoming Graduate Students
By Andrea Dutton^ 

Welcome to the Department of Geoscience at the University of Wisconsin!  I am delighted that you have chosen to be here and to be part of our lab group.  I have developed this document to help outline what to expect in graduate school, and in particular, what to expect from me as your advisor and from us as your research group as well as what I/we expect from you in return.  

What is grad school?
Graduate school is about focus, mentorship, developing research expertise, and taking some courses to complement your research goals. As an undergraduate you may have learned how to juggle 4-5 courses a semester, write term papers and cram for exams. Grad school is different, way different. As a grad student you may not take any courses in some semesters. The emphasis is on learning to do independent research and on professional development. 

What it takes to be successful in grad school
Graduate school requires much more self-motivation and initiative than being an undergrad. You will have much greater control over your own education and what you gain from it. You’ll need to learn how to multi-task, supervise your assistants, plan and coordinate complex work and anticipate problems. You’ll be busy and will have to be good at managing your time. You’ll need to absorb lots of information, analyze data, and interpret and synthesize findings to provide new and useful knowledge. Then you’ll learn how to communicate that knowledge to others in written and oral formats. Throughout all of this, people skills and networking will be required. A host of folks can help you be successful, including undergrads, fellow grad students, professors, and other experts in the field, but only if you let them.

General expectations
You should approach graduate school as you would a full-time job.  I expect that you will be hard working, driven, curious, self-motivated and a significant contributor to a positive lab environment.  I expect that you will be in the lab/office during weekdays* (see more below).  I expect that you will abide by the relevant Codes of Conduct, and pursue your scientific goals in an ethically sound and professional manner.  Please refer to the our Department Graduate Handbook for degree expectations and deadlines.

In addition to your responsibilities as a graduate student, I believe that it is both important and healthy to have a life outside of your academic pursuits and would encourage you to carve out time to devote to your personal life and hobbies/passions.  In doing so, I hope you will be happier and more productive during your tenure as a graduate student.

What to expect from your advisor (me!)
My role: My role is to act as a mentor and support you to achieve your goals.  I will provide direction and advice on your research project, including providing you with the necessary tools to develop a strong background in your research area, develop field and laboratory skills, and communication skills.  I also encourage my students to engage in outreach and other activities that help to develop a healthy, engaged, and inclusive scientific community.  I will help you build your professional network and to help you make your transition from graduate school to the next step in your career.

Communication: Any constructive relationship requires communication to remain strong.  My relationship with you is no different.  If you’re having problems, if you need help, TALK TO ME!  I cannot read minds, so I won’t know if something’s wrong with the way we’re running things unless you let me know.  Not everyone has the same goals in mind when pursuing a graduate degree and those goals may change over time.  Your professional goals are important to me and will affect how we tailor your degree program.  This means that it is important to me that we maintain open lines of communication about your goals, especially if they change over time (which is totally OK and 100% normal – mine did!).  I will do my best to help you meet those goals and strike the right balance between advancing your research program and other academic and personal activities.

One of the most important things I can do for you is to provide timely feedback.  I acknowledge that this is sometimes challenging given all of the demands on my time, but I try to prioritize my responsibilities to my students over all of my other professional obligations.  If I am not timely or if you need feedback more quickly, you should feel comfortable in reminding me what you need from me and when.  Sometimes all it takes is a brief reminder to help me re-focus my priorities when I have a lot on my plate.

Process: We will have lab group meetings once a week and will schedule individual meetings on an as-needed basis, roughly once every other week.  There are not enough hours in the week for me to have one-on-one meetings with everyone in the lab group every week, but they are an important component of our communication and should occur on a regular basis.  We should both prepare for such meetings with a clear agenda in mind and if there are any documents for me to review I ask that you provide them to me at least 24 hours ahead of time so that I can be of more assistance to you during our time together.  On a logistical note, I sometimes work odd hours because of my responsibilities as a single parent that might interfere with always working during normal work hours.  Please know that if you receive an e-mail from me outside of working hours, I do not expect you to reply instantly.

What to expect of your lab group
At any given point in time, our lab group consists of some combination of undergraduates, graduate students, postdocs, a lab manager, and me.  We are a team and the better we can work together, the more we will each benefit from the experience.  Your lab group is a tremendous resource of expertise and different perspectives that can help you.  To that end, you can bring challenges you are facing to the group during lab meetings (or outside of those meetings) but also share your victories with us so that we can celebrate those with you.  As your lab group, we expect you to contribute to our lab group meetings and help to build an inclusive, supportive, collaborative and anti-discriminatory atmosphere.  You may be called upon to help mentor other students and provide support for your lab group members.  In return we will do the same for you.

We will work as a lab group to come up with a list of core values and ways in which we can work to uphold those values.  One of my core values is to provide a safe and inclusive environment for everyone and I hope you will join me in helping to carry out that vision.


Reading
Becoming familiar with the body of literature pertaining to your research topic is a daunting task. You must quickly learn literature search skills and how to critically evaluate scientific papers. In addition to keeping abreast of developments in your topic area, I expect you to develop an awareness of major issues in your field. You should get in the habit of periodically scanning tables of contents of high-profile journals such as Science, Nature, Nature Geoscience, Geology, Earth and Planetary Science Letters, etc. as well as disciplinary journals. With most of these journals you can go online and sign up to get e-mail alerts for the entire table of contents or you can set up a search for particular key words, like “sea level” etc. to find new publications that interest you. Sometimes we discuss papers in our lab group meetings or do so together with another lab group.  

Work schedule, vacations
In my personal experience of graduate school, it was not a 9 am-to-5 pm endeavor and we (the grad students) all put in significantly more time. My present situation sometimes limits my hours at work, so I use that time efficiently and supplement that with time at home as I can.  My philosophy is you do whatever it takes to get the job done. I do not like to micro-manage the work habits of my students; as long as they are making sufficient progress toward project goals I prefer to let them choose the hours they work. However, I do expect to see you at the office every weekday* and ask that you discuss planned absences with me in advance and that these must not interfere with project operations or other scheduled activities. Grad students do not accrue formal vacation time as one does in a ‘real’ job but I strongly recommend some time off during holidays which can be restorative and is important for you as a person.  Note that quiet periods between terms (i.e., January and May, are particularly good times to get research done).

Teaching
During your time as a graduate student, it is likely that you will be asked to TA a course.  This is a valuable experience as it forces you to become familiar with the subject matter of a particular class, gives you practice in public speaking, and often it can help set the context of your own research.  Even for those who may have independent funding, I consider teaching to be an important component of your graduate school experience. Most students will be on a combination of RA/TA support so that some of your time can be more devoted to research without the extra workload of teaching.

Lab work and field work
Lab work and field expeditions are usually a significant and rewarding part of your experience as a graduate student.  Separate lab group documents cover the details of safety and expectations for your conduct in these environments.

Being a Departmental Citizen
I expect you to contribute to and participate in departmental activities in a way that supports your development as a person and as a scientist.  At a minimum, I expect you to attend the weekly department-wide seminars unless an unavoidable conflict arises.  Beyond that, there are a number of committees and activities to get involved with at the department (or college/university) level.  The balance of time between these activities and your coursework and research will vary for different people and it is important to find the right balance for you in a way that does not detract from your progress towards your degree.  In addition to your involvement in such activities, I believe it is important for you to have a hobby or something that you can invest yourself into outside of your studies.  This doesn’t have to take up a huge chunk of time, but allows your brain to take a break, which you might find actually allows you to focus better when you are ‘at work.’ 

Professional Organizations
For many students, choosing to go to grad school is a first step toward their professional career. As a budding professional, you may wish to become involved in appropriate professional organizations such as the Geological Society of America or the American Geophysical Union.  Participating in the meetings run by these organizations helps to build your scientific network as well as your knowledge base, and there are often special functions for students and sometimes travel grants to subsidize attendance if you are presenting your work.  There are also a host of ‘affinity groups’, that may provide additional support and opportunities, e.g., Earth Science Women’s Network (ESWN), etc.

Presentations
Oral presentation skills are important in any job in our field and the more practice you get during grad school, the better. As a young scientist, your reputation in the field will begin to be established by your presentations at professional conferences. Publications will come in due time; presentations you can do as soon and as often as you are able. I enjoy mentoring students to give great talks and posters and I encourage my students to present several during their tenure. We will spend time as a lab group learning about how to develop effective presentations (oral and poster) and will work as a team to help other members in our research group refine their presentations. Each year I expect my graduate students to make enough progress on their research to at least consider assembling a strong presentation (oral or poster) for a national meeting or specialized workshop.  This is to ensure that steady progress is being made and also serves to provide adequate practice in preparing and delivering well-organized summaries of the work conducted.

Publications
I expect all of my graduate students to publish their thesis research in peer-reviewed journals. Publishing your thesis research has several functions: 1) it is an important learning experience for you that is best navigated with the assistance of an experienced coauthor, 2) it serves as an unbiased, third-party endorsement of the quality and validity of the work, and 3) it makes the findings of the research project readily available to a global audience. Further, peer-reviewed publications are an important indicator to prospective employers of your scientific capabilities and diligence.  Much of our research and some salary support is funded using taxpayer dollars.  In return for that contribution, I ask that you commit to publishing the content of your thesis/dissertation so that our research can be disseminated to the wider community.

Progress towards your degree
It is your responsibility to read the Graduate Student Handbook and take note of the benchmarks and deadlines for different steps to your degree (e.g., qualifying exams, prelims).  You are in charge of staying on top of these deadlines, and assembling the necessary forms that may need to be filled out to document these.  In turn, I will help you prepare for these steps so that you are well-prepared for each of these steps.  All the data you collect during your time here should be published as part of your thesis or dissertation, even if only as an appendix.  This is helpful for documentation purposes.  Additionally, before I sign off on your degree, you need to submit either your lab notebook or a pdf copy of your lab notebook pages as well as make sure I have copies of your raw data files.  These are all an important part of the data and can sometimes get lost once students leave if not submitted.

Research Ethic and General Conduct
The importance of devoting your attention to proper ethics as a student and as a researcher cannot be overstated.  Breaches in conduct can have severe consequences at the university level and can prevent you from completing your degree.  It is not appropriate to copy, plagiarize, or ‘steal’ another person’s work, whether it is written content or just someone else’s idea.  You must properly reference your sources and acknowledge where material is borrowed from someone else.  It is not appropriate to take pictures of someone’s presentation of their work, whether in an informal setting or at a professional conference.  They will be possessive of their work, particularly if it is unpublished, just as you will naturally be possessive of your own work that you will eventually present to audiences.  If you need to familiarize yourself with appropriate practices of research and student conduct, please refer to the resources online through the UW website.  Remember that now you are a representative of this department as well as your advisor, so your actions have repercussions on others’ reputations.

Interactions with Others
Respect the time, knowledge, and effort of others, and exhibit professional courtesy in your interactions with colleagues, staff, and mentors here at UW and outside the university.  This means that in your presentations, interactions, emails, etc., you should treat co-workers with respect and in a civilized professional manner. I expect my students to genuinely invest in the program, by participating in seminars, social events, and lab group discussions.  It is also my hope that you will choose to mentor undergraduates to participate in your research as it develops. Being engaged in the community increases your personal and intellectual growth, as well as generating a collaborative environment for the benefit of all.

Self-assessments
Each semester, I will ask you to fill out a self-assessment form to summarize and assess your progress from the last semester and outline your future timeline and goals.  This document will be discussed at our first one-on-one meeting each semester.  This is also an opportunity for you to tell me what you need to succeed and what is or is not working for you.  

Pet peeves that you should know about
· I have discovered that I simply cannot cope with Calibri font.  Hence, I will not read/edit anything you send me with this font.  You might want to change the default font in your documents, including spreadsheets, to something more readable, e.g., Arial (spreadsheets) or Times New Roman (writing).
· Do not make a figure that relies on distinguishing the difference between red and green.  10% of males are color blind.  Be inclusive.

Mental Health
Being a graduate student can be and exciting and inspiring time in your life, but it also can be stressful and challenging.  Your mental health is just as important as your physical health.  If you are struggling, please reach out to me or someone who can help you.  I have appended a list of available resources at the end of this document.

Navigating Challenges
Undoubtedly, you will encounter challenges over the next several years.  If you are struggling and are not comfortable talking to me, please reach out to someone else.  The appendix at the end of this document lists the current student and faculty ombuds.  There are also university-level ombuds who are excellent and are there to help you.  

COVID-19 
The landscape of teaching, learning, and doing research underwent a lot of changes with the onset of the global pandemic.  This has created new stresses in our work and personal lives that we are all still figuring out how to navigate.  Some activities have migrated to hybrid or fully virtual platforms.  In general, our lab meetings are presently scheduled as in person meetings. There are real benefits to being able to meet in person.  Likewise, even though some tasks can be completed at home, my expectation that you are in the building on workdays partly stems from the standpoint that this helps to improve communication through short planned or unplanned conversations that occur more frequently when we are physically in the same space. However, I also recognize that having the option of Zoom may facilitate more participation for times when one of us has to be away from campus for one reason or another. We will use this as needed. We all had to make adjustments to a rapidly changing landscape during the global pandemic, and I can’t predict how this will evolve in the future.  To that end, it is more important than ever to maintain strong lines of communication and avail yourself of campus resources to support you.  

Summary
I hope the preceding is not too daunting because it is not meant to be. Your graduate school experience can and should be one of the most fulfilling and enjoyable experiences of your life. If you enter into it with a sense for what is expected and an appreciation for the challenges ahead, you work hard and try your best, I am sure you will be successful in grad school and beyond.
And again, welcome to the program!!  We are really happy to have you here.  I look forward to learning from you in the years to come.

Andrea

^sections of this document are borrowed directly or indirectly from several colleagues of mine, whose philosophy is largely in keeping with mine on many of these topics.
*these expectations are modified during COVID-19 impacted periods

Appendix.

Part I:  UW-Madison Campus Mental Health Resources
(As compiled on: https://cancerbiology.wisc.edu/2019/03/20/5-mental-health-resources-for-uw-madison-grad-students-2/ )
1. YOU@WISC. This portal has tools, information, and resources to help you be well. YOU@WISC covers a variety of mental health topics including stress management, self-care and social support, anger management, suicidal thoughts, and mindfulness. It also includes physical, personal, and academic wellness topics.
2. SilverCloud. Like YOU@WISC, this resource is entirely online. SilverCloud is a self-guided mental health resource that provides treatment options 24 hours a day, no referral from a mental health or medical provider needed. It includes evidence-based learning modules on anxiety, depression, body image, and stress, designed to help students manage day-to-day stresses and improve resilience.
3. Let’s Talk. If you’re on-campus, Let’s Talk provides free, informal, and confidential consultations at locations across campus. Drop in to talk to a counselor about any topic – stress, sadness, relationships, academic performance, financial struggles, and family problems are common topics. Counselors can help you explore solutions from their perspective, or, if you’re interested, introduce you to what it’s like to talk to a counselor more regularly.
4. Individual Counseling. University Health Services (UHS) offers individual counseling in a confidential, caring space. Individual sessions are typically 45-50 minutes, and most students attend anywhere from one to four sessions to address their concerns. Counseling topics can be any issue that causes distress – emotional, psychological, interpersonal, or academic, for instance. UHS also has bilingual mental health providers for students who are more comfortable speaking in Mandarin or Spanish.
5. Group Counseling for Graduate Students. UHS offers support/theme groups for graduate students, including groups for all graduate students, groups for dissertators, and groups for graduate women. This supportive environment is a great way to share experiences around the challenges of grad school with other grad students.
6. Dean of Students Office. In 2019, the Dean of Students Office created a new position to support graduate students. Elaine Goetz-Berman serves as the Graduate Student Assistance Specialist, providing student support, acting as an advocate on behalf of graduate students, and connecting students with appropriate campus resources. The Dean of Students Office is the go-to place for student assistance on campus, and Elaine is here to help you.
Additional hotlines and resources can be found here:
https://www.uhs.wisc.edu/prevention/suicide-prevention/mh-resources/

Part II: Ombuds 

University ombuds: https://ombuds.wisc.edu/

Part III: Relevant Codes of Conduct

https://conduct.students.wisc.edu/



