
Meet Your Other Advisors 
 
As the fall term inches closer, some graduate students are scrambling to 
finish, or maybe begin, their summer assignments. Others are preparing 
for another year, setting goals and getting organized. Meanwhile, the 
incoming cohort is transitioning into their new lives as graduate 
students. Some students are moving to a new town, or a new country. 
Some are quitting jobs and getting mentally prepared to go back to 
school. Certainly, all of them are anxiously imagining what life as a grad 
student will be like. The Graduate Student Caucus asked around for tips 
and advice for incoming grads. What should they expect? How can they 
set themselves up for success? Rachel Neff tells us her survival tips, 
which are proven to work. Rachel earned her PhD in this year in Spanish 
(congratulations, Rachel!): 
 
1. Figure out how many pages you can read, annotate, and fully 
comprehend in an hour.  
 
This will help you better estimate how long it will take you to complete 
your weekly readings. This will be one of the harder things to get a 
handle on your first year. If you can read 25 pages in an hour and you 
have 500 pages of reading that week, then you need to schedule 20 hours 
over several days for reading. 
 
2. Set reasonable goals for yourself.  
 
Graduate school tends to attract a certain kind of personality, but it is 
also that same personality that likes to set unattainable goals and then 
beat oneself up about not completing them. Don't say "Oh, I'll get ALL 
of my reading done on Sunday," when you have 14 or 15 hour worth of 
work to do. You'll just set yourself up for stress and disappointment. 
 
3. Keep a planner/daily scheduler.  
 



I didn't realize how much time I was wasting until I started keeping track 
of my day in 15-minute chunks. Everything needs to be accounted for: 
eating, bathing, laundry, errands, classes, commuting .... you name it. 
All of these things take time, and if you forget to account for one.... it 
can stress you out. 
 
4. See if your school keeps old Masters exams on file, and if the exams 
are not on file, perhaps the questions will be available.      
 
These can help you focus during the school breaks on what information 
is most often asked about, and it will give you a chance to do some 
practice questions in advance of your exams. 
 
5. Grades don't matter in graduate school.  
 
Final papers just confirm a professor's opinion of your work. The most 
important thing is to be consistent with your work/habits throughout the 
term. My personal opinion (perhaps unfounded) is that professors "peg" 
you as a certain grade student and a certain grade in the class--your work 
and presentations just confirm this for them. 
 
6. Everything is negotiable.  
 
If you honestly and truly need an extension, go talk to the professor and 
explain the situation. Unlike undergraduate, most of your professors will 
know if you're sincere or just trying to get a free pass. 
 
7. Have an automatic, cloud backup.  
 
I had two major computer crashes in graduate school. Both were during 
finals week. I had to use a recovery program, and in one case, I ended up 
needing an extension because too much of my work had been lost. Also, 
if your computer is stolen, then you haven't lost all of your data. 
 
8. Grad school might be a good fit; it might not be a good fit  



 
Think of graduate school as a pair of pretty shoes. You buy them, take 
them out of the box, but then you have to walk in them. Sometimes 
shoes fit flawlessly and they are like a second skin. Sometimes you put 
on a pair of shoes, walk in them a bit, and your feet are blistered, sore, 
and bleeding. This metaphor is to explain that it's okay if one graduate 
school doesn't work for you. No one thinks badly of you if you never 
wear a pair of shoes again, right? The same thing goes for graduate 
school. If you decide this school in particular or graduate school in 
general is not for you, it is absolutely okay to walk away/quit/stop. You 
are not a bad person if you decide this. You are not, nor will you ever be, 
a failure if you decide to leave. Now, if you're one term away from 
finishing ... I suggest you at least take the exams, but if you just can't 
take any more, that's okay as well. 
 
9. Make a friend in another department.  
 
It helps to have someone outside your department. Besides, you'll hear 
really interesting/juicy gossip about other departments. 
 
10. Have a friend outside of academia.  
 
They will put things into perspective about grad school versus real 
world. 
 
11. Know your non-negotiables and set boundaries.  
 
Make a list of three things you will absolutely not give up for graduate 
school. My personal list was (if I recall correctly): my relationship with 
my fiancé, my family, and sleep. The worst year I had in graduate school 
was when I realized I had given up too many of my initial limits from 
when I started graduate school. These three things will serve as your 
anchor/touchstone to reality when graduate school becomes all 
consuming. 
 



12. Figure out a good, weekly rhythm.  
 
I personally like to not do anything school/work related after 5pm on 
Friday. Friday was my day off. Tuesday was my errand day because I 
didn't teach. I read/worked on classes/grading on the other days. Another 
colleague of mine got up at 5am every Monday through Friday and did 
all of her work. The tradeoff was that she did nothing school related on 
Saturday and Sunday. Find what works for you. 
 
13. Do not be ashamed or hesitant to seek out counseling services from 
your university/insurance plan.     
 
Sometimes it is nice to have a neutral, third party to talk about, 
especially when it comes to the many clashing personalities in a 
department. 
 
14. Work harder than you play. 
 
There is a party crowd in graduate school. Super fun to hang out with, 
but don't let yourself get sucked into their world. Have fun, but don't 
flunk out because of your weekends. 
 
 
We asked our readers what tips they had for incoming graduate students. 
Here's their expert advice: 
 
Never forget about your final papers once they are graded. Professors 
usually comment on them to give you a chance to make them better. A 
paper you forgot about in a drawer could be the start of a publishable 
article. 
French and Italian, California 
 
Do everything you possibly can not to take school loans. Having 
roommates is a good option. 
Comparative Literature, California 



 
If you are coming from a semester system to a quarter system, do not 
take too many classes. The quarter system goes very fast. If you are on 
fellowship, take 3 classes and if you are teaching, take only 2 until you 
understand the rhythm of the quarter system. 
Comparative Literature, California 
 
Be sure to take as many classes as you can in other departments. This 
way you will have a more interdisciplinary approach and you will meet 
many professors, which will prove to be very important when putting 
together your committee. 
French and Italian, California 
 
Do creative projects, things that you are passionate about outside of 
academia and unrelated to literature or the field you are in. Having an 
artistic outlet will help you relax, express yourself in other ways, and 
often develop your imagination, which, in the end, will also benefit your 
scholarly work. 
French and Italian, California 
 
Get to know your fellow graduate students and ask them questions 
regarding requirements, the format of exams... They will often know 
answers that professors don’t. Professors are not graduate students and 
often forgot what it is to be one. Graduate students know what to expect 
and most of the time they just did it. Remember to ask your questions to 
more than one so that you can make sure that you have exhaustive 
answers. Don’t isolate yourself from the people in your department. Try 
to create a group of friends within it. 
French and Italian, California 
 
Be prepared, graduate school is so unlike undergraduate studies, and 
make sure you seek help and coaching during the dissertation phase 
History, Ontario 
 
Graduate students should be more involved with their peers. They 



should attend conferences organized by their department, participate in 
reading groups… The value of a department is also based on the 
dynamism of the department . 
Russian, New York 
 
Things I would have liked to know about before grad school: the reality 
of adjuncting, the rise of alt-ac, and the hierarchy of higher ed. Also, the 
variety of skills I would need to acquire--pedagogy, publishing, coding, 
networking, budgeting, traveling, marketing, and admin. 
Cultural Studies, Texas 
 
Contact professors the Summer before you begin about a suggested 
reading list. 
Political Science, Quebec 
 
Many old MA and PhD exams are on file. They help you see exam 
question patterns and practice your answers. 
Spanish, Texas 
 
Angst and perfectionism are your enemies. Kindheartedness and 
curiosity are your friends. 
French and Italian, California  
 
Be kind to fellow peers, even when fellow peers aren't so; kindness goes 
a long way to reducing stress 
English, Ohio 
 
Don't allow yourself to be colonized by the academic cult mentality. 
Keep your independent identity.  
English, Michigan 
 
Join the academic labor movement, starting with the GSC. 
English, Michigan 
 
Be not afraid of the jargon you hear in seminar. Those people don't 



actually know what they're doing any better than you do! 
German, California  
 
For my MA, I wish I would have asked about alumni placement. First 
thing I asked about my Phd program. 
History, Tennessee 
 
Don't be in an abusive/ bad relationship (friendship, love, family) while 
in Grad School. You will not be as focused as you should be especially 
during the redaction of your dissertation.  
French and Italian, California 
 
Don’t be afraid of--and come to expect--harsh criticism. In one of my 
earlier paper submissions of a paper a professor told me quite point 
blank that it had serious problems, needed extreme reworking, and was 
lacking in major areas. I was crushed. I didn't want to write, I considered 
dropping out of grad school, didn't want to face this professor, etc. In the 
end, I pulled myself together, met with the professor, rewrote my work, 
and it's now a distant memory. I think we come to grad school thinking 
that we're going to be treated like in undergrad--praised for things we've 
written, encouraged to be wild and explore new ideas. Grad school is a 
lot stricter. They're not just preparing us to be sharp thinkers, but also for 
the reality of post-grad school, which is the job market. They're not 
going to spend a whole lot of time coddling us and making us feel 
better--they're going to give it to us straight. I eventually learned to 
accept that and not worry over harsh criticism as a personal affront. It 
was never about me "personally," it was about my work, and by pushing 
that aside I found that I found the will to do the work needed. 
French and Italian, California  
 
Read "Getting What you Came For" by Robert Peters.  Seriously, this 
book is amazing, and is perfect for anyone in any field. It may seem like 
a waste of time to read a book that has nothing to do with your research, 
but it's great about avoiding the pitfalls of grad school, and is always 
encouraging when I feel like I'm in a slump. 



French and Italian, California 
 
Spot the crazy professors and avoid them at all costs. Spot the big names 
and wrap them around your little finger, you will need them at some 
point. This seems cynical but it’s the reality of academia. 
French and Italian, Texas 
 
Do not forget that the reality of the job market is such that you will have 
to teach things that are not your specialty. Thus, always work your 
maximum in all classes, including publishing your work, if it’s good. 
French and Italian, Texas 
 
You will inevitably, at least once, feel swamped and lost in your 
research and in your classes. Do the maximum and do not give up 
otherwise there will always be some people who will try to make sure 
that you never get your head out of the water. 
French and Italian, Texas 
 
Contact potential supervisors/committee members before applying. 
Choose a school because of fit, not prestige. 
English, Montreal 
 
Sometimes when you don’t understand what someone else is saying in 
an academic setting, it’s not because they are smarter then than you. It’s 
probably because they are not being clear. 
English, Tennessee  
 
Graduate school is like a job. Whether you’re on fellowship or working 
in the department, you’re getting paid to be a graduate student. As such, 
be professional, try not to work overtime, take breaks, and don’t forget 
about days off. 
Spanish and Portuguese, Massachusetts 
 
Graduate school can be the most sedentary time in your life. Get into the 
habit of exercising. It gets the blood flowing and will help you stay alert 



and positive. 
Spanish and Portuguese, Connecticut 
 
Even though, in theory, you’ll be around some very smart people when 
you’re in the university setting, they are not always above getting caught 
up in personal issues and drama. You can be above all that, though. 
Don’t gossip, don’t be a hater, avoid people who you get a bad feeling 
from, spend time with people you like. Collaborate instead of compete. 
Comparative Literature, New Hampshire 
 
Take as many classes as you can, realistically. Expand your interest 
range, get out of your comfort zone, try new research methodologies. It's 
very easy to get stuck within the boundaries of what you already know. 
French and Italian, California 
 
Interact with faculty. They are there for a reason and there is much to 
learn from them. If you like them personally or not is of no importance 
here. 
French and Italian, California 
 
Don't hesitate to leave if you are not having fun doing what you are 
doing. It's not worth it. Find another passion. 
French and Italian, California	  


