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1: Your #1 Goal Is To Publish Peer 
Reviewed Articles 

• It sounds materialistic, specially when compared 
to this romantic idea of doing science for the 
progress of human knowledge. Sadly it is how the 
game is played. This is the rule. Publish or perish. 

• Start a science blog 

• So the best graduate school advice you could get 
is write, write, and write some more. 



2: The Most Difficult Part Is To Stay 
Motivated 

 







• Phase 1: Uninformed optimism 
• You start your PhD, everything is new and you find your 

project really cool. It feels like you are going to solve a big 
problem and you might get a big prize if you are ambitious 
and work well, maybe a patent, maybe a paper in a high 
impact journal. Sounds familiar? It is a similar feeling to 
starting in a new job, everybody is nicer than in the 
previous job and it is by far better organized. Well, give it 
some months, you’ll realize it is not that great. 



• Phase 2: Informed Pessimism 

• You have been working for some time on your project, 
you understand the field better, but unfortunately you 
are still lost. You don’t see any good results in the near 
future and you start to realize that this project might 
be a bit too big for you. This phase is more severe if the 
content of your PhD is not a continuation from a 
previous work, if you switched fields. 



• Phase 3: Crisis of Meaning 
• You are more or less in the middle of your PhD and you have a crisis 

like 40 year old guys have. Since you don’t have money to buy you a 
Porsche, you just cry in silence in a corner. You think “Is this all? Am 
I a failure?” The project is not as pinkful as you dreamt it, in fact, 
you are going to struggle and work your ass off to finish a minimally 
decent body of work. You feel that you have wasted a lot of time, 
that you did a lot of useless little projects. Now they seem useless, 
but you never know, maybe sometime later you connect the dots 
and they were the starting points of something great. 



• Phase 4: Crash and Burn (optional) 
• While at Phase 3, if you don’t step aside fast from 

your negative feelings you are going to be 
screwed. Negativity might take over, leading you 
a mini depression. At this stage, many people 
think they have been wasting their time and they 
give up. They walk away with an unfinished PhD. 
Needless to say, we want to avoid this. 



• Phase 5: Informed Optimism 
• Slowly you start to realize that your PhD thesis is not 

going to be as awesome as you thought. Whatever. At 
least you’ll get some publications, enough to graduate. 
Maybe the Nature paper has to wait for your post-doc. 
Who cares. You’d better finish a half-ass Phd than 
nothing. You are getting the grip of your field, you can 
contribute (something) to the state of the art. It should 
be enough. Good enough, you don’t need perfect. 



3: You’d Better Finish Your PhD Fast 
• I have seen this happening to many people and it has 

to do with two causes. 
• One, you realise a bit, just a bit, too late that this is not 

going to work. Seriously, do you really need 5 years to 
decide you won’t have enough results and papers to 
defend your thesis? 

• Please, evaluate every 6 months if you are still on track, 
if you are going to make it and correct direction if 
needed. 



• Two, after 4 years you are almost there, you have enough data to write 
those two last articles and the introduction of your thesis. It feels so close 
and obvious you are going to get your PhD title that you decide to start a 
postdoc or a new job. Excellent Wrong choice, Sir!!!! 

• The stress and pressure to integrate in the new position won’t leave 
enough room for you to write those last pages. Sure, you are Superman 
and you are going to write after dinner and during the weekends. I have 
seen many people failing at this to believe it is a good strategy. 

• So finish your PhD fast and on time, avoid delaying it. And please, do not 
start  new job until you really finish your PhD. 



4: You Are The Expert In Your Field Of 
Research 

• We all regard our supervisors, principal investigators and promotors as a 
source of infinite knowledge. They are like superhumans. 

• One common source of frustration is to ask your PhD supervisors for help 
and realise they know as much as aunt Martha does. If these brilliant guys 
can’t answer your problems, how are you expected to answer them? 

• This is why you are here. To answer those questions your bosses cannot 
answer. 

• You can very well approach your superiors with a problem and propose 
several solutions. Give arguments for each one. In this context, they might 
be able to use their scientific instinct, the so called educated guess, to give 
you a hand. 



5: You Won’t Make A (Big) Dent In The 
Universe 

• We know you are not in graduate school for the money. Probably 
you want to contribute to the knowledge of mankind, fix a problem 
or discover something new. Fair enough. 

• The sad truth is that for the majority of PhDs, their research will get 
noticed and used by a handful of other researchers. And that is fine. 
Most of scientists make big contributions after a lifetime of 
research, not in a couple years. 

• Then why do it a PhD in the first place? Well, you need to start 
somewhere and a PhD can give you the tools and skills necessary 
for achieving higher scientific goals. 



6: Key Skills In Graduate School: 
Reading, Writing, Networking 

• Reading: you need to skim over a scientific paper and in a few 
seconds decide if you should invest the next 30 minutes reading it 
in depth. If you do, you should easily find what is the novelty of the 
research presented, if it can be useful for your work, and how does 
it compare to what you are doing. 

• Writing: in academic papers you need to get to the point. You need 
to be comprehensive and concise at the same time. You need to be 
technical yet readable. And if your mother tongue is not English you 
should work hard not to sound like Google Translate. 



• Networking: although some scientists would love 
to work in a cave away from the rest of the 
community, you should interact with other peers. 
Networking can bring you possible collaborators 
and chances of writing more papers, your new 
postdoc position, new ideas, or understanding 
form fellow PhD students that are also going 
through the Valley of Shit. 



7: Pimp Your Online Reputation And 
Grow Your Academic Footprint 

• Traditionally scientists would grow their network and get exposure by 
publishing papers and attending conference. In this new world, a great 
piece of graduate school advice is to take care of your online presence. 

• While you should still do these things during your PhD, you could make 
use of some digital tools to be a better scientist and to grow your online 
reputation, visibility and academic footprint. 

• There are 3 key online tools that you can use to grow your online presence 
as a scientist: a science blog, Twitter, and LinkedIn, aka the social media 
trinity for scientists. 

• If you use these three tools you will stop being invisible for Google. People 
will find you and discover what your research is about. 



8: Time Management Rules From The 4 
Hour Workweek That Change The Game 

• You want to be effective, not just efficient: being efficient at 
something unimportant is useless. Being effective at finishing 
important things makes a big difference. 

• Pareto’s Law 80/20: focus your efforts in that 20% of tasks that 
bring 80% of the benefits (like writing papers). Remove the 80% of 
tasks that only contribute to 20% of the results (like revising 
constantly your time management system). 

• Parkinson’s Law: set tight deadlines, the last minute rush will 
activate your creativity. If you decide you can do a task in  2 days, 
guess what? It will take your 2 days to accomplish it. If you would 
assign 3 hours to it, you would still finish it. 

 



• You are scared, so is everybody else: when talking to other 
people, giving presentations, applying for that position, it is 
scary, but everybody else would be scared. 

• Have near-impossible goals: these are the goals that 
motivate you and that are worth working hard and walking 
the extra mile. When would you work harder? When you 
have to prepare a poster for a regional meeting or when 
you have to give a talk at an international conference in 
New York? I thought so. 



9: Deliver Fast And Often, Get 
Feedback 

• At the start of a PhD get some little results fast to boost motivation, 
don’t go first for big results.  

• This is great advice because having some small results will a) give 
you a sense of progress, so your motivation will go up and b) give 
you something to present (maybe as a poster) and discuss with 
other scientists. 

• In your daily work, you should aim at “good enough” and “deliver 
soon” instead of “perfect delivered in a few more days”. If you 
deliver intermediate results or a draft of a paper, you have the 
chance of getting feedback soon and correct your direction if 
needed. 



10: Enjoy The Ride 
• You will meet interesting people and you will 

have the chance to explore your own ideas and to 
be creative. 

• You have the chance to travel. Get results and 
present them in conferences. Ask your boss to 
pay for the trip or apply for a travelling stipend 
for students. Find collaborators and get them to 
invite you to visit their lab. 







The top three qualities are: 

– Perseverance. 

– Tenacity. 

– Ability to communicate. 

 



To survive this period, you have to fail from the moment you wake to 
the moment you sleep. You'll probably be launching your fledgling 
papers to peer reviewers, testing the waters to see if what others think 
you're doing qualifies as research. Since acceptance rates at good 
venues range between 8% and 25%, most or all of your papers will be 
rejected. You have to stay immersed in your field and hope that you'll 
hit it eventually. 
This phase of the Ph.D. is what requires perseverance. Students not 
willing to commit themselves totally will wash out. 



In computer science, a competitive candidate 
will have about 10 publications, and 3-5 of those 
will be at "selective" or "Tier 1" venues (crudely, 
less than 33% acceptance rate). 





For my first answer I'd select four indispensable 
qualities: 

– 0. intelligence 

– 1. curiosity 

– 2. creativity 

– 3. discipline and productivity 
(interestingly, I'd say the same four qualities 
characterize great artists). 



In the "nice to have but not essential" category, I 
would add 
4. ability to teach/communicate with an 
audience 
5. ability to communicate with peers 


