
Pre-Arrival Session:

Coming Directly from Undergrad 

into a Ph.D. Program

Friday, July 24, 9:00am-10:00am , EST





Aimée Surprenant (she/her), 

Dean of the Graduate School 

One thing you wish you had known about 
graduate school before starting:

¢Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ 
Nobel Prize winning ideaτit could just be a 
set of studies that added something 
interesting to the literature.



GRADUATE SCHOOL MISSION

ÅAs  the  hub  for  graduate  education  at  Virginia  Tech,  the  Graduate  School  collaborates  

with  students,  faculty,  and  academic  and  administrative  units  across  all  campuses  and  

partner  institutions  to  champion  excellence,  integrity,  and  innovation .

ÅThrough  our  services,  we  are  committed  to  cultivating  a supportive  community  where  all  

graduate  and  professional  students  belong,  thrive,  and  succeed  throughout  their  entire  

academic  journey  and  beyond  as  alumni . 

ÅWe  demonstrate  our  commitment  to  catalyzing  a globally  distinct  graduate  education  

environment  by  a)  providing  critical  infrastructure  b)  fostering  interdisciplinary  and  

cross - disciplinary  collaboration,  and  c)  advocating  for  graduate  students  and  programs . 

ÅThrough  our  work,  we  contribute  to  Virginia  Tech’s  tripartite  land  grant  mission  of  

teaching,  research,  and  engagement  to  advance  regional,  national,  and  global  impact . 



VISION (The aspiration)

A graduate school environment where students feel 

they belong, can thrive, and are empowered to achieve 

academic, personal, and professional success.

MISSION (How we'll work to achieve it)

Through intentional collaborations, we will provide 

dependable resources, community -building programs, and inclusive initiatives 

OBȋKNAGCFȋJA:>L:OKȋDOL>KNODjȋ/GAJGNG:ȋ-KCFȋKT?KAGKNCKȋ

and to support their academic, personal, and professional aspirations. 

SSSP VISION & MISSION



BELONGING

Programming:

ÅGLC Cafe

ÅMake Yourself at Home

ÅMingle at the Market

ÅConnect Events

ÅPumpkinpalooza

ÅThanksgiving Chili Lunch

ÅInternational Education Week

ÅDean’s Cultural Appreciation Program

Initiatives:

ÅUCSO & RSO Engagement

ÅDepartmental Student Org Engagement



THRIVING
Programming:

ÅPre - Arrival Programs & Orientation Week

ÅResource Fair

ÅGearUp

ÅWhat Have I Gotten Myself Into?

ÅGrocery Bingo

ÅCooking Demos

ÅStrengths Workshops

ÅLittle Hokie Hand - Me - Down

ÅWriting/Momentum Series

ÅGrad Ed Week

Initiatives:

ÅGLC Pantry

ÅMentoring Training for Faculty & Administrators  

           (EGE and NSU)

ÅCommunity Scholars

ÅSmall Group series on mental health and wellness with Cook



THRIVING

Funding:

ÅDean’s Assistantships

ÅPowell Fellowship

ÅGraduate School Annual Fund:

ḬTransformative Experiences support

ḬAttracting Top Talent recruiting funds 

ḬExperiential Learning support

ḬDissertation Completion Grants 

ḬGlobal Impact Graduate Fellowships

Partner initiatives

ÅGPSS Foundation Fund 

ÅDean of Students Emergency Fund

ÅGEM Fellowship

ÅSREB Fellowship



ACHIEVING PERSONAL, ACADEMIC, & 
PROFESSIONAL SUCCESS

ÅJourney Map 

ÅWriting Retreats & Drop Inn Hours

ÅComps, Quals, & Prelims, Oh my!

ÅDefense Practice

ÅPreparing for Your Defense with Dr. Carter - Veale

ÅResearch Impact & Intelligence 

ÅFunding Your Research as a Newly Independent 

Researcher:  How to Get Started

ÅLunch with the Dean

ÅConnect Events

ÅManaging {______} Crises Series

ÅNavigating Difficult Dialogues

ÅHow to Talk About Grad School Over Break

ÅCo - Ops

ÅNon - Academic Careers in Higher Ed 

ÅFrom Academia to Industry & PhD Paths

ÅIntercultural Competency Workshop

ÅCV Review, Interview Prep, and Salary Negotiation

ÅEGE Equity - Minded Mentoring

Redefining Student Success in Higher 

Education: Beyond Grades and 

Graduation Rates  (Bermejo, 2025)

https://www.ruffalonl.com/blog/student-success/redefining-student-success-in-higher-education-beyond-grades-and-graduation-rates/
https://www.ruffalonl.com/blog/student-success/redefining-student-success-in-higher-education-beyond-grades-and-graduation-rates/
https://www.ruffalonl.com/blog/student-success/redefining-student-success-in-higher-education-beyond-grades-and-graduation-rates/


Á Office of the University Registrar

Á Office of University Scholarships & Financial Aid 

Á Bursarõs Office 

Á Graduate Admissions & Academic Progress 
(GAAP) 

Á Cranwell International Center

Á Dean of Students 

Á Cook Counseling Center

Á Office of  Veteran Services 

Á Career & Professional Development 

Á Student Medical Insurance 

Á Sustainable Transportation 

Á Hokie Passport Services

Á Housing 

Á Graduate School Ombudsperson

Á Office for Civil Rights Compliance & Prevention 



The Hidden Curriculum (Jackson, 1968)

ÅUnofficial, unwritten, unspoken, unintended, 
ÅValues, actions, lessons, perspectives
ÅStudents are expected to know/follow
ÅVs “formal curriculum”

ÅAdvisor: may be generally assigned or specifically selected
ÅPI: Primary Investigator 
ÅGPC & GPD
ÅGraduate Program Coordinator: typically AP Faculty or 

Staff. Student services and support.
ÅGraduate Program Director: typically T&R Faculty. 

Program curriculum and progress toward degree 
Åhttps://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/programs/pr

ogram-contacts.html 
ÅProgram: MS, Ph.D., DVM, etc.
ÅDepartment: Sociology, Physics, Engineering Education, 

etc.
ÅCollege: College of Liberal Arts & Human Sciences, College 

of Agriculture & Life Science, etc.
ÅCampus: Blacksburg, Roanoke, DC Area, etc. 
ÅGraduate School: various locations, in-person and hybrid

https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/programs/program-contacts.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/programs/program-contacts.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/programs/program-contacts.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/programs/program-contacts.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/programs/program-contacts.html


Bryan Hanson, EdD,Certified Organizational 
Ombuds (He/Him) 

Ombuds, Graduate School at Virginia Tech

One thing you wish you had known about 
graduate school before starting:

This is very simple and seems like common 
sense now, but the one thing that helped me 
manage my experience in Graduate School is 
the advice to narrow your scope and focus on 
clear aims in your research. It is so easy to get 
distracted in hopes to solve all problems in the 
world.

https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fioa.memberclicks.net%2Fassets%2Fdocs%2FSOP-COE%2FIOA_Standards_of_Practice_English.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Ccotrupi%40vt.edu%7C216a5730c5ed4719fb7308dedea1d0a7%7C6095688410ad40fa863d4f32c1e3a37a%7C0%7C0%7C639192984102602653%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Q2HFqr2FwCnfBmbCrWZknZtdhHop5V2hO8RgMmspTHg%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fioa.memberclicks.net%2Fassets%2Fdocs%2FSOP-COE%2FIOA_Standards_of_Practice_English.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Ccotrupi%40vt.edu%7C216a5730c5ed4719fb7308dedea1d0a7%7C6095688410ad40fa863d4f32c1e3a37a%7C0%7C0%7C639192984102602653%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Q2HFqr2FwCnfBmbCrWZknZtdhHop5V2hO8RgMmspTHg%3D&reserved=0


What is a Mentor?

Mentoring is a personal relationship in which a more experienced 
faculty member acts as a guide, role model, teacher, and sponsor of a 

less experienced graduate student. A mentor provides the mentee with 
knowledge, advice, challenge, counsel, and support in the mentee’s 

pursuit of becoming a full member of a particular profession.

Johnson, W.B. & Huwe, J. (2003) Getting Mentored. APA, Washington DC.



Guidelines for establishing a strong foundation
Å Know yourself 

ÅReflect upon your needs in this relationship
ÅStudent-Advisor Expectations Scales

ÅReflect on your communication tendencies and preferences
ÅReflect upon your responses to conflicts

ÅConflict Styles Assessment

ÅReflect on your approach for organizing priorities and 
deadlines.

Å Collaboratively establish the foundation
ÅDevelop expectations for the working relationship
ÅDiscuss academic and career goals 
ÅDefine clear roles and job duties
ÅExplore communication and conflict styles
ÅEstablish approach to deadline and milestone development



Maintaining the Relationship

Focus Areas:
ÅCultivating a strong, collaborative working relationship.

ÅDeveloping trust within relationship.

ÅAchieving developmental goals:

ÅEstablishing professional identity

ÅIncreasing the comfort in taking risks

ÅTaking steps to achieve autonomy

ÅDevelop professional competency and integrity



Make Self-Care a Priority

Research
Coursework

Assistantship/Work Duties

Eating
Sleeping

Exercising
Socializing



Healthy Coping Strategies
ÅBe Observant
ÅTake care of yourself
ÅUnderstand what you can control
ÅFind ways to focus
ÅSeek out social support
ÅSupport others ability to cope
ÅReframe failure
ÅBreathe



Framework for Constructive Conversations

ü Reflect upon your needs

ü Establish your message

ü List out your requests

ü Initiate conversation

ü Engage openly

ü Follow up
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E
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Why visit the Ombuds?

•Identify Options

•Discuss Strategy

•Determine Actions

•Conflict Engagement

•Communication

•Decision Making

•Policies

•Resources

•Process

•Feel Heard

•Sounding Board

•Vent

Talk Clarify

PlanCoaching



Contacting the Ombudsperson

Call 540-231-9573 or email 
Bryanh76@vt.edu

You will also find me in Room 114 in the 
Graduate Life Center in Blacksburg.

For more information visit: 
http://graduate.ombudsman.vt.edu

VT Graduate School Ombudsperson

mailto:Bryanh76@vt.edu
http://graduate.ombudsman.vt.edu/


Kamillah Kassam, Ph.D.
Postdoctoral Fellow, CEED

One thing you wish you had known about 
graduate school before starting: 

I wish that I had known the importance of 
mentoring networks and how to seek 
effective mentoring from my advisor, other 
faculty and admin that I interacted with, and 
my peers.



Mentoring Constellations
Kamillah Kassam, Ph.D. (she/her)

kkassam@vt.edu



Mentoring  Advising

Å"Mentor" is often used to mean advisor (PI) in academia, but 
that is not always the case

ÅMentoring is a personal relationship as well as professional, 
where the mentor can act as a guide and an advocate

ÅAn advisor might not be a mentor

ÅAdvising is more task-oriented (completing research or a thesis)

ÅMentoring is more holistic and can be long-term

ÅTurning an advisor relationship into a mentor relationship takes 
mutual agreement and communication on both parts



Mentoring ȓ Specific to Graduate School

ÅA mentor will provide personal and professional advice on the transition 
into and out of graduate school
ÅThey may help students understand how to achieve a work-life balance
ÅMentors can be a source of emotional encouragement during a challenging 

time
ÅMentors can help with:

oSkill development
oGoal setting
oNetworking
oMotivation
oAccountability
oCoping with stress of grad school



Mentoring Categories ȓ One Person May 
Not Be All Things
ÅAdvisers – people with career experience willing to share knowledge

ÅSupporters – people who give emotional and moral encouragement

ÅTutors – people who give specific feedback on one's performance

ÅExperts – people who shepherd students through the transition 
from trainee to junior colleague 

ÅSponsors – sources of information about/aid in obtaining 
opportunities

ÅRole Models – the kind of person you strive to be as an academic

Zelditch, M. (1990).Mentor Roles,Proceedings of the 32nd Annual Meeting of the Western Association of Graduate 
Schools. Cited in Powell, R.C..& Pivo, G. (2001),Mentoring: The Faculty-Graduate Student Relationship.Tuscon, AZ: 
University of Arizona.





Diji Nieves-Esparcia (she/hers)
Å Ph.D. Student, Neuroscience
Å I wish I knew that everyone comes into graduate school with different 

levels of experience, so no one will be on the same path, even in the same 
program or lab.

Kamillah Kassam, Ph.D.
Å Postdoctoral Fellow, CEED
Å I wish that I had known the importance of mentoring networks and how to 

seek effective mentoring from my advisor, other faculty and admin that I 
interacted with, and my peers.

Shannon Carney (she/her)
Å PhD Candidate, Biomedical Veterinary Sciences (ID-IGEP-associated 

student)
Å You should take advantage of any programs that offer rotations!

Mohammed El Kihal
Å Doctoral Candidate, Engineering Education
Å Your relationship with your advisor can shape much of your graduate 

experience. -> It is important to discuss expectations, communication 
preferences, and boundaries early.

Nadirah Bowman, She/her/hers
Å Ph.D. Student, Engineering Education
Å Non-academic: I wish I knew how to better budget and account for the cost 

of groceries/household items that are truly needed for one person.
Å Academic: I wish I downloaded a resource manager such as Zotero to help 

organize literature and required readings from classes and projects. This 
would have save me a lot of time!



Optional Breakout Room Chats

Å Please feel free to join the breakout room 

hosted by the speaker of your choosing.

Å There is no set agenda, feel free to pop in 

and out to say hello and ask questions of 

those you’d like to hear more from!
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