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Graduate School Success



GRAD SCHOOL SUCCESS

Make a plan 1

Take advantage of resources4

Communicate3

Be flexible and adventurous2



MAKE A PLAN 

Assess 
skills, 

values, 
interests

Develop 
goals, 

write the 
plan

Discuss 
plan 
with 

mentors

Execute 
your 
plan

Revise 
and 

review

Source: https://grad.wisc.edu/pd/idp/
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Year 1
Getting Started

Proposal

Literature Review Proposal Deadline

HolsEthics

Annual Review

Writing

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Year 2

XXX

XXX

HolsXXX Annual Review

Writing

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Year 3

Final Revisions

Writing Hols

XXX Submit!

XXX

Source: https://www.ithinkwell.com.au/resources



Create an Individual 
Development Plan

• https://myidp.sciencecareers.org

• http://www.imaginephd.com​

• https://researchtools.mun.ca/rpm/process/plan-

project-execution/plan-data-management/



BE 
FLEXIBLE

Source: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/motivational-series-how-turn-failure-success-dorian-tang​



Source: http://www.333photo.com/new-prints-online/​

BE 
ADVENTUROUS



COMMUNICATE



WITH YOUR 
SUPERVISOR
The role of supervisors and supervisory 

committees, as well as the relationship between 

students and their supervisors, are key 

components affecting the success of research-

stream students in their programs.​



COMMUNICATING WITH YOUR SUPERVISOR

1.Within a month (preferably within a week) of arrival on campus schedule a 

first meeting with your academic advisor to introduce yourself, ask questions 

about the program, and get a feel for program and departmental 

expectations.​

2.Initiate an ‘expectations conversation’ with your advisor—consider a mentoring 

agreement.​ 

3.Take notes and share them after each meeting.​ 

4.When in doubt – ask for help! This is a sign of strength, not weakness.​



COMMUNICATING WITH YOUR SUPERVISOR

1.Meet regularly ​

2.Discuss expectations, roles and responsibilities​

3.Become familiar with all appropriate deadline dates and regulations ​

4.Discuss research/scholarship ideas and ask for guidance​

5.Keep apprised of professional development opportunities (weekly email). ​

6.Discuss and uphold standards of academic integrity​

7.Clarify issues of intellectual property, data management, and authorship



WHAT CAN I EXPECT FROM MY SUPERVISOR?

1.Expertise in your subject area​

2.Regular supervisory meetings​

3.Feedback on work in progress​

4.Advice and support​

5.Mediation and representation​

6.Planning your project and setting milestones



WHAT CAN I NOT  EXPECT FROM MY SUPERVISOR?

1.Unlimited attention​

2.To tell you what to do​

3.To be your best friend​

4.To be superhuman​

5.To provide professional development outside 

       of the discipline





This step may be 

completed before 

arrival

This step must be
completed 2 weeks

before defense

1. Submit an 

application online

2. Program reviews 

application and makes 

a recommendation 

to Graduate School

3. Graduate School 

finalizes decision and 

updates application 

portal; email sent to 

student and program

4. Funding offer is

sent separately by 

academic program (if 

applicable) 

5. Complete “Reply to 

Offer” in application 

portal to officially 

accept admission

6. Create VT PID

7. Submit Schiffert 

Health Center 

Immunization History 

Form online

8. Complete online 

module, “Sexual 

Assault Prevention 

for Graduates” 

9. Participate in GTA 

Workshop (if 

applicable)

10. Attend
departmental and/or

Graduate School
orientation 

11. Register for 

classes in HokieSPA 

before deadline

12. Submit final 

transcript showing 

degree conferral in 

1st semester

13. Enroll in credit 

hours according to 

Continuous Enrollment 

and Doctoral 

Residency 

requirements

14. Identify formal

and informal mentors

15. Complete Ethics 

Requirement

16. Form a Committee 

and submit a Plan of 

Study

17. Meet with 

committee once per 

semester; work with 

Chair to submit annual 

progress report
18. Participate in a Co-

Op experience 

(optional)

19. Pass Qualifying 

Exam and Prelim Exam 

at least 6 months 

before final defense 

(doctoral)

20. Submit research 

proposal (if applicable)

21. Enroll in at least 3 credit hours 

or in Start-of-Semester Defense 

Exception (SSDE)

22. Submit Degree or

Certificate Conferral

Request in Hokie SPA

23. Submit final

exam/evaluation

request in Electronic

Signature System (ESS)

24. Defend thesis or

dissertation or pass 

final exam

25. Submit ETD (if

applicable)
26. Receive diploma 

(PhDs at 

commencement; 

others by mail)

Graduate School 

Program/Student

Program 

Student

APPLICATION 

FOR 

ADMISSION

ACADEMIC 

PROGRESS

FINAL 

SEMESTER

Graduate Student 

Academic Roadmap

ADMISSION TO 

FIRST 

SEMESTER

https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/process/Grad_Journey_Map.pdf



OTHER ADVICE

1.Eat right​

2.Get proper sleep​

3.Create community and support networks​

4.Maintain mental and physical health



THE 
HIDDEN 
CURRICULUM

Pensky, J., Richardson, C., Serrano, A. et al. Disrupt and demystify the unwritten rules of 

graduate school. Nat. Geosci. 14, 538–539 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41561-021-

00799-w​



There’s a hidden 
curriculum in the 
academic, social, 
cultural, and funding 
environment of the 
university/ department/ 
field/ lab/ group/ dyad​



ACADEMIC 
HIDDEN 
CURRICULA

You must find out:

1.the conventions of the discipline 

2.the practices of the department

Source: Margolis, E. (2001). The Hidden Curriculum in Higher Education (1st ed.). Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203901854



ACADEMIC QUESTIONS TO ASK :

Get to know your graduate coordinator. 

Find the handbook and read it! 

• Who holds the knowledge? Who does the paperwork and keeps track of 

deadlines/requirements?​

• What are the milestones and when should you complete them?​

• What is the currency (publications, grades, research, teaching, mentoring, 

conferences)? How is “excellence” measured?​

• What is expected in terms of contributing to the lab/team/relationships? What 

to say yes or no to?​



SOCIAL/CULTURAL 
QUESTIONS TO ASK

• What kind of formal and informal support networks exist in the department, 

the graduate school, and the university?​

• Posture, dress, accent, word choices, eating, drinking, etc.​

• Nonverbals.

• Expectations around self-advocacy, i.e., individual development plans, 

setting your own goals, how much to speak up

• Multiple mentors, lines of research/scholarship, encouraged, discouraged, 

neutral? 



FUNDING 
QUESTIONS TO ASK

• Where is my funding coming from?​

• What is the plan for funding for the entirety of my program?​

• Is there summer funding?​

• Which fellowships should I be applying for?​

• Is there support for me to attend conferences?



COMMUNICATE

WITH THE 
BROADER COMMUNITY.. 

LOOK AROUND!

• Peers​
• Graduate School​
• Communities in and beyond 

campus​
• Take advantage of 

opportunities!



Available in the Library



SOME  SPECIFIC  ADVICE :

• Treat graduate school like a job 

• If you don’t have anything to do…



REMEMBER THAT 

YOU ARE NOT 

EXPECTED TO FACE 

THE CHALLENGES 

OF GRADUATE 

SCHOOL ALONE.​

Source: http://berkeleysciencereview.com/article/mind - grad -

school/



Source: https://andydunnblog.com/2014/07/01/awesomeness - experiement - takes - off/



OTHER RESOURCES

• https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/expectations/expectations-for-graduate-

education-overview.html%E2%80%8B

• https:/lib.vt.edu/find-borrow/gradstudent.html%E2%80%8B

• https:/www.training.nih.gov/wellbeing/%E2%80%8B

• https:/www.ithinkwell.com.au/resources%E2%80%8B

• https:/gradresources.org%E2%80%8B

• http:/www.phd2published.com%E2%80%8B

• https:/docs.google.com/document/d/1IFbHIN5OOAO0qz-VfCU9nEx4-x6CfArj1-

d8ylA2vsU/edit%E2%80%8B

• https:/first-gen-guide.com/resources/%E2%80%8B

• https:/pfforphds.com/blog/%E2%80%8B

• https:/www.mindtools.com/aqqm73t/mentoring-agreements-and-coaching-plans



THANK YOU
540 - 231- 8636

graduateschool .vt .edu

grads@vt .edu

Graduate Life Center at 

Donaldson Brown
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