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Surviving the First Year of Graduate School 

Lexy Rodriguez, Ph.D. Student, University of Illinois*
The main thing that students new to the doctoral program should do is anything possible to control the stress. Going through a Ph.D. program is very stressful and demanding, but although you cannot control what is demanded of you, you can control how you deal with it. The best way to deal with it is strategically. There is no single strategy that works for everyone, so through some trial and error you will have to test out what works best for you and once you find your groove you’ll find it a lot easier to get through your class work, research work, summer papers, etc. The key is to work smart not hard! Believe me, I learned it the hard way. For many students the first semester or two is the most difficult experience they have ever had to deal with, but with a little bit of planning, perspective, and perseverance, your first year can be memorable and very rewarding.

Ok, so now you’re probably wondering- what’s the plan, man? Well, here are a few pointers from my own experience, but it is also wise to ask other fellow colleagues and even professors for tips.   1. Have an organization system set up for:  a) Notes , b) Syllabi , c) Text Books/ auxiliary books, and  d) Articles (you will be reading lots and lots of them)

- What I mean by organizational system is a way in which you can easily locate, retrieve, and re-store any materials you need for your work. You may need to invest in a few organizational tools, such as a file folders, labels, filing cabinet, book shelf, etc, but it is well worth it if it helps you stay organized and on task. It is also good to be organized because seeing your desk cluttered with stacks of books, articles, and so on is not too good for morale, and in this game you need to keep your spirits lifted in every way you can!

2. Obtain the syllabi for the courses you are going to take as soon as possible-don’t wait until the first day of class.  E-mail your teachers if necessary. You don’t want anything to catch you off guard

Once again; we’re trying to minimize stress.  Look through the assignments you’ll be expected to do and take note of any questions you may have about them and will want to ask the professor about - Look over your reading assignments. Get your required books or articles as soon as possible and start going over the readings. The more prepared you are ahead of time, the less stress you have when the deadline rolls around.  Take special note of any exam dates or mid-term papers. You’ll want to work ahead whenever possible- remember, don’t let yourself be caught by surprise with an eminently close deadline.

3. Manage your time wisely.   There’s so much meaning packed into those four little words, I’ll do my best to explain it. Your classwork, your lecture notes, your readings, your research it is all crucial to your success in the doctorate program, but so are YOU. It is imperative to maintain a healthy balance between doctorate-related work and yourself. The best way to do this is to plan, plan, plan. I don’t mean scheduling your meals and nap times on a calendar, but rather compiling all of your assignments from your syllabi into a weekly list and working at a pace where you can get your work for each class done in advance of the deadline and therefore have time left over for yourself.

4. Recommended readings. When I first started out, I wasn’t sure what to expect or how to perform, and I was even a little fuzzy on some of the material I needed to know for my classes. There are a few books that I have found incredibly helpful, which I have recommended to others who have used them too:   a) How to get a Ph.D. by Estelle M. Phillips & Derek S. Pugh,  b) Writing for the social sciences by Howard S. Becker , c) The Evelyn Wood 7-day speed reading and learning program , d) Multivariate statistical analysis: a conceptual introduction by Sam Kash Kachigan

5. Become familiar with your own research interests.   I know you are just starting out, but remember that the culmination of your doctoral degree consists of writing an original piece of research (a.k.a. your dissertation). It’s never too early to find out what interests you. Take every class assignment that you write as an opportunity to discover what research stream makes you tick and find out as much about it as you can.   You can talk to your professors about their research interests. You can gain insights from what type of research they do and you can narrow down your choices by crossing out the stuff you are not interested in.  You can go to the business library reference section and read the latest editions of the top marketing journals (Journal of Marketing, Journal of Marketing Research, Journal of Consumer Research, and Journal of Marketing Science) to see what the latest research being published is. You can go to the library database (www.library.uiuc.edu) and run a subject search through ABI/Inform, Business Source Premier (EBSCO), or Web of Science (ask the librarian for help) if there are some topics you are interested in and want to find articles about.

6. Be healthy. This may sound like strange advice, but with all the stress and worrying about papers and projects and such, many students don’t eat healthy, exercise, or take time to relax. Needless to say, it does not benefit anyone to be unhealthy, but a doctorate student needs all their energy, motivation, and focus to be on their goal-doing the very best you can in all you do! Thus, I recommend going to the gym, eating your 3 meals a day, and getting your very much needed rest.

7. Ask for help. If you are struggling with something and need help from a colleague or professor, don’t hesitate to ask. Most everyone has your best interests and success in mind and will answer you question or help you work through your problem.

8. Be responsible. This may seem like an unnecessary statement, but it cannot be emphasized enough. You have been accepted into an elite program and you are surrounded by professionals, nothing less than professionalism is expected of you. This means arriving to class on time, turning in assignments on time, preparing for class in the manner expected by your professors, keeping appointments, and fulfilling your duties as an RA or TA.

9. Be your own best friend. It’s great to have colleagues, friends, and companions throughout your PhD experience, but you have to remember to be your own best friend. This means giving yourself a pat on the back once in a while when you’ve accomplished your goals, reminding yourself that you have what it takes to succeed as a PhD student, and treating yourself well by staying healthy, keeping the stress levels out of control, and doing the activities you enjoy! 

10. Keep track of your successes. You should always be goal oriented. So, if your goal is to finish the week’s assignments by the previous week-end or to finish your papers a few days before they are due, keep track of it somewhere- a journal, a diary, a notepad, the back of your assignment book, your calendar- You get the idea! Looking back on what you have accomplished is motivational for accomplishing even bigger better things in the future (think dissertation…)!
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