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Expectations for graduate students in the Hydro-Biogeochemistry Research Group 

Most students enter a relationship with a thesis advisor without a clear idea of what they can 
expect so I have compiled this handout to give you some idea of what I expect of you as student 
and what you can expect of me as an advisor. 

My top priority is for both of us to communicate and set mutually-agreed-upon goals and then 
both do our best to make those goals into reality. As one of my students, I plan to treat you as a 
junior colleague who is maturing into a professional engineer or scientist. This means that you 
can actively co-create opportunities to meet your goals, and also puts a large responsibility on 
your shoulders to live up to the expectations of performance that are required of a colleague. 

I hope you learn:  
• to do good, sound, detail-oriented science  
• to take ownership of your research project and become an expert on your topic  
• creative problem solving and a sense of fearlessness about technical issues and new ideas 
• technical writing and presentation skills, a sense of professionalism and project 

management  
• to support colleagues and value a collegial, challenging, fun and interdisciplinary 

environment. 
 
Your time 
Graduate degrees in North America generally take ~2 years for a Masters and 4 to 5 years for a 
Ph.D. You can expect the Ph.D. to take 6 years if you do not already have a Masters degree. It 
is my goal to make sure that you graduate within this time frame. The Masters and Ph.D. 
degrees require that you take courses and conduct research. The time commitment to research 
tends to be one of the most important issues for graduate students and advisors. Each term, I 
will ask you to identify reasonable research goals to be completed by the end of that term. You 
will present these at group meeting at the start of the quarter, and I will provide feedback on the 
goals as necessary. During the year you will develop and present weekly goals that will assist 
you in reaching your quarter goals. As long as I can see progress towards your goals at a 
reasonable rate, I will not pay any attention to how you spend your time.  However: 

• In your first few years as a student, I ask that you plan to spend time in lab or at your desk 
during core work hours (i.e., 10 am – 3 pm). This will enable easy communication and 
interaction with both your peers and me. We can discuss alternative work locations as you 
progress through your degree.  

• I will expect you to work during academic ‘holidays’ such as spring break, unless you are 
taking this time as your vacation. The graduate student union has negotiated one week of 
vacation per academic quarter.  I ask you to alert me to your vacation plans and put the dates 
you will not be at work on the lab calendar.  

I expect you to regard graduate school as you would a job in a company, which means that you 
show up to work every weekday (unless you are on vacation) and focus on your work when you 
are here.  As a graduate student, your job is to learn, to conduct research, and, depending on 



	 2	

your appointment, to teach. You are getting paid (via a living stipend, benefits and tuition) for 
this effort. If you are on a research appointment (RA) you are being paid from research grants 
(i.e., tax-payer money) to conduct research and the grant making agencies expect to see 
research progress as a result of this investment.  Even if you are taking classes, if you are on a 
RA, it is important that you make research a priority — the research is what is paying your 
salary and tuition. If you are on a teaching appointment (TA) you are being paid by the 
department to teach.  However, if you want to graduate within the time frame discussed above, 
it is important that you still make basic research progress when you are a TA.  

I am responsible for financially supporting you, as well as all the students and postdoctoral 
researchers in my research group; therefore, I request that as a member of my group you use 
your time at work wisely. The choices you make about how you use your time impact me, as 
well as all the other members in the research group. If you use your time poorly, it will take you 
longer to complete your degree, forcing me to find more resources to support you and taking 
away resources from others in the group. Because the time-management choices you make 
impact everyone in the research group, I have developed guidelines that I ask all group 
members to follow.  Essentially, when you are at work you need to focus on your work (i.e., 
learning, teaching and conducting research) and limit the number of outside distractions. Thus I 
ask that when you are at work: 

• You do not engage with social media. No use of Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn, 
etc.  

• You do not continuously g-chat, text, skype with your friends and family. I understand that 
you will need to communicate with friends and family to coordinate logistics (e.g., when you 
will be home or when you can meet someone somewhere). This type of communication is 
brief, contained and completely acceptable. What I am asking is that you do not have long 
on-going conversations with your friends and family while you are at work.  

• You do not visit websites that have no relevance to your job of learning, teaching and 
conducting research. 

• You limit your use of email. Email is an insidious time sink because it feels like it is work 
related. However, most of what you need to get done while at work does not actually require 
email. If you have the self-discipline, the best practice is to check email only two to three 
times during the workday (this is what I try to do). I will never send anything time sensitive 
over email. I will text or call you if something is urgent. 

Research is a slow and labor-intensive process, and progress is best achieved by a focused 
and steady application of effort every workday.   

Sometimes, early in a project students are unclear about what they should be doing — this is 
normal and please come and see me. It can be difficult to know how to divide your time between 
reading and writing and ‘real work’. I have never known a student that has over-allocated time to 
writing and reading — most people underestimate how long those things take. I have ‘how to’ 
guides to help students on how to read a paper, how to review a paper, and how to write a 
paper. It is crucial to read the academic literature as you work on your research project, problem 
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solve or learn a new technique — it is said that an hour in the library can save a week (or more) 
in lab.  

If you find yourself struggling with time management, writing or reading, please come and talk 
with me. I have a number of time management and organizational tricks that work for me and I 
am happy to share if you would like.  Similarly, if you are struggling with motivation or other 
issues, please come talk to me so we can address the problem.  

Research Credits 
To maintain full-time student status, graduate students need to be registered for 10 credits 
during the academic year, and 2 during the summer. During the academic year, you can be 
registered for a maximum of 18 credits. You will earn far more research credits than you need, 
so it does not matter how many you register for during the academic year, so long as your total 
number of credits (classes plus research) is at least 10 but not more than 18.  
 
Ph.D. Exams  
If you are pursuing a Ph.D., there are three exams you will need to pass to complete your 
degree: the qualifying exam, the general exam, and the final exam. The qualifying exam is 
generally taken in the second year, or the first year if you have a Master's degree already. It is a 
test of your background knowledge, and will be relevant to your research but not specific to it. 
The General exam is taken in the 3rd or 4th year, and is a proposal of what you expect your 
dissertation to be. Many students delay these exams because they want to put off the extra 
work, but it is better to take them on time both because it advances you through the program, 
and because you get a raise after each one. The final exam is your dissertation defense, which 
lets you graduate. The lab website has links to documents that grad students in the department 
have typed up laying out the process for each exam.  

My time 
I stay abreast of what everyone is working on and how it is going during lab group meeting 
when everyone presents and reviews their weekly goals. Beyond the group meetings, I am 
happy to meet with you at any time during which I am unscheduled. I share my calendar with 
everyone in the group so you can see when I am busy/free. If I am free, you can schedule a 
meeting with me, without emailing to ask me. Just create an event in your Google Calendar and 
invite me to the meeting. I will get an email alert and it will populate my calendar. I will assume 
that I am meeting with you during that time slot and will expect for you to show up at my office. 
Sometimes when my schedule changes, I will email to change the meeting time. But usually this 
method works well.  

Please take advantage of this offer to meet with me. I am happy to meet as often as needed – 
even more than once a week. My calendar can look full, but most the time you can find a place 
to squeeze in. If you need to meet and there is not apparent room in my calendar for a meeting, 
email me and we can find a time to meet.  

If you have an urgent or quick question, and you see my office door open, you are welcome to 
ask me; but if I am occupied with something else I may ask you to come back. For longer 
conversations, I prefer to set up a meeting so that both of our attention will be focused on the 
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topic. If you simply need something signed, please either place the document in my mailbox and 
send me an email letting me know you did this, or save the paperwork for our weekly meeting.  

Writing, authorship and ideas 
I hope that you write a manuscript-based thesis that will have 1-2 papers (Masters) or 3-4 
papers (PhD) that will be largely submitted to journals while you are still here. I expect you to 
submit a majority of your papers before you graduate. Writing and submitting papers is 
challenging, and I am happy to work closely with you to write paper outlines, rapidly review 
sections and help however I can. Given the importance and difficult of writing: 

• I currently ask all lab group members to participate in the lab peer writing group where 
people set writing goals and provide feedback and written material.  

• After you have enough data collected for a manuscript, take a writing class that is focused 
on how to write a scientific manuscript (on currently exists in the Biology department). 

The length of the paper you write and the target journal to publish it in will depend on the 
research subject and quality of the results; I generally aim for high-impact journals. I suggest 
reading How to Write a Lot by Paul Silvia (I have a copy in my office you can borrow). 

I have posted authorship guidelines of the lab website, ensuring we all understand what is 
expected for earning a first or co-author position on a manuscript. Like all things, I encourage an 
open dialogue about this topic.  

I strongly value new ideas and working in research environment where new and interesting 
ideas are bubbling up all the time from me and my students. So don’t be shy about sharing new, 
wacky or strange-sounding ideas - you never know where they go. Academics often get 
attached to ‘this is my idea’ and people have imperfect memories so I always encourage an 
open dialogue about who contributed to an idea being born, developed and brought to fruition.  
Finally, it is important to have strong integrity and honesty in your work – never skewing, biasing 
or misrepresenting results to fit a previous idea. 

Data recording and backing up 
Tracking and recording work is very important. Taking clear notes feels very boring but pays off 
massively later when you are writing. This can be in a field notebook, laboratory notebook, or an 
excel sheet where you keep track of model runs, etc. depending on the project. It is also 
important to link electronic data files, both raw and processed, to a field notebook or laboratory 
notebook that contains information about the electronic data. I find that including the lab 
notebook name and page number in the name of the data file is best (e.g., ICPMS_RBN2p40: 
this electronic data file would be from an ICPMS run that is described in my lab notebook called 
RBN #2 on page 40).  In addition, samples stored in the lab that you collect or generate need to 
be linked to a field notebook or laboratory notebook. In the moment, you will feel like you could 
never forget where, when, how or why a sample was collected. But in a few months or years 
you will forget. In addition, I need to be able to find information about samples in the lab after 
you graduate. Backing up your work every day is crucial – we all know a story of a student that 
didn’t to this.  
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• Currently, we have a lab server that I will ask you to back up data to and relevant project 
information to on a monthly, if not more regular basis.  

• Taking photos of lab and field notebook pages every few days is also good practice, so that 
if something happens to these notebooks, you don’t lose all of the data stored in them. Post 
these photos to the lab server 

• Keeping a weekly journal of the highlights of your efforts is very helpful for remembering 
what you learned from a trial run or data plot, decisions that you made and why, and other 
information that you should not forget, and in the moment think you will not forget, but 
inevitably will forget. Please post the journal to the lab group Google Drive so that I can 
access it as well.  

• Finally, when you are done with your degree, your files on the server should be organized 
and explained with an overview document so that future students and I can follow your work 
and use data you produced. The weekly journal of highlights can be very helpful for 
generating this overview organizational document. 

Safety 
Field and lab safety is paramount. I require training before anyone can work in the lab — please 
be sure you receive this training and that it is documented. If you don’t know whether a 
particular action is dangerous, don’t do it until you consult me or someone else who knows. 

Bottom line 
I try to do everything I can to help you be a successful, productive student that is having fun and 
learning lots. Let me know how I can make that happen.  

Helpful Information 
The lab website (www.uwhydrobiogeochem.com) has pages under the ‘MORE’ heading that 
included campus student resources for mental health and for dealing with discrimination and 
harassment (page titled ‘Student Resources’).  In addition, there are pages only accessible to 
the lab group (via the password ‘Wilcox169’) that outline other helpful pieces of information for 
working as a member of the Hydro-biogeochemistry research group. 

 


