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Introduction  
The time spent in graduate school is a fulfilling experience, but can at times be 

frustrating and boring. This may be especially so if you do not have several essential 
skills and strategies to effectively handle the various issues arising during graduate 
school.  Your advisor probably is the most important factor in your success [1], thus two 
key issues that you face are:  

(i)  How to choose the right advisor in graduate schooli, 
(ii) How to develop an effective working relationship with your advisor.  

This article is an attempt to summarize discussions of these issues available from 
multiple sources, and to present those aspects that we think are most vital. We have 
included discussions and tips from our own experiences. We hope that you will find this 
information useful during your graduate life. 

This article has six sections. The first section discusses three main types of faculty 
in order to highlight the pros and cons of working with each. Section 2 helps identify 
your personality and your career goals. Section 3 discusses how to identify your potential 
advisor. Section 4 offers strategies on how to make you a strong candidate for the advisor 
of your choice.  Section 5 provides tips for developing an effective relationship with your 
advisor. Section 6 addresses one final issue of how and when it may be a good idea to 
change your advisor. 

In graduate school, a student probably has two types of advisors, namely 
academic and dissertation advisors. In this article, we would like to focus our discussion 
on the latter one. By definition, a dissertation advisor ii is a person with career experience 
willing to share his/her knowledge with his/her student in solving significant technical 
issues [2]. There are two main kinds of dissertation advisors: 

• Official graduate advisor(s): The person who works with you to solve specific 
technical issues on a daily basis. Usually there is ONE advisor, sometimes two at 
most. 

• Member(s) of the graduate advisory committee: Those who give you general 
advice and evaluate your work and effort. Usually there is more than one 
supervisor.  

In this article, hereafter, we will use the word “advisor” to refer to the first type of 
dissertation advisors. We refer to the advisor as male for convenience and clarity in 
discussion only.  
   

                                                
i See section 3.4 to have a clear description of a right or ideal advisor. 
ii An advisor is different from a mentor who has a greater contribution than an advisor. A mentor can be an 
advisor, a supporter, a tutor, a master and a model of identity. Thus, the perfect situation is that your 
advisor is also your mentor, which is an ultimate goal that every graduate students dream of when entering 
their graduate school.  
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1. Types of faculty positions  
When choosing the right advisor, you should be aware of the three distinct tenure-

track faculty positions in academia: assistant, associate and full professorsiii. Generally, a 
professor has three main responsibilities: (i) teaching, (ii) doing research and (iii) doing 
services (See Section 8.1 for more information about these duties). Non-tenure track 
faculty membersiv, who are not officially eligible to advise graduate students, are not 
discussed here.  

1.1. Assistant Professor  
The entry-level position in academia is that of the assistant professor. The 

assistant-professor period usually lasts from 5 to 6 yearsv. During this time, a new faculty 
member has to play a survival game in which he must show his ability to excel in the 
academic environment by fulfilling the three main duties as mentioned above. Whether 
he can survive in the academic environment is decided at the end of this stage.  This 
period can be divided into 2 stages:  

• Stage 1 or the so-called pink time (years 1-4): This is the easiest and the most 
exciting time for a faculty member because he receives much support from his  
department and university as well as from his colleagues, in terms of 
collaboration, funding, teaching and other related issues. 

• Stage 2 or the real-life time (years 5-6): This is usually the most stressful time for 
an assistant professor. He has received much support and investment so far; thus, 
this is the “pay-back” time. He has to fulfill his potential and duties as a 
researcher and teacher (e.g., a number of publications, research recognition as 
well as participation in teaching and mentoring the students). Successfully doing 
so will result in the tenure grant in year 5 or 6. If not, it is likely that he has to 
move to a different place or get out of the academic environment.  

Because of the nature of this position, there are pros and cons of working for an 
assistant professor:  

Pros 
• He is very active and hard-working in order to distinguish himself from others 

and become an independent scientist. This means that he may spend more time 
with you in almost every aspect. For example, when you give him your 
manuscripts, it is likely that you will get his feedback within several days. As a 
result, you may have more works published.  

                                                
iii This classification is the most common one in science and engineering. 
iv Those who mainly focus on either teaching or research responsibilities such as lecturers (≡ assistant 
professors in some disciplines/schools), research professors/associates/fellows (≡ postdocs). 
v The time depends on negotiation between the employer (university) and the employee (the faculty 
member). For example, depending on the candidate’s experience (e.g., industrial experience) or excellence, 
he can negotiate to be in the fast tenure-track position which has a shorter time (e.g. 3 years) or directly 
jumps to a position higher than assistant rank. 
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• He may be more familiar with recent technological/scientific/mathematical 
techniques and developments, thus you may have a better opportunity to expose 
yourself to different new and active research areas. 

Cons 

• If tenure is not granted to him, you will have to decide whether you want to move 
to another place with him or transfer to a different group or school, or end your 
program altogether.  

• Typically, he has not fully developed his technical breadth and depth enough to be 
able to advise you on how to overcome all obstacles in solving difficult 
problems. Thus, your research projects may be less well-defined.  

• Communication can sometimes be a very sensitive and complicated issue. 
Because he does not have a lot of experience in effectively dealing with students, 
colleagues, or collaborators, he may not be able to handle the stress the 
accompanies a professor trying to gain tenure and may transfer some of this 
stress to you. 

• Since an assistant professor is highly motivated, he has higher expectations from 
you and will expect hard work (e.g., work on weekends). 

1.2. Associate Professor  
Normally, after getting tenure, the assistant professor will be promoted to 

Associate Professor. This means that his position at school is now secured, unless he does 
something very wrong. With less pressure at this stage, he may slow down a bit (e.g., 
spend more time with his family and his other interests)vi.  
Pros 

• An associate professor has more experience (than an assistant one) in doing 
research, as well as in dealing with students and colleagues; thus, things, in 
general, are done more effectively and productively. 

• He has more flexibility to pursue novel research areas.  If he is on the right track 
(e.g., retains the momentum from the previous stage and does not move on to 
heavy administrative work), this is certainly the most productive period in his 
career.  

Cons 

• He may be less active than assistant professors because his position has already 
been securedvii. 

Note: If he remains at the associate rank for a long time (e.g., more than 5 years), it is 
possible that he may have become "burnt-out"; that is, he may have lost interest and 
motivation in doing research, or not be a significant player in his field.  Therefore, it is 
rather risky to work for him.  

                                                
vi This depends on the personality of the faculty member. 
vii Indicators are the number of publications, students, etc.  
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1.3. Full Professor  
If an associated professor continues to achieve in the areas of research and 

serviceviii, he will certainly be promoted to a full professor. A full professor is well-
established in the research and teaching communities. 

Pros 
• Because he is very experienced in almost all aspects, his advice is very valuable. 

• He has a long-term vision; thus your research projects are likely to be well-
defined and significant. 

• He has more power in departmental decisions, and therefore as his advisee you 
may have access to opportunities or an easier time obtaining those opportunities 
(e.g., TA positions, fellowships). 

• He has more connections in academia and industry; thus it may be easier for you 
to find a good job through his connections. 

• He has more experience in obtaining grants. 

Cons 
• Normally, he is the least active one (compared to the other two) due to less 

pressure and his satisfactory accomplishments; therefore, you have to drive 
yourself in order to make any significant progress. 

• It is harder for you to make yourself stand out because your nice work is often 
credited to your well-known boss, rather than yourself (e.g., “your boss’s name 
and coworkers” instead of “your name and coworkers”). 

• Sometimes his expertise is in the fields that are not "hot" anymore (possibly 
because they are old and well-established); thus they may receive less attention 
as well as funding. This means that there may be fewer opportunities in the job 
market for you later. In addition, he has a flatter learning curve, and tends to be 
more conservative to new advancements. 

• He may have less time for you because he probably has more students and other 
interests to take care of. 

Note: Endowed professors (e.g., Arthur F. Thurnau Professor) are also classified as full 
professors. 

 
2. Understanding yourself  

If you are not sure of your strengths and weaknesses, and your likes and dislikes, 
self-assessment tests can be used to reveal your true self. The four most important aspects 
of self-assessment are goals, personality, interests, and skills. 

                                                
viii Normally, they are related to each other 
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• Goals (e.g., goals for a PhD education) – This is the most important issue that you 
must make clear as soon as you decide to enter graduate school (e.g., whether you 
want to work in industry, consulting, academia or government). Without a clear and 
solid goal, it is likely that you will make bad decisions, especially in searching for 
your right advisor.  

• Personality – The most well-known personality self-assessment test is probably the 
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) [3]. MBTI helps you to answer such questions 
as: what your outlook is (introvert vs. extrovert), how you take in information 
(sensing versus intuition), how you make decisions (thinking vs. feeling), and how 
you deal with the outside world (making decisions, or judging, vs. being open to new 
information, or perceiving). It should be emphasized that no one personal trait is 
considered superior to others. It is just a matter of knowing, confiding and exploiting 
your own to make the most of yourself. For example, extroverted people probably 
enjoy working in a group and doing hands-on/experimental studies, while introverted 
people prefer working on their own and thinking in depth on a problem. 

• Interests – The most common test of interest self-assessment is the Strong Interest 
Inventory (SII) [4] . SII is designed based on Holland’s code which distinguishes six 
basic occupational themes, as listed in Table 1. This table indicates that doing 
research is most suitable for those who have an interest in investigation. 

 
Table 1: Holland’s occupational codes in SII test (adapted from reference [5])  
Holland’s Code Interests Work Activities 

Realistic Machines, Tools, Outdoors Operating Equipment, Using 
Tools, Building, Repairing 

Investigative Science, Theories, Ideas, Data Performing Lab Work, Solving 
Abstract Problems, Researching 

Artistic Self-Expression, Art 
Appreciation 

Composing Music, Writing, 
Creating Visual Art, Cooking 

Social People, Team Work, Human 
Welfare, Community Service Teaching, Explaining, Helping 

Enterprising Business, Politics, Leadership, 
Influence Selling, Persuading, Managing 

Conventional Organization, Data, Finance Setting up procedures, 
Organizing, Operating 

 

• Skills – In addition to your personal traits and interests, it is also important to know 
what skills are needed for a specific career and what skills you have. When you 
choose an advisor, your focus should probably be more on your motivation than on 
your skills. However, knowing what skills you need to learn will make your graduate 
life more productive. The Careeronestop website [6] is an excellent resource for 
developing skills that you need. The authors also recommend job postings as a 
practical way to update skills required in the current job market. There are an 
enormous number of books available on this topic. So simply pick a book and learn 
about the skill sets needed for your career.  
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It is worth mentioning that if there is a career center at your school, look no 
further. A career center provides everything from books, tests, test interpretation to 
consultation and even some connections to the world outside academia. 

 
3. How to identify potential advisors?  

To start pursuing a graduate degree, it is very important to find the right advisor. 
Therefore, before you choose a particular professor to be your advisor, it is important to 
collect all of the necessary data to evaluate your potential advisor and to make a properly 
informed decision.    

In this section, we will discuss how to identify potential advisors from different 
perspectives. The philosophy is to align your best interests with the advantages of the 
faculty members. The one who has the most overlap is likely to be the best candidate. It 
is worth mentioning that you should apply your own scaling factors to such aspects. For 
example, some people think that having a common research interest is the most important 
thing while others believe that harmony in personality is the key issue. 

3.1. Technical issues 
When you are looking for an advisor, the idea is to match the type of advisor and 

stage of their career development with your personality type and goals. The latter requires 
that you do some soul searching by asking if you are independent, a follower or leader, 
active or passive personality, and so on. First of all, you need to make sure that he has 
research interests in common with you. 

You should evaluate your potential advisors with regard to their technical work 
and interests, by reading their publications in chronological order.  It is important for you 
to seek an advisor who will still be active at the time you will be doing your PhD, and 
especially who is a really good scientist in your area. A good scientist is one who has a 
high h-index in his area [7]. Below are some of the criteria that should be used to evaluate 
his ability in terms of technical issues, and the state of his career development: 

• Investigate the career outcomes of his former students. 

• Be aware of how many years he has worked in his area.  
• Find out how many journal papers he has, and among these, how many papers 

have been published in top journals in his area.  
• Know how many citations in total he has on his papers, and use the h-index to 

evaluate his research work.  
• It is important for you to know how many papers he has within the past 1-5 years. 

If he has few or none, it is a signal that he is about to retire or is inactive in doing 
research; he may be focusing too much on community service, or have other 
problems in the state of his career development. This is the kind of advisor you 
should avoid.  



Choosing the Right Advisor and Forming a Successful Working Relationship 

 9 

• If most of his former students are successful in their career and many 
of them came from different countries, having different cultures, then this is a 
sign of a good advisor.   

• Know what types of scientific services for which he has been donating his time 
and expertise (e.g., members of editorial boards of top journals and technical 
program committees of top conferences) as well as the significance of his invited 
talks and awards.  

3.2. Working environment 
In addition to the advisor himself, the working environment of his research group 

is an important factor. Typically, you will work with a primary advisor who advises a 
group of students who are in similar fields of study. This group of people is often referred 
to as the research group (postdocs, graduate students, etc.). It is rather obvious that these 
people are the most accessible to you. Quite often you share office and/or lab space with 
them and see them on a daily basis. They are knowledgeable in your field, and they are 
readily available. Therefore, don't be hesitant to interact with people in your advisor's 
research group to better understand the working environment and related problems there. 
Also, you can find out about the collaborations of people in his research group with 
scientists from other universities or from industry.  

3.3. Other issues 
3.3.1. Personality of advisors  

• The personality of your potential advisor may also cause you some problems, and 
so before making a decision to choose him, you should know his personality as 
best as possible.    

• Here are some tips: 
o Enroll in classes taught by the candidate of interest.  

o Contact students in his department outside of the candidate’s group, in 
order to learn more about his personality. Share your interests and ask 
which faculty members they would recommend. Sometimes it is very 
sensitive for someone to share real comments about the candidate to you, 
and so having some friends in the department who don’t mind opening up 
to you helps.  

• Types of personality:  
o Laid-back (or relaxed and casual): he provides little management. 

o Pushy: he attempts to micromanage your every task and responsibility. 
o Too-many ideas: he has new ideas whenever he is around.  

3.3.2. Funding issues  
Look into current as well as past research grants of the candidates. For example, 

you can check financial data on proposals and awards of any faculty member working for 
the University of Michigan at its Proposal and Award Information database [8]. It is 
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likely that there is a similar database at your school, so take advantage of such a database 
to collect financial information on the candidate.  

3.3.3. Time to join a research group  
Normally the earlier you join a research group, the better your position is. Having 

more time to get to know your advisor, possible projects, working environment, etc., 
certainly gives you an edge for adapting yourself as well as changing anything before it is 
too late (e.g., project and even your advisor).      
3.3.4. Working/management style  

• If your advisor is a "hands-on" person, he will do the work first (experiment first) 
and then read the manual later. 

• If your advisor is a "scholar", he will read the manual first to understand the 
principles and then do the work.  
In order to have better communication, you should adapt to your advisor’s 

working style. For example, if your advisor is a “hands-on” person, he certainly expects 
you to discuss the results with him whenever they are ready, even if you do not yet 
understand them.   

Management style is often related to personality. Please see “Types of 
personality” under Section 3.3.1 for detailed information. 

3.4. An ideal advisor 
The American Association of Universities recommends that “students must be 

directed by experienced scientists. The director should supervise, teach, and encourage 
in-depth scrutiny and interpretation of results, emphasizing respect for primary data. 
Routine audit and review of all primary data by the laboratory director is strongly 
recommended. It is inadvisable for the director to delegate these important functions” 
[9]. Different advisors have different management styles; the type of advisor you seek is 
up to you. 

In this section, we would like to refer to the authors’ guidance [10-12] along with 
our views on an ideal advisor so that readers can have a picture of what they should be 
looking for. An ideal advisor might have the following traits:  

1. Has research interests in common with you. Work is easier when both you and 
your advisor find the research area fun.    

2. Has time for you and an interest in you, your welfare, and your work. Your work 
cannot evaluate itself. Find an advisor who will guide you, evaluate your work, 
edit your writing, and critique your ideas.    

3. Has a personality that you can get along with. You will often need to rely on his 
compassion. He should know how to balance a demand for academic rigor with a 
student’s need for patience, assistance, and compassion.    

4. Be able to help you with your career after graduation. Hard as it is to believe, 
there is a life after the dissertation. Hence, choose an advisor who has a national 
or international reputation among researchers. Someday you will finish your 
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degree work and be looking for a job. Your advisor's reputation and professional 
colleagues could be the key in opening up opportunities for you.  

5. Has grant support for research. Working as a research assistant is probably 
preferable to working as a teaching assistant, since it gives you more time to 
focus on your project. Even if you have fellowship support or an outside job, 
grant support is a sign of your advisor's skill as a researcher, although in subjects 
such as pure mathematics, research assistantships are rare. 

6. Has successfully directed students in the past. You are new at research; it helps if 
your advisor has some experience in dealing with graduate students.    

7. Has a reputation as a fair and reasonable advisor. You don't want to work with an 
advisor who never shares credit for ideas, who expects every student to spend 7 
years as a research assistant, or who doesn't know how to motivate and 
encourage students.    

8. Has an active research group. You can learn a tremendous amount from more 
advanced students, and the opportunity to work in a group of motivated 
researchers working on similar topics is quite stimulating. Be aware, though, that 
if the group is too big, you will have little time with your advisor, and may be 
directed by a post-doctoral student or a more advanced graduate student.   

9. Encourages attendance at academic conferences. Academic conferences are a 
great place to network, which is important for your career in either academia or 
industry. Also, do the students publish their work in respected journals? It has 
been said that publications are the currency of a good research program.   

 
4. How to distinguish yourself as the strongest 
candidate?  

The student-advisor relationship is based on a mutual agreement, and your first 
choice for an advisor may not always be open to supervising you as a graduate student.  
You may run up against other factors such as competition from other candidates and 
limited funding availability. For that reason, we will offer strategies to distinguish you 
from other strong candidates. Here are some main points that you should address in order 
to distinguish yourself.  

• Show that you have the qualities that the advisor is expecting from a student: 
working independently, having intiative, a good work ethic, etc. 

• Identify your strong points, compared to other potential candidates:  
o If you have your own financial support (e.g., fellowship, teaching/research 

position), your advisor does not have to support you (at least partially).  
o Emphasize what experience you will bring to the group. Sometimes a 

different background is considered a plus, not a minus. For example, 
complimenting your advisor’s knowledge by your different background 
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(e.g., chemistry vs. chemical engineering) potentially brings creativity to 
your work because it gives you a different vantage point. 

• Give first, ask for something later. If you have a chance to be involved in a 
project, do not hesitate to take it. This is the time for you to get training and let 
people know how good you are. 

• When is the best time to join the research group? Before or after becoming 
involved in the group's activities, or before or after being accepted by the advisor, 
or before or after finishing the course-work? This is an open question whose 
answer depends on each situation. Normally, the earlier you join a research group, 
the better your situation is. See Section 3.3.4 for more discussion. 
If you really want to work with a professor who does not have available funding, 

you may be able to work for him if you can find your own financial support. Finding 
funding as a graduate student is often easier than finding funding as an undergraduate. 
Funding comes in many different flavors, including teaching assistantships, where you 
assist a professor with a course he is teaching, research assistantships, where you perform 
research on a specific project, and fellowships. Departments may help you to attain one 
of these types of funding.  Let them know if you have taken several classes in a specific 
subject as an undergrad, making you a good candidate for a teaching assistantship in that 
area. Alternative sources of funding may also exist, such as working in a laboratory on an 
hourly basis or grading papers for a large class, though these will usually only provide 
enough money for your living expenses.    

Universities may give fellowships to students they consider highly qualified. 
There are also several fellowships that are not associated with any specific university. Be 
aware that many of these fellowships are available. Winning one of these external 
fellowships will help you gain admission to and proceed through any institution. It is 
certainly worth your effort to apply. In many ways, the fellowship applications can be 
more important than school applications. A fellowship allows you a high degree of 
freedom in whom you select as an advisor. With a fellowship, you may also have more 
freedom regarding your research topic, because an advisor doesn’t need to immediately 
have a source of funding for your work. Also, some fellowship programs accept 
applications from students already in graduate school. These are definitely worth 
applying for!   
Recommendation for a partially-funded student (e.g., situation of VEF fellows)  

If you are a VEF fellow who will be funded by VEF for 2 years, take that as an 
advantage. If you are a PhD student, show your prospective advisor your plan. In your 
two years of VEF funding, you can do a lot of research, allowing you to progress to PhD 
candidacy by the third year when you pass the preliminary exam. Your advisor will be 
financially happy because the tuition fee for a PhD candidate is substantially reduced 
compared to that for a student without the PhD candidate title. If you add in your plan 
that you can be a teaching assistant in the years after, I am sure the advisor will be struck.   

What if you are a Master’s student and plan to pursue a PhD degree later? Do the 
same thing. Here is a proposal:  
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- Offer to work on research for free in the first year. At this stage you really want to 
show your pro-activeness, your intelligence, your diligence, or whatever your best 
talents are.  

- Finish your Master’s degree in a shorter time, i.e. 3 semesters instead of 4 
semesters. Save the money of the last semester for your PhD study.  

- For the next years, offer the same things as above. 

The key thing here is to show your advisor a plan demonstrating your motivation, 
dedication, and pro-activeness. Once your advisor says "YES", you will be taken care of, 
even though the plan may change. Don't get us wrong here. Your plan must be feasible. 
The drawback is: WORKING HARD.  

 
5. How to develop an effective relationship with your 
advisor?  

The benefits of every relationship are always mutual. In other words, everybody 
gets something useful out of such a student-advisor relationship. Do not think that you 
are the only learner! 

5.1. How to effectively work with your advisor  
(Adapted from reference [13]) 

5.1.1. Know your advisor’s behavioral norm (classic, friendly...) and try to follow 
that norm 

Don’t be reluctant to “trust your gut feeling.” If you didn’t enjoy the first meeting 
with your advisor and don’t look forward to the next one, this is an important clue. Your 
relationship with your advisor will be tested along the way. Graduate school is full of 
emotional peaks and valleys. You need to be comfortable when dealing with this person 
at all times. 

If a particular advisor makes you uncomfortable from the start, you should think 
about finding another advisor. If you make what you think is the right choice but later 
realize that you have made a mistake, don’t be afraid to change. This may set your 
graduation date back a bit, but you will be happier if there is a good working relationship. 

Regular meetings will help keep you going in the right direction with your 
research, which will reduce the time you could potentially waste on dead-end ideas. 
When you go to meet with your advisor, it helps to have some sort of printout that shows 
results from what you have been working on. 
5.1.2. Meet regularly - you should insist on meeting once a week or at least every other 
week because it gives you motivation to make regular progress and it keeps your advisor 
aware of your work. 

5.1.3. Prepare for your meetings - come to each meeting with: 

• List of topics to discuss 
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• Plan for what you hope to get out of the meeting 

• Summary of what you have done since your last meeting 

• List of any upcoming deadlines 

• Notes from your previous meeting 
5.1.4. Email him a brief summary of EVERY meeting - this helps avoid 
misunderstandings and provides a great record of your research progress. Include (where 
applicable): 

• Time and plan for next meeting 

• New summary of what you think you are doing 

• To-do list for yourself 

• To-do list for your advisor 

• List of related work to read 

• List of major topics discussed 

• List of what you agreed on 

• List of advice that you may not follow and reasons why 
5.1.5. Show your advisor the results of your work as soon as possible – this will help 
your advisor understand your research and identify potential points of conflict early in the 
process. 

• Summaries of related work 

• Anything you write about your research 

• Experimental results 
5.1.6. Communicate clearly - if you disagree with your advisor, state your objections or 
concerns clearly and calmly. If you feel that something about your relationship is not 
working well, discuss it with him or her. Whenever possible, suggest steps he could take 
to address your concerns. 
5.1.7. Take the initiative - you do not need to clear every activity with your advisor. He 
has a lot of work to do too. You must be responsible for your own research ideas and 
progress. 

Typically, your advisor will have come from a different country from yours, and 
he may not be knowledgeable about your country and culture or about the way his own 
country may be viewed by those living outside it. You can use your working relationship 
as an opportunity to show your advisor something about your country and help him learn 
how to work with a foreign student from your country. Perceiving yourself as a teacher 
can help you remain patient (remember the importance of patience!) in the face of the 
many seemingly stupid questions your advisor may ask you, questions that are often 
based on stereotypes, misinformation, or no information at all. 
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5.2. Case-by-case situations 

5.2.1. How to deal with a pushy (micro-management style) advisor? [14]  
•  Bombard him on every email even remotely involving him or his area of 

responsibility.  

• Your presence may be more important than your efficiency. 

 
             Courtesy of phdcomics.com 

5.2.2. How to deal with a "laid-back" advisor? 
• You must be the leader in every issue. Be proactive, well-planned.  
• I know of a case where the professor threw out his student because the student did 

not meet him for two months. The student expected the professor to initiate the 
meeting while the professor expected the student to bring some research results 
after two months. Therefore, you need to let your advisor know you are doing 
things even though you do not progress much. 

 
Courtesy of phdcomics.com 

5.2.3. How to deal with a too-many-ideas advisor? 
• Take notes carefully and send him the recap for every meeting.  
• Before a meeting, spend some time to review the last discussion. 
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Adapted from phdcomics.com 

5.2.4. How to deal with co-advisors if you have more than one advisor?  
• If you have more than two advisors, the transparent communication among you 

and your advisors is very important. For example, always send emails to all of 
your co-advisors.  

• Ascertain the role of each advisor. In one of our cases, the two advisors did not 
take on an equal role. One was more active than the other.  

5.2.5. How to deal with a self-motivated advisor? 
• Be motivated by him.  

 5.2.6. How to deal with an unethical professor? 
• A professor can be considered unethical if: 

o He treats the student unfairly financially, or he is not being responsible 
for the students' financial status after making the agreement to be 
responsible. 

o He wants to be the first author of a paper even when he just does the 
proof-reading. 

o He steals your ideas. 

o He wants to keep you longer even though you have fulfilled all the 
requirements for graduation. 

o He is unfair among students. 

• Suggested actions: 
o Read the graduate handbook at your school in order to better understand 

your rights as well as your responsibilities. 
o Consult with the person who is in charge of internal or student affairs at 

your school in order to get the most appropriate advice for your specific 
issue(s) and then follow this advice. 



Choosing the Right Advisor and Forming a Successful Working Relationship 

 17 

5.2.7. How to deal with general stress in your relationship with your 
advisor? 

• You should maintain an attitude of respect towards the advisor and willingness to 
learn from him. In this way, you can force yourself to deal with the problems and 
your relationship can be very enjoyable and productive. 

 
6. Changing advisors  

Asian students tend not to be aggressive, thus changing an advisor is almost a 
forbidden issue. However, such an attitude is not the best solution some times. If there are 
irresolvable issues, an advisor change is a good solution. 

Changing advisors is best accomplished if you enter the process with an attitude 
of respect for your advisor. Some basic guidelines can be found in reference [2]. We will 
spend some time to customize this procedure for Asian students later.  
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8. Definitions  

8.1. Duties/tasks of a professor:  

In general, a professor has to fulfill three main tasks 
 

Doing research: 
o performing research in his fields 
o writing proposals 
o training young or new academics: advising his graduate students 
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o collaborating with his colleagues. 
Teaching: 

o teaching classes assigned by the department 
Doing services: 

• pro bono community services:  
o being a general advisor/organizer for social activities in his 

department/school 
o being an advisor for government and nonprofit organizations  

• professional services:   
o conducting lectures/seminars for education and research 
o being a reviewer for scientific journals 
o being an organizer for technical session/meetings  
o being a member of students' PhD supervisory/advisory committees.  

 
The balance of these tasks (e.g., 59/18/23 for teaching/research/servicesix) 

depends heavily on the time and institution. 

 

9. Useful materials 
1. Stuff most students never ask about grad school, 

http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/iel5/45/32235/01502497.pdf 
2. Ayars, K., Questions To Consider In Selecting A Dissertation Advisor, 

http://www.pitt.edu/~graduate/advisorq.html 
3. Azuma, R.T., http://www.cs.unc.edu/~azuma/hitch4.html 
4.        desJardins, M., How to Succeed in Graduate School: A Guide for Students and 

Advisors, in Crossroad, the Online ACM Student Magazine, issue 1.2 (Dec. 1994) 
and 1.3 (Jan. 1995). 1995. 

5. Gray, P. and D.E. Drew, What They Didn't Teach You in Graduate School, 
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v54/i33/33a04001.htm 

6. Horn, D., Graduate Student Resources On the Web, http://www-
personal.umich.edu/~danhorn/graduate.html 

7. Kung, H.T., Useful Things to Know About Ph. D. Thesis Research, 
http://www.eecs.harvard.edu/~htk/thesis.htm 

8. Repak, N., Professor/Grad Relationship: Maximizing the Mentoring Potential  
9.         Candler, R.N., Stuff most students never ask about grad school, in IEEE 

POTENTIALS. 2005 August/September. 
10. Alberts, B., On Becoming a Scientist Science, 13 November 2009, 326, 5955: p. 

916. 
11.       Patterson, D.A., Your Students Are Your Legacy, in Communications of the ACM. 

March 2009. 
12.       http://www.phds.org/career-guide/essential-skills/ 

                                                
ix Higher Education Research Institute Survey (1999) 
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