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THE GRAD SKOOL RULZ:

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT ACADEMIA
FROM GETTING IN TO GETTING TENURE

Introduction

 Does graduate school confuse you? Have you spent too many
years as a graduate student? Do you feel that there are invisible
rules that everyone else knows, but you don’t? You are not alone. I
felt the same way. I was in graduate school for a long time. I was
confused and anxious. I often asked myself if there was some sort
of handbook that would answer my questions or guide me. If I ever
finished graduate school, I promised that I would write down
everything that I learned so that other people would learn from my
mistakes. People might have a resource that explains how graduate
school works. If nothing else, a few people might finish their
doctoral program a little quicker.

Life improved and I graduated with my
doctoral degree in 2003. I began teaching at Indiana University. In
2005, two young assistant professors, Brayden King and Teppo Felin
and a graduate student, Omar Lizardo, asked me to join their new
academic blog, orgtheory.net. The blog is mostly about sociology,
but I had the freedom to write on any topic. In addition to social
science research, I began writing an occasional column called “The
Grad Skool Rulz.” Every once in a while, I’d write a blog post on
various graduate school topics, such as writing the dissertation or
doing a job talk. Eventually, I decided to write a post on every
graduate school topic I could imagine.

Soon, the Grad Skool Rulz attracted a
following. Thousands of people have read the Rulz. At conferences,
people talk to me about the Rulz. Clearly, the Rulz were working.
Friends suggested a book. Untenured, it would have been a bad
decision to spend time on a book that was not oriented toward
research. Fortunately, I was promoted and I now have more freedom
to choose my work. Academic research is still my focus, but I
decided to spend some time compiling the Rulz into one text. I
added material for post-doctoral workers and assistant
professors.

The remainder of this introduction
addresses two topics: Who is this book for? And, what will I get
out of this book? First, this book is intended for doctoral
students. These are students who are pursuing the advanced research
degree in a university – the “doctoral degree.” This book is not
intended for law students, medical students, terminal master’s
degree students, or any other post-graduate student who is in a
program with clearly defined enrollment (e.g. two years for the
M.B.A.) and lacks a major research project. This is a book for
people who are on the Ph.D. track and are aiming for tenure track
jobs.

Second, this book’s major strength is
that it is blunt. Many graduate school advice books are valuable,
and I recommend that you read them, but they are written in a very
careful manner that obscures obvious truths. Instead, here, I am
direct. For example, the very first section of this book is called
“Do Not Go to Graduate School” because there are too many graduate
students. Departments and universities need young people to teach
and run laboratories, but offer few incentives for timely
graduation. My personal history is another strength. I made some
serious errors in graduate school. To survive, I really had to
think about how the academic job works. Finally, my book is fairly
detailed. I discuss a lot of details that you won’t find in other
texts.

As you work through the Rulz, keep a
few things in mind. First, these rules were originally written for
social science graduate students. I trust that you will be
resourceful enough to adjust the advice for your own situation.
Second, this book is aimed at students in American universities.
Graduate education works differently in other nations, but I hope
that the advice will still be useful for readers in other parts of
the world. Third, this text reflects my own judgment and
experience. The book contains some unorthodox opinions. Please do
some additional research before you make any major decisions about
your career.
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Chapter 1: Do Not Go to Graduate
School

 College is usually the end of formal education for most
people. However, every year people continue to “graduate school.”
In this chapter, I’ll tell you what graduate school is, how to get
in, and whether you should go. In general, I recommend against
graduate school. The Ph.D. is expensive in terms of money and time
and many graduate programs are poorly run. The doctoral degree
prepares you for academic research but rarely confers skills that
would be useful in other jobs. Some non-academic employers even see
the Ph.D. as a liability. Therefore, you should not go to graduate
school unless you have an exceptionally strong belief that being a
professor is the right career for you. Even in the sciences, there
aren’t enough teaching positions and schools can’t absorb all
recent Ph.D.’s. Many science Ph.D. holders will find jobs in
industry.

Let’s get started: What is graduate
school? It’s simply any additional formal education beyond the
bachelor’s degree. In general, there are two types of graduate
education, professional and academic.

Professional graduate school – you are
trained for a specific job, like being a doctor or lawyer.
Professional degrees include the M.D. (medical doctor), M.B.A.
(masters of business administration) or the M.F.A. (masters of fine
arts).

Academic graduate school – you are
trained to create new knowledge in a specific area. Most will teach
in a college or university setting. Typical degrees: M.A. (masters
of arts), Ph.D. (doctor of philosophy), Sc.D. (doctor of
science).

The big difference between
professional and academic graduate school is research. The medical student does
not have to show she can discover new things. She’s learning
specific skills that will solve specific problems. The Ph.D.
program demands that you to discover something new before you get
the degree. This book is about the Ph.D. degree program.

What do you learn in grad school? Here
is what happens if you enter grad school. Two or three more years
of courses. A few will teach you research skills, others will
survey certain topics, and some are highly specialized. Then, you
will take a bunch of tests and write a Master’s paper, which is a
short research project. Finally, you will write a short book called
a dissertation. You have to discover something new and write about
it. It will be bound like a book and stored in the university
library.

As you can see, graduate school is a
very long process. It can take anywhere from 3 to 20 years.
Physical science fields have an average completion time of about
six to seven years, depending on the field. The humanities graduate
student often spends, on the average, ten years in their program.
That’s the first thing you have to know. Graduate school is a huge
investment of time and money. A graduate program is an
apprenticeship that’s much longer than those found in most other
jobs. For that reason, graduate education is not really school,
it’s a job.

Why does graduate school take so long?
Here’s a partial list of answers:

* Low pay – you often have to work
while you study and stipends are low.

* No structure. After the courses and
tests, people do miserably without externally imposed deadlines and
professors pushing them. Some people can’t focus and choose their
own goals without a supervisor.

* You might flunk tests and have to
retake them.

* Your research doesn’t work out the
way you expect. You have to redo everything.

* Dissertation/faculty problems – your
advisor can give you an unusually hard time and/or not help
you.

* Coaching – some graduate students do
not learn well from the faculty.

* Ability – Sometimes, people don’t
have the academic ability needed to complete the
program.

Graduate school is only for people who
have a strong internal drive and have the organizational skills
necessary to function in an environment with little or no
supervision. In medical school, you have to graduate in four years.
They force you out. In graduate school, if you are too lazy or
disorganized to write your dissertation, no one will care. Your
school or department will let you hang for years. The result? About
90% of medical students become doctors, while only half of Ph.D.
students finish their program.

Why should people go to graduate
school? Here are the main reasons:

* A strong internal drive to discover
how the world works. You will participate in a conversation that is
hundreds of years old.

* Love for teaching college age
students.

* Tolerance for working without
deadlines and you can set your own schedule.

* Tolerance for rejection. For
example, the top academic journals reject over 90% of submitted
papers, including many that go on to be very important.

* Tolerance for working alone or in
small groups.Tolerance for modest pay and little control over
region where you live.

When should people avoid graduate
school? Here are the main reasons:

* You need a lot of clear guidelines
in your life.

* You have trouble finishing projects
by yourself.

* Your main reason for going to
graduate school is that you like reading, or that you like school,
or that you just really, really liked you undergraduate
classes.

* You find arguing over theories
boring and pointless.

* You don’t know what else to do with
yourself.

* You expect to make a lot of money,
or you need lots of money to feel good. You need a lot of external
validation.

* You need to live in a very specific
area of the country.

Graduate school is not to be
taken lightly. Don’t start graduate school
because you don’t know what else to do with your life or you have a
tough time with a regular job. If you are
thinking about graduate school because you can’t find a job or hold
a job, stop. Learn how to find a job and hold a job. Become someone
who can learn skills and who other people want to be around. There
is no point in being a journeyman academic unless you are highly
self-motivated. Outside of academia, you will make more money,
you’ll have the same job stability, and you will have more
time.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/93455
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
Grad Skool Rulz

Everything You Need to
Know about'Academia
from Admissions to Tenure

i "ﬁ%ﬁf

Fabio Rojas
Associate Professor of Sociology
Indiana University





