Assignment 4: Interview a Faculty Member about the Ph.D. Program

For this assignment, I chose to interview my advisor, Professor Doug Sicker. The following is a summary of the substance of the interview:

1. From your experience, what contributes the most to being successful during the Ph.D. process?


Throughout the Ph.D. process and beyond, there are so many demands (i.e., classes, research, teaching, administrative duties, etc.) that are placed upon ourselves, that it is often extremely difficult to figure out how to organize your time and balance all of these demands while still finding enjoyment in the work. Thus, as a graduate student progresses through a Ph.D. program, perhaps the most important element that leads to success is the ability to achieve balance and be able to continually re-evaluate your commitments and maintain a balanced state. This is perhaps most difficult, according to Prof. Sicker, as a new Ph.D. student, who must juggle classes, teaching responsibilities, and research all at the same time. This gets easier, he claims, as we progress through the program because the teaching duties often are eliminated and the classes are finished, so it's possible to devote all of your time and energy towards research and the dissertation. In summary, the ability to maintain a balance of the many forces that we face is perhaps the most significant feature that leads to a successful graduate school experience and a successful career after the Ph.D.

2. To pursue a career in academia, the level of competition is very high. How can a junior Ph.D. student increase his chances of being a future faculty member? 


There are many different avenues that exist for teaching after graduate school, each having its advantages and disadvantages. Community college teaching positions offer high teaching loads, while leaving very little time for research. Also, smaller teaching or liberal arts universities offer faculty many opportunities to interact with students, again, often at the expense of research time. Finally, large research universities (like CU) focus less on teaching, while emphasizing high quality research.   To be a competitive candidate for a faculty position at a large research university, it is necessary to excel in your research endeavors, as evidenced by very high quality publications (publishing in the best conferences, workshops, and journals is essential). In addition to presenting a high quality publication record, it is often helpful to present awards (such as teaching awards) that show that you will be a valuable member of the faculty as a teacher as well as an accomplished researcher. Thus, the best way to ensure that upon graduation, a student is prepared to be competitive for such a career, it is necessary to publish at the best venues available, and provide evidence of a strong teaching ability.


It is often the case that some graduate students try to move through the Ph.D. program so quickly that they leave with few (if any) quality publications. Therefore, it is sometimes not a bad idea to remain an additional year while writing a dissertation to improve the quality of one's research publications. In addition, post-doctoral research positions can also provide another way of improving one's CV before applying for such competitive jobs at research universities. 

