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I interviewed Prof. Jim Martin (Artificial Intelligence & Natural Language Processing), and in our ~20 minutes, we briefly discussed the following topics.

Prof. Martin quickly ascertained that one of the primary keys to success for any Comp. Sci. PhD student is quickly making the transition from the undergrad mentality (taking classes, soaking in material) to being a graduate student (actively “adding to the collective body of knowledge”).  Students that don’t make that transition by their second year often drop out to enter industry before finishing their PhD.

An important aspect of what a PhD student needs to accomplish while in school depends heavily upon their goals after finishing.  An aspiring academic Professor needs to heavily focus upon publishing work, attending conferences and becoming an active member of the academic community in whichever field they choose.  On the other hand, industry research institutions often care little of a student’s publications, and will hire according to their background and expertise.  The distribution of students heading in either direction seems to depend heavily upon the current economy, with a greater number of students leaning towards industry in strong economic times when large salaries and stock options hang thickly in the air.
He also noticed a trend in the demographics of the current PhD student, making an observation that surprised me.  As opposed to when Dr. Martin went to school, he sees that a greater number of “non-traditional” students are enrolling in graduate school than he remembers.  These include students with families at home or students returning from a stint in industry before reentering academics.  Because of this, he notes that many of these students come with a higher sense of maturity and real-world experience than the typical 22 year-old coming straight from undergrad… a trend he didn’t see 30 years ago.  We didn’t talk much deeper about this topic, but he did make a note of it in our discussion.
