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Becoming a graduate student in Ecology, especially pursuing a PhD, is a difficult 

choice that should be carefully considered.  The work is arduous, the job market is roiling 

and shark-infested, and the rewards are often difficult to quantify or even articulate.  

Unless you come from a background of high academic achievement, your family and 

friends will not even understand what you are doing with your life!  Getting a Master’s 

degree can be understood as a reasonably direct way to advance one’s career- getting a 

PhD is setting course across the dunes toward a shimmering something-  Oasis, or 

Mirage…not clear until you taste the water! 
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If you are certain that you want to begin this journey, below are some ideas that 
you might want to consider.  Every research professor in the field probably has a graduate 
philosophy, and all are a little different.  Trust me, I have no illusions about my 
suggestions being particularly wise, but, many of these points cannot be easily refuted, 
and are worthy of careful thought.  If you are considering working as my graduate 
student, then you need to take this advice under serious consideration.   
 
1.  Before starting a PhD, get a Master’s Degree.  Or at the minimum, participate in 
some serious research as an undergraduate or post--Bac.   
 

Students are often tempted to go directly into a PhD program after finishing the 
BS.  This is often encouraged by research professors because they get much more 
productivity for the amount of time spent training the student!  Skipping straight into a 
PhD works out very well for students in some instances, but in many more cases, 
skipping the MS is a bad decision.  

 
For starters, a Master’s program is like a trial run.  Many students discover during 

the Master’s that the last thing they want to do is a PhD!  Even folks with all the right 
credentials, the intelligence, the drive, everything just right, can discover that life as a 
graduate student is not their cup of tea.  Graduate school is NOT just harder 
undergraduate studies.  It is a totally new experience.  The best undergraduate on Earth 
may be miserable as a graduate student, and many students who have a marginal 
experience as undergraduates go on to be fantastic in graduate school.  The Master’s is a 
great way to figure out if you want to do a Doctorate.  If you decide not to continue in 
academia, it is no loss- the Master’s should set you up to get a better job anyway.  Getting 
deep into a PhD program and discovering this is not the path you want to be on is much 
costlier to your career development, and to the professor you are working for.   
 
If you know for sure that you do want to do a PhD, then doing a Master’s first is 
probably still your best choice.  Here are some reasons why: 
  

A. You will have a better scientific record when you finish your Doctorate.  This 
is true because you will have all of your MS experience (and hopefully publications and 
other professional development activities on your CV).  This means that you will 
compete better for future jobs.  Note: you will have to compete for jobs when you finish 
and for most desirable positions there will be at least 50 applicants, and sometime >100.  
All of those people with have a Doctorate, just like you.  Having a great record of 
accomplishment is your only hope of future employment as an academic.  Doing a MS is 
part of building that record. 
 
 B.  You will be a better doctoral student.  It is very often the case that students 
with Master’s degrees do better work, get more grants, publish more, and generally excel 
at a higher rate in doctoral programs than those who come straight from a B.S. 
 
 C.  Your network will be vastly expanded.  Your time during the Master’s will 
allow you to connect with professors at the University and to meet people at meetings, 
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during research outings etc.  Then you will at least double the size of that network by 
moving into a doctoral program (At a different institution!  It is generally a bad idea to 
complete a Master’s and PhD in the same department).   
 
 D.  The simple fact of having another institution on your CV when you finish.  
Remember when you start to apply for jobs someone is ultimately going to be looking a 
stack of 60 applications saying “OK how can I make this stack smaller”.  Publication 
record will be one factor.  Grants will be another.  Professional presentations will be 
another.  What institution did you get your doctorate from, will be another.  With whom 
did the applicant work, will be another.  Breadth of experience will be another (having a 
MS. fits here).   
 
2. Finding a Graduate Program.  
 
 Do not trivialize this decision!!  It is extremely important.  If you want to do a 
PhD, it is critical that you find the right program, with the right mentor, at the right 
institution.  Do not start a PhD at an institution purely out of convenience.  You have to 
be careful and strategic.  Here are some thoughts on the process: 
 
 A. Decide what degree you are after, MS or PhD (see above). 
   
 B. Find potential schools.  The web is an incredible resource.  Be careful and 
picky about programs.  Programs at different institutions can be very different 
structurally.  Graduate programs may be housed within a department, or the degree may 
have to come from outside the department.  Are you applying to work within a 
department, a program, a school, a focus group, etc.  Is the university a Research I 
institution?  Does it have a teaching mission?  Is it well known?  The different levels of 
universities, and of programs within universities, might greatly influence the funding, and 
other opportunities, available to you.   
 
 C. Visit the schools.  I consider it highly unwise to commit to work at a 
University before you have visited.  If you plan to do a PhD, you should have at least 
several programs on your list, and visit at least 3.  
 
 D.  Talk to your potential major professor and the “Graduate Chair”.  You need to 
find out some crucial things.  Here is a (minimum) list of questions to ask. 
 
 1. Is there a tuition waver associated with being a grad. student? 
 2. Is there a stipend? 
 3. Who pays for health care?  What is the health care like?  Are rates likely to 
 change soon?  
 4. Are there fees besides tuition that are not covered in a waiver?    
 5.  What is the course-load for graduate students? 
 6.  Are there TA duties associated with being a student?  Are there other 
 departmental activities that are expected of students…if so what are they? 
 7. Where does research funding come from?   
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 8.  How much travel funding does the department have?  Will they pay for you to 
 travel to meetings? 
 9.  What kind of computer support is available? 
 
 E.  Talk to current students in the labs that you are interested in.  Find out about 
their experiences.  Ask them the same questions from above. 
 
 F.  Find out about students who recently graduated from the labs you are 
interested in.  What are they doing now?  Are they working?  If so, contact them.  Find 
out how they liked the program, and ask them the same questions from above. 
 
 
3. Traits needed in order to be successful as a PhD student and a research academic. 
 

In my view, intelligence is vastly overemphasized as the trait most important to 
success in a PhD program and as an academic.  Here are some things that I think are 
important: 
 
A) You have to enjoy (at least to some degree) doing all aspects of the science: reading 
literature, designing experiments, collecting data, analyzing data, writing manuscripts, 
publishing.  If you absolutely hate any step of the process you will exhaust yourself 
trying to make it…don’t start the journey.  Of all things that you must be able to do, and 
preferably enjoy, WRITING is the most important!   If you hate to write, then you cannot 
succeed as an academic scientist.  It is simply true. 
 
B) Ambition/Drive to become highly successful at all levels of the academic process.  In 
the best case, this is driven by a love for the system you are working in, and a desire to 
learn more about that system. You need something burning inside to keep you warm on 
the cold nights of the dissertation process.    
 
C) Stamina & toughness & tenacity.  This ain’t going to be a walk in the park (unless you 
are doing transects in a park, in which case, I guess it would).  The dissertation will 
become a grind.  You will need to dig deeply, put your head down and keep- moving- 
forward.  
 
D) Capacity to multi-task, or (at least) stay focused on a task in the midst of chaos.      
 
E) Intelligence.  
 
Overall, I would say that when making a life decision about whether or not to pursue a 
PhD, if you think that there are a number of career paths that could arrive at an equally 
happy existence, then remove “doing a PhD” from the list!  There is no justification for 
going through the process unless it seems like truly the only way forward in your life.  
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Financing Particulars and Graduate School 

It is probably is worth pointing out that the "grad school search" is really about finding 
SUPPORT for your graduate activities.  After all, anyone with the proper credentials 
(GPA and GRE) can go to most any graduate program...If you are willing to pay tuition 
and don’t require funding for yourself. 

Some graduate programs are not research focused, they are about gaining some skill set.  
These can be a good option, depending on your interest.  One example would be SPEA at 
Indiana University.  Most students pay their own way into that program. 

If you are more interested in research, or if you want a graduate degree, and do not want 
to pay, then you need to find support for yourself.  The way to do this is dedicate yourself 
to finding a program where you can pursue your research interests...and match up those 
interests with a faculty member who is looking for a student!  

Sources of support for a Thesis option / Research degree: 

Teaching Assistantship (TA):  This is the most typical kind of funding for graduate 
students.  Generally you are required to teach undergraduate introductory labs.  This job 
basically involves reading some material from some kind of lab manual and then teaching 
it to freshman.  Around 50% of those students are barely interested, and are flirting with 
each other or sending Facebook posts about meeting up later at the bar.  You might get 
lucky and teach some upper division labs where the students are more focused.  
Generally you teach 2 or 3 labs each semester, and that is the justification for the 
university paying you.  Your "real" job during the TA is doing research on your project!   
  
Graduate Assistantship (GA): These are rare.  Sometimes it is simply, you just get paid 
for doing your research project!  Cool, right?  Sometimes a GA will have some kind of 
odd duty, like taking care of the plants in a greenhouse, or working in an animal care 
facility.  Basically, if the department has a job that it needs done by someone who is 
invested in the process, they can "hire" a grad student via a GA and get that work done on 
the cheap.  It is still a good deal for you, cause doing a GA usually is more flexible than a 
TA 
 
Research Assistantship:  These are nearly at the level of the passenger pigeon now...this 
is funding directly related to the research project you are working on!  This usually 
comes from grant funding for the project.  The faculty member effectively hires you to be 
a graduate student!  If you get one of these, you are very lucky, and can just focus on 
your "real" job full time. 
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Stipends: 
 
Rough Range:  $12,000 to $27,000.   
 
The level of funding for stipends ranges widely depending on the type of program you 
are involved in, the location of the university, and the source of funding.  At a large 
Research I university in a major urban area, your stipend can be expected to be 
considerably higher, than those in more rural settings.  A "Normal" Stipend is in the 
range of $18,000/year.  That generally includes 9 months, and you might have 
opportunities for extra money in the summer. 
 
Tuition: 

Tuition may or may not be lower than the amount that undergraduates are charged...it 
really depends on the institution.  The good news is, though, that if you are on a research 
project, the tuition should be forgiven through a process called "Tuition Remission."   
You should be paying NO TUITION.  You MUST get clear on this before you accept a 
position!  If you are expected to pay tuition, that could radically change the financial 
viability of the support!!   
 
Fees:   
 
Fees can eat into your meager salary in a way that is significant.  Sometimes grad 
students are shielded from all fees- sometimes they have to pay some but not others.  
Fees are mysterious ways the university gets extra money from undergraduates but does 
not have to account for them in their tuition number!  Nice trick, eh?  Ask about fees! 
 
Health Insurance: 

The university should offer students coverage for free or at very low prices.  You might 
be restricted to health care at the university hospital or through  
the student health services. Check on this, especially if you are in a relationship and 
might have a child during your PhD! 
 
Travel Funds for Meeting:  Going to professional meetings to present your work is a key 
step for graduate students.  It allows you to network, and show off what you have done.  
Most universities have set-aside money to fund grad student travel to meetings.  You 
need to check on this!  If you have to pay yourself you should plan on $1200/meeting +/-
   

You might get some cheaper (for instance, if you dont have to fly to the meeting), but my 
number is a good one if you want to be realistic...and might be a tad low, actually.  You 
dont want to pay that yourself, do you?  Well then you better ask about it!! 

Research Money:  You should not spend your own money on your research project.  I 
mean, if you need to buy a box of garbage bags or something, okay fine.  But, generally, 
you should NOT buy things on your own.  Also, think about travel funds for research.  If 
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your project requires a lot of driving, you need to think about, and ask about, how you 
will get there-  are you expected to drive your own car?  Is there money for 
reimbursement?  Dont sweat the details...again, if there is a time or two you fill up your 
tank, that is one thing.  But if you have to drive 500 miles every two weeks for your 
research and there is no money, this is a major problem!!  Ask your potential major 
professor about Research Dollars! 
 
----- 
 
A few asides: 

(1) In many of these blocks of text I have suggested that you "ask about it."  If you say to 
yourself "Who do I ask..."  then you have a serious problem!!  It means you have not 
done enough work to find a program, because you should be ASKING THE PI OF THE 
PROJECT!!!  And you should know that person, be on a first name basis with them, 
before you ever accept the offer to join the project.  If you dont do this, then you are 
seriously rolling the dice on your graduate future.... 
g(2) Finally, you might say to yourself:  "this is total lunacy!  The University is paying 
me $20,000 a year!  That is pathetic, what is going on here!!" 

If you say those things to yourself, you are making really good points.  It is hard to 
disagree, which is why I say going to graduate school is completely nuts- if you are going 
to do it, just accept the fact that you are nuts- and move on. 

However, there is another point that is worth making, which is the value of your 
employment is considerably higher than your stipend. 

For instance, at UD, graduate tuition is $13,000/ year (appalled UD undergrads I have 
nothing to do with this.... please do not punch me in the face the next time you see me!  
You might break my glasses or chip a tooth, for crying out loud..!!) 

Tuition is a real cost...and is considered part of the compensation...so: 

20000+13000 = $33,000.  Which looks like a decent job straight out of a BS, especially 
since you get pretty good health care from UD, and the work environment is pretty sweet 
too. 

Now, also, consider that you need to take fringe on the 20,000 which is around $1,900.  
Now you got $34,900.  Looking better still. 
 
Also!   When grad students are submitted on grants, you often have to account for 
"overhead" on the student....at UD that is 46%.  So the actual cost to me of a graduate 
student on a grant is $51,000/year! 
 
 


