
Starting Off Right: How to Make the 
Most out of Graduate School

Talline Martins, PhD
Director, Office of Graduate Professional Development
tmartins@ufl.edu



Grad School is VERY challenging, are you 
ready? 

What is your reason for going to grad school? 



Essential Skills of Graduate Students

Initiative

Tenacity

Flexibility

Interpersonal Skills

Organizational Skills

Communication Skills



“People who end up with the good jobs are the proactive ones who are 
solutions to problems, not problems themselves, who seize the 
initiative to do whatever is necessary to get the job done.” – Stephen R. 
Covey

Initiative

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/1538.Stephen_R_Covey


Initiative

• This is your project: it’s your job to ensure that it’s 
successful
• Be a valuable member of a team: bring new ideas and 

insights
• Be the driver of your project

• This will mean different things for different students

• But also seek and follow guidance

• Same idea goes for your time in graduate school
• It’s YOUR responsibility to make the most of it



Tenacity

• You don’t need to be a genius to earn a Ms or PhD

• You do need to have tenacity

• It’s common to have a slump period 

• Often ~ 3rd year



Common Challenges

• Impostor Syndrome

• Difficulty in learning specific skills/comprehending papers

• Project is not working

• Staying motivated in a low-structure environment

• Unclear faculty expectations

• Doubts about the value of the experience/degree

• Did you hear about a pandemic?



Flexibility (+ Resourcefulness)

• Plan on encountering roadblocks
• What if the equipment/material you need is difficult to access? What 

if it breaks?

• What if you realize you picked the wrong lab/advisor? 

• How can you maximize your efforts?
• Going to a different lab/country to do part of your work?  





Interpersonal Skills

“I thought I was here because of my thinking skills!”



Interpersonal Skills

• Embrace the “politics” and cultivate a positive attitude
• This is the best way to get things done effectively

• You will likely end up in a leadership role and will need to be effective

• Simple rules:
• Respect people’s expertise, advice, and time

• Understand and adjust to different work styles

• Always give credit where credit is due

• Apologize if at fault

• Avoid making assumptions

*How to Win Friends and Influence People, by Dale 
Carnegie



What one thing could you do (that you are not doing 
now) that, if done on a regular basis, would make a 

positive difference in your life? 

Organizational Skills



Setting priorities

“Failing to plan 
is planning to 
fail”

The 7 Habits of 
Highly Effective 
People, by 
Stephen Covey





Communication Skills

• Consistently ranks as one of the top skills desired in job 
candidates

• Is that really so hard to have? 

• What are “communication skills”?



Written
Academic Writing

Revision and 
Editing

Critical Reading

Presentation of 
Data Non –

Verbal
Audience 

Awareness

Personal 
Presentation

Body Language

Oral
Presentation Skills

Audience 
Awareness

Critical Listening

Body Language



Non-Verbal Communication



Refining skills in graduate school…



Succeeding in Graduate School

A  successful graduate experience will equip you with the 
skills and credentials to get a job in your career of interest.

Your graduate program will provide you with the necessary 
technical and theoretical skills. 

But you still need to learn how to best leverage your skills 
to be a successful professional.



Research Skills and 

Knowledge

Research design

Responsible conduct of 

research

Communication

Grant proposal writing

Public speaking

Professionalism

Punctuality

Reliability

Management and 

Leadership

Conflict management

Mentoring Up

Career Advancement

Interviewing skills

Career exploration

Effectiveness and 

Purpose

Time management

Self care

Skills to develop in graduate school



The Individual Development Plan

Set short-term

goals

Set long-term 

goals
Mentoring tool Living document

Structured Planning Tool

Build professional 

skills, meet interests 

& values

Establish 

mentor/mentee 

expectations, have 

difficult 

conversations

Revisit yearly to 

assess progress and 

revise goals

Productive and 

intentional training





Campus Resources



Office of Graduate Professional 
Development



Office of Graduate Professional 
Development

• Weekly professional development workshops

– Finding a thesis/dissertation topic

– Giving effective oral presentations

– Finding scholarly information

– Academic writing

– My world is not my doctoral program



Office of Graduate Professional 
Development

• One-on-one professional development advising

• One-on-one career advising (with C3)

• Roadmap for Success

• Fall Series: Successful Job Search

• Spring: Preparing Future Faculty

• Writing program



Campus Resources

Career Connections 
Center

Libraries

Office of Teaching 
Excellence

GatorWell

Writing 
Studio

Counseling and 
Wellness Center

Thrive@UF

Dial Center for Written 
and Oral Communication





Off-Campus Resources

Career Connections 
Center

Libraries

Office of Teaching 
Excellence

GatorWell

Writing 
Studio

Counseling and 
Wellness Center

Thrive@UF

Dial Center for Written 
and Oral Communication

LinkedIN Learning

Employee 
Assistance 
Program

National Center for 
Faculty 

Development and 
Diversity

CIRTL 



NCFDD



LinkedIn Learning



Employee Assistance Program



CIRTL

Fall 2020 content: 
• Course: 

– Equity in STEM for all genders

• MOOC:
– An introduction to evidence-based STEM teaching

• Workshops:
– Bring an inclusive mindset to your teaching
– Reducing math anxiety among students

• Events: 
– Engaging students through high-impact practices



Other Resources

STEM

Social Science and Humanities



Staying informed



Balance is Important

• Don’t focus on your project to the exclusion of everything 
else

• Earning a graduate degree is like running a marathon: you 
can’t run like a sprinter and expect to reach the finish line

• You need to cultivate your mental and physical wellness to 
be a high performer
• Treat these activities as investments: they increase the quality 

of your work



What next? 

• Attend professional development opportunities 
on campus!

• Explore the wealth of resources UF has to offer

• Specific advice with clear directions: 
http://faculty.washington.edu/wpratt/survive.h
tm

http://faculty.washington.edu/wpratt/survive.htm


Take Away

• Grad school can be an amazing time

• Do the best you can – that’s why you’re going to 
graduate school

• Don’t neglect “soft skills”

• Set goals - but be flexible

• Explore other interests – it’ll make you happier and 
might just land you a job

• Build relationships



Questions??
tmartins@ufl.edu


