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Last week, I was watching the movie “Need
for Speed.” In this movie, the protagonist
wants to join the race for one reason:
revenge. This plot reminded me, in a way, that
we, graduate students, are also in a race
against time to hear the words that ring in our
ears: “You have successfully defended.” Most
of us worry, at some point, about how long it
is going to take to finish our research, write a
dissertation, and then successfully defend it.
Perhaps it is even ironic that we often greet
each other with “When are you going to
graduate?” rather than “How is the day
going?”.
As a graduate student who is quickly
approaching graduation, I want to suggest
some common pitfalls that I’ve seen graduate
students fall into along this race. Perhaps this
awareness will help you anticipate and maybe
even avoid these pits to finish the race on
time. The steps listed below could help you
maintain steady progress. If you find yourself
off-track, they may even help you get back on
track toward timely MS/PhD completion.
Common Pitfalls:
1. Slow start to research: Engage early in
forming research ideas and experiments.
Don’t just sit and procrastinate; get started
with your research.
2. Seeking perfection: Perfectionism is not an
asset when it hampers progress and, if you
are one of these students, it’s better to write
up whatever you have already achieved and

then discuss those achievements with your
advisor. This conversation should help clear
any doubts you may have about whether or not
any additional refinements are necessary.
3.Distraction from primary line of investigation:
To resist the urge to explore all of the
interesting by-ways or side projects offered to
students, try to harness that energy and then
channel it toward completing your degree.
4. Spending too much time in a comfort zone:
Don’t think that tasks which keep you in a
comfort zone (e.g., collecting additional data
and spending extra time in the lab) indicates
good progress. At some point, you must
convert that data into papers and chapters for
your thesis/dissertation.
5. Timely discussions with your advisor: Make
the advisor aware of your plans and concerns
with regard to timing the end of your research;
don’t make these plans alone.
Avoiding These Pitfalls:
1. Use your entire committee, not just your
advisor: Use your whole pit crew. Don’t limit
yourself here. Your entire committee holds a
wealth of knowledge and experience. Utilize it
to help you with your studies. They’re part of
your committee to help you!
2. A page a day keeps the advisor away: Get
good at writing. Graduate students know they
always have something they need to be
writing. If you’re facing difficulties, use the
resources available to you. The Office

