How to be a Grad Student in Social Psych
Some general advice from the social area faculty at UVA.
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In this document we offer some advice and guidance about how to be a graduate student in social psychology.  Although we hope that you will find this information to be helpful, we also hope you will feel free to discuss career issues with the faculty at any time.  If questions, doubts, or concerns arise, please feel free to seek out your adviser, area leader, Director of Graduate studies, or any other faculty. 

I) The Big Picture: What are you doing here?
You are here to become a researcher in social psychology. On your way out you’ll pick up your Ph.D., but this piece of paper is only of value for what it certifies: that you are trained to do research in social psychology. Your time here will make a lot more sense if you think always about what you need to do to become an effective researcher and scholar, rather than about what you need to do to get your piece of paper.

II) What will you do afterwards? 
Our program will prepare you for several career paths, including the following:

     1) Academic research and teaching. Our program, like almost all Ph.D. programs at top universities, is designed to prepare you to conduct independent scientific research.  Because almost all such research in social psychology is conducted at research universities, our goal is to prepare you to compete for, and get, a faculty appointment at a research university. By a research university we mean any college or university where you are expected to spend a significant proportion of your time conducting research in addition to teaching.  Such positions also usually have teaching loads that assume an active research program.  Tenure at such places is awarded primarily based on the quality and quantity of your research publications, although quality of teaching is important as well. In order to succeed in this path you will need an outstanding record of research publications, outstanding letters of recommendation from faculty, and some teaching experience.

     2) Teaching. Some of you will find that you enjoy teaching more than research. You may want to stay in academe, yet not want to stay on the publication-based research track. You can then use your Ph.D. to get a faculty position at a college or university that emphasizes teaching more than research.  The teaching load is higher at such institutions and the tenure decision is based more on your teaching than it is in more research-focused positions.  In order to succeed in this path you will need an outstanding teaching record, outstanding letters of recommendation from faculty, and some research publications.

     3) Non-academic research. Some of you will want to continue doing research, but prefer to work in private industry, or for the government.  Past graduates of our program have gotten jobs with marketing research firms, government agencies, and consulting firms.  In order to succeed in this path you will need outstanding statistical skills, experience with different kinds of methodologies, and outstanding letters of recommendation from faculty.


There may be other reasons to pursue a Ph.D., but if by the end of your second year you do not think you want a career in teaching or research, you should consider taking your master’s degree and moving to a situation more targeted on helping you reach your goals. 

III) Year by Year
Here are some suggestions for what you should be doing in each of the four to six years you’ll be here. 

First Year: 

You should take a total of 4 or 5 ‘real’ courses (i.e., courses that actually meet, and for which you get a grade), including two statistics courses, and one or two courses taught by faculty in social. (You may be able to take a course or two from another area, or even from another department, although in general you’ll take more of these outside courses in subsequent years). For more information on course requirements and sequences, see the handout titled “Social Psychology Program.”

You will probably also be a grader or a teaching assistant both semesters. Being a T.A. involves running discussion sections on your own. This might be a bit intimidating for those of you who have never taught before, but there are very good resources here to teach you how to teach. Be sure to attend the teaching seminars run by the Teaching Resource Center at the beginning of each semester, and be sure to ask the faculty member you are assisting for guidance and feedback.

Taking courses and teaching can take up a lot of time, but remember that your top priority for the year is to get your research going.  This will mean a close collaboration with one or more faculty members, which you should begin as soon as you arrive.  It will involve a lot of outside reading and thinking about topics that (we hope) fascinate you, as well as a lot of “nuts and bolts” work of planning studies, collecting data, and analyzing the results.  It should also involve many conversations with faculty and other graduate students about the topics that interest you the most. By the end of the spring semester of your first year you will be expected to present some of your findings to the social area.


In your first year you will have a primary advisor, and you will attend lab meetings and contribute to the functioning of that lab. It is fine to be involved in another lab as well, as long as your research is up and running in your primary lab. Don’t spread yourself too thin; remember that you will need to have something to report in April.

Finally, you should begin developing good professional habits and practices. Join at least two of these organizations: APS, APA, and SPSP. They’re very cheap for students, and you get several good journals. Go to one of their conventions.  Take opportunities to submit posters and papers when you can.  Developing into a good writer and an effective speaker are two of the most pivotal things you will do in graduate school.  You might buy yourself a good dictionary, style manual, and the APA publication manual. If writing really well is not one of your skills, visit the writing clinic with early drafts of your work.  Develop an ear for simple, clear, direct writing and speaking that communicates effectively.  Nothing you learn in graduate school will be more valuable as that. Start building your library (there are good used book stores on the Corner and on the Mall, and you can get great deals on new books at the Green Valley Book Fair).  Some people find it useful to have a filing system for articles, conference and grant announcements, etc. Taking notes on the things you read can be important, and some find it useful to organize them with a bibliographic program (e.g., Endnote). Keep track of what’s happening in the department, and on grounds. When anyone is speaking on a topic of interest, go. Meet with visiting faculty to start making professional contacts in the field, and get used to talking about yours and others research. Go to every departmental colloquium, even if it has nothing to do with social psychology.  Attendance at colloquia is an informal requirement of departmental citizenship, and we (the faculty) notice who shows up and who doesn’t. But the reason to go is for your own training. Being a psychologist is much more than being an expert in your specific area of research; it requires familiarity with the breadth of psychology and the ability to connect your specific interests with ideas and theories from other disciplines.  

At the end of your first year, you will give a short (15-minute) talk to Social Lunch about one of the research projects you have been involved in during your first year.  This will be the first big public event to show the area what you have done so far in graduate school. 

Second Year: 

Your coursework will continue, as will your teaching. By now you know how things work around here, and you’ve gone through all parts of the research process with your first year project, so this year you should be even more focused on research. Odds are you will either need to collect more data for your pre-dissertation, or else you will be starting over on a new topic. Either way, in April you will give a formal talk to the area on your findings. You will then have until August 1 to write up a full report of this research, which is your pre-dissertation. 

Second year is also a good time to expand your research interests. Most of our students end up working with two or more faculty members, which we encourage.  Second year is a good time to explore additional collaborations, with other faculty or with other students. You should also explore research going on in other areas of the department. 

You should continue to read broadly and think about the research questions that interest you the most.   Do not confine your reading to your courses.  Print out the document entitled “Social Area Qualifying Examinations,” and look at our suggestions for the areas and skills you should know. If there are areas that won’t be covered in your classes, you might want to read up on them on your own. In any case, you should be looking ahead and thinking about how you will demonstrate depth and breadth in your qualifying examination.

You should attend at least one conference or convention, and if your pre-diss comes out well, you should apply to present a poster about your findings, probably during your third year.

You should be thinking seriously about how to get publications before you graduate. If at all possible, you should submit your pre-dissertation for publication. You should also think about what other lines of research might lead to a neat package of studies that you could submit BEFORE you finish your dissertation. The academic job market is quite competitive, and the most successful applicants have several publications by the time they finish graduate school. Ask your advisors if there are any opportunities for you to be a co-author of a book chapter. Think about writing or collaborating on a theory or review paper, which could also become part of your qualifying portfolio. Consider collaborating with other graduate students.  
Third Year:

You’ll probably complete your coursework during your third year. But even after you are done taking courses for credit, you’ll probably want to take or audit at least one course per semester. Third year might be a good time to look into courses outside of the department. By now your research ideas should be coming into focus, and you should be developing a line of inquiry that you are truly passionate about, and that you are going to make your own.  But before you focus all of your attention on one area, you need to make sure your learning has been broad enough that you can call yourself a psychologist. In the summer after your third year, you should take your qualifying examinations. (You can do it earlier, and you can do it in your fourth year too, but we recommend getting it done before you start your fourth year). Early in the third year you should sit down with your primary advisor and draw up a plan for creating your qualifying portfolio. You should also decide who else should be on your qualifying exam committee. Odds are these three people will go on to become 75% of your dissertation committee. (You will also need one person from outside the department for the dissertation).

Think also about how to get grant funding for your work, even if your advisors can fully support you. Our department has one of the best records in the country of getting NRSA pre-doctoral fellowships. In addition there are hundreds of private foundations and other government agencies that fund all kinds of research. Check with your advisor, with Donna Hearn in the front office, and at www.socialpsychology.org for advice on funding opportunities. Having your own money will help you think big, and it will look great on your CV. 


Consider applying for a Distinguished Teaching Fellowship.  The department awards up to four such fellowships a year, which allow graduate students to teach their own undergraduate seminar.  You will need a faculty mentor to help you design a course and write a syllabus.

Fourth and Fifth Year:


By now you have passed your qualifying examinations, and you are a candidate for the Ph.D. This means that you are making the transition from being a student learning about a field to becoming an expert making important contributions to it. During the fourth or fifth year you should write a dissertation proposal outlining the studies you will submit as your dissertation. It is OK if the proposal includes one or two studies you have already completed, as long as you are proposing a substantial amount of new research too. You will need to find a fourth member of your committee – somebody from outside the psychology department. This is your responsibility, but you will get help and advice from your advisor and other area faculty members. Once your proposal is submitted to your committee, you will schedule a dissertation proposal meeting, at which time your committee will make constructive suggestions. By the end of the proposal meeting you and your committee will work out an agreement about what studies you will do, and what additional areas of scholarship you will review for your dissertation. 

Although you will have committee approval for the studies you do, an acceptable dissertation, like a publishable article, is a contribution to knowledge.  Committee approval and trying hard does not guarantee a contribution to knowledge.  The results need not conform to expectations, of course, as we always hope to learn something new from results.  It does mean that one must have learned something from the data and must communicate that effectively.  You may decide to change some of the studies drastically as your research goes on.  Such decisions can be checked with the members of your committee, but ultimately it is the end product that matters.
Your advisor will read one or more drafts of your dissertation before you send it out to the rest of the committee. Once your advisor agrees that you are ready, you will then schedule an oral defense with your entire committee. At this meeting you will make a brief presentation to the committee, after which the committee will ask you a variety of questions and make a variety of suggestions for changes. In most cases an agreement is reached among the members of the committee that if a specified list of changes are made, the dissertation will be acceptable. Because people are very well prepared by this time, only in rare cases does anyone fail the oral defense, or have his or her dissertation rejected. 

In terms of professional development, these years are crucial. You will probably be applying for academic jobs or postdocs during the Fall well before you finish your dissertation. To get such positions you will need not just an impressive CV but also an impressive set of academic skills and professional contacts. During these years it is very important to get to know leading social psychologists at other universities. When these psychologists are considering dozens or hundreds of applications, it will really help if they remember having seen you give a talk, or if they remember having had a great conversation with you when they came to UVA to give a colloquium. 

IV) Some final words of encouragement

When in your first year of grad school you look ahead at all the things you’ll have to learn and do in just four or five years, it can be quite daunting. The chances are that you will have some moments of serious self-doubt. But just have patience. Keep reading, keep running studies, and keep getting yourself socialized into social psychology. You will be astounded at how much you will learn in five years. When the time comes for you to go out on the job market, you really will be a social psychologist, able to teach and conduct independent research. 

Finally, one of the most important suggestions we can give you for staying sane and even happy in graduate school is to always keep this in mind: none of us got into this line of work for the money. We do this because we are all just fascinated with human social nature, and we love being part of a community of researchers trying to figure it out. And we have this racket going: all of us, including you, are getting paid to do something that we love.  

*   *   *   *   *   *   *

Further Reading


For some advice on how to keep things in perspective and have some fun along the way, see the  tongue-in-cheek article by Richard Nisbett called “The Anticreativity Letters.” An additional resource is The Compleat Academic: A Career Guide (2nd ed), edited by John Darley, Mark Zanna, and Henry Roediger (2003, American Psychological Association).  This book contains several chapters on professional issues in psychology.  The one by Daryl Bem on how to write a journal article, for example, is a must read.
