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Outline

1. Why we should work towards a healthy community
2. How to develop your relationships with:

a. Students
b. Faculty
c. Staff

3. Helpful resources

2



It used to be all about getting here...

Image Sources: CollegeRecruiter, US News & World Report 3



So… what now?
The transition to graduate school is not easy
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What’s different about graduate school?

Undergraduate
● Only 1-2 years of coursework
● You are measured more by your 

research contributions
● Direct interaction with faculty
● Financial support is generally provided
● It’s in your interest to be supportive 

(and less competitive) with your peers
● You learn to create new knowledge

Graduate

● 4 years of coursework
● You are measured by GPA
● More indirect interaction with 

faculty
● You have to finance your education
● You compete against your peers
● You learn what is already known

Adapted from Gwen Pearson, “How Undergraduate and Graduate School are Different” (2011)
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Your self-worth should not be defined by 
your undergraduate definition of “success”

What’s different about graduate school? (cont.)
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“The more comfortable we become with being stupid, the deeper we will wade 
into the unknown and the more likely we are to make big discoveries”

Schwartz, M. A. (2008). The importance of stupidity in scientific research. Journal of Cell Science, 121(11), 1771 LP – 1771. 
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.033340 7



Imposter syndrome is very real in graduate school
“Psychological phenomenon where one struggles to internalize and own 

their successes”  

Watch for these thoughts/behaviors:
● Feeling like you need to know every piece of information before 

starting a project
● Setting extremely high expectations, trying to achieve all 100%
● Things used to come to you easily, but now they don’t
● You think asking for help is a sign of weakness; you need to 

succeed alone
● You believe you have to work harder than others to “prove” yourself

Abrams, Abigail. “Yes, Imposter Syndrome is Real. Here’s How to Deal with It”. Time Magazine (June 2018) 8



Why each of us needs support

Daily life: reading/writing, 
experiments, etc. on your own

There is always 
more work to do

You are your own main 
source of stress

Grad school can be very isolating
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How to develop your support network
● First: realize that most people are having similar struggles as 

you
● Many times you have to make the first effort to reach out

10http://wyldenaturalhealthteam.com/wylde-natural-health-team/we-get-better-together-community-relationships-and-wellness/

http://wyldenaturalhealthteam.com/wylde-natural-health-team/we-get-better-together-community-relationships-and-wellness/


How to develop your support network (cont.)

1) Be aware of your resources (friends, family, counselors, etc.)
2) Take the first steps early on to get connected, establish 

healthy routines, and find grounding
3) Observe your own thoughts, emotions, behaviors, feelings → 

seek support from your network when needed and don’t 
bottle these internally

4) Make a conscious effort to provide support for others in your 
network when you are capable
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Your community of fellow students
MSE Graduate Student 
Demographics (Spring 2019)

● 120 graduate students
● 32% female, 68% male
● Underrepresented Minority 

(URM): 12.5%
● International: 51% 

UC Berkeley (Spring 2016)

Source: Berkeley Diversity Data Dashboard 12



Working towards an inclusive community
We must be aware of how our biases influence the MSE community:

● Gender & sexual identification
● Race/ethnicity
● Social class
● Age
● Religion
● Disability
● Language
● Nationality
● Etc.

It’s the unconscious biases 
that we especially need to 

watch out for
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Working towards an inclusive community (cont.)
● Our department is relatively small 
● It’s quite possible to meet and get to know almost everyone
● We need to each make an effort to include and welcome others in MSE 

activities
○ Study groups
○ Social events (happy hours, dinners, etc.)
○ Grad student organizations (GSC, etc.)
○ Intramural sports

An inclusive community benefits everyone
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Shared Spaces
Please respect our spaces and the people who use them! 

→ Clean up after yourself, be considerate of noise, etc.

HMMB Lobby HMMB Grad Student Bay
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Your faculty community
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MSE Faculty Committees
https://www.mse.berkeley.edu/resources/committees
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MSE Faculty Committees (cont.)
Department Chair: Daryl Chrzan

Head Graduate Advisor: Jie Yao

Graduate Major Field Advisor: Zakaria Al Balushi

Graduate Academic Affairs/Curriculum Chair: Rob Ritchie

Graduate Admissions/Fellowship Chair: ?

Equity Advisor: Kristin Persson

(Will be updated 
for Fall 2019)
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Communicating with your advisor(s)
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Communicating with your advisor(s) (cont.)
● Remember, the student-advisor relationship should be 

symbiotic
● Each advisor has a different degree of involvement and 

method of interaction

● Keeping them updated 
helps both of you!
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What if your advisor is a bad fit?

● Because of scientific reasons?
● Because of work-life balance reasons?
● Because of personal reasons?
● Because an incident happened?

It is entirely possible to change advisors

Talk to your major field advisor!
21



Work-life balance: what does the first semester 
typically look like?

● Meeting the members of your group
● Learning about your group’s research
● Acclimating to Berkeley
● Two (or three) classes 
● Completing safety trainings, tutorials, 

workshops
● Studying for the preliminary exam
● Getting involved in clubs, hobbies, etc.
● First exploration of your research topic(s)
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Work-life balance: after preliminary exam

● During the semester: 50% time on research, 
50% on classes/other work

○ Summer: 100% time on research

● You should not be expected to work more 
than 40 hours per week (nor every weekend) 
as a PhD student

● You should advocate for a healthy 2 weeks 
of vacation + federal holidays

DO take time off. “Grad school is a marathon, not a sprint”
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Your staff community
Catalina Estrada: Department Manager: Administrative Management, Financial Oversight, 
Academic Personnel – faculty appointments

Ariana Castro: Student Services Advisor (MSE and AS&T): Advisor for Graduate Students, 
Admissions, Fellowships, Course Scheduling, and ABET Accreditation

Mayra De La Cruz: Undergraduate Student Services Advisor: Advisor for Undergraduate Students, 
Course Scheduling, and Finances

Daisy Hernandez: External Relations Specialist: Chair’s Assistant, Development, Seminar, Events 
Coordinator and Website Updates

Chris Kumai: Principal Development Engineer, Lecturer, Instructional labs, Department Safety 
Coordinator

https://www.mse.berkeley.edu/people/staff 24

Jennifer Teverbaugh: HMMB Building Manager, Keys

https://www.mse.berkeley.edu/people/staff


Your staff community (cont.)
The MSE staff are an amazing group of people (210 HMMB: 

open door policy!)

They are here to answer your questions and help you. In 
general:

Academic needs: Ariana Castro
Building needs: Jennifer Teverbaugh

Safety needs: Chris Kumai
Beyond these: Catalina Estrada, Daryl Chrzan
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MSE Graduate Student Manual

https://www.mse.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/MSE-Grad-Manual-2018-1-5-18.pdf
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https://www.mse.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/MSE-Grad-Manual-2018-1-5-18.pdf


Ombuds Office

Unbiased, confidential 
feedback for nearly any 
academic/administrative 

issue

https://sa.berkeley.edu/ombuds
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https://sa.berkeley.edu/ombuds


Social Media Resources

Facebook:
Berkeley MSE 
Grad Students 

Group 
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Social Media Resources (cont.)

Slack
Berkeley MSE
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berkeleymse.slack.com



Social Media Resources (cont.)
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Make a group with 
your cohort :) 



MSE Graduate Student Email List

msegrads06@lists.berkeley.edu

**Emails go to all current MSE graduate 
students (PhD, MS, MEng)**
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Helpful articles for getting through your PhD
1. “Survival Guide to PhD” (Andrej Karpathy): 

http://karpathy.github.io/2016/09/07/phd/
2. “How Undergraduate and Graduate School are Different”: 

https://membracid.wordpress.com/2011/06/12/how-undergraduate-and-gradu
ate-school-are-different/

3. “So long, and thanks for the Ph.D!” 
https://www.cs.unc.edu/~azuma/hitch4.html

4. “PhD Survival Guide” 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3323140/
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