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2020 AKSA Professionalization Workshop for Early Stage Graduate Students  
By Hae Yeon Choo (U of Toronto), Minwoo Jung (USC), Eunsil Oh (U of Wisconsin-Madison) 
 

A. Hae Yeon Choo (Associate Professor, University of Toronto, hy.choo@utoronto.ca) 
 

1. Keep your intellectual curiosity alive 
- Always remember why we entered this intellectual journey to begin with 
- Intellectual curiosity needs to drive the academic work: process-oriented, not product-
oriented 

   
2. Make the transition from a knowledge consumer (“a good student”) to a knowledge 

producer  
- Acknowledge the academic writing is a hard work, and that it is natural for us to take 

time to get to know the field, find our research questions, and make a contribution 
- The product is an outcome of a spillover, not a squeeze-out: takes a constant input and 

practice of output (reading and writing every working day)  
 

3. Remember the intellectual work is a collective, not individual endeavor 
- It is important to know the literature in the field and the people in the subfield 
- It’s not just about doing good work in isolation, but rather entering into a dialogue. 
- Actively cultivate academic relationships among peers and mentors in and outside of 

your university. You never know how knowing one person could lead to something 
important and meaningful.   
 

4. Share your work early among peers/mentors, and move on to conferences and 
publications    
- Talk to trusted friends, peers, and mentors about your ideas regularly 
- Share writing drafts with these trusted people in early stages, when it is work-in-progress, 

and ask for feedback (and offer the same to them!) 
- Take advantage of departmental/university opportunity to present a work-in-progress 
- Do participate in conferences and send out manuscripts for journal publications, but do 

this when your advisor and mentors think it’s ready  
 

5. Do meaningful work: socially, academically, and personally  
- Our work has a very slow pace, even for very productive scholars. It’s hard to see if we 

are making any progress in any given day, week, or month. And it is that meaning that 
we find in our work that keeps us going. 

 
B. Minwoo Jung (PhD candidate, University of Southern California, minwooju@usc.edu) 

 
1. Get to know your program  
- Understand the strengths and weaknesses of your own program 

o What it can offer in terms of training (substantive research areas, research scope, 
methodology etc.), mentorship (potential adviser(s), committee members, letter 
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writers, etc.), grants/fellowships, and other opportunities (research assistantships, 
centers/institutes, teaching-related opportunities, writing centers etc.)  

o Strategize your own career development based off of these resources (dissertation 
project decision, committee organizing, publication etc.) 

- Understand the norms, expectations, and hidden curriculums within your program 
o What is expected in each stage of the graduate career? (“normative timeline”—check 

the graduate handbook) 
o What kind of scholarship and scholarly activities (early publication? external 

grants/fellowships? service work?) are valued and appreciated vs. discouraged  
- Find your mentor(s)  

o Choose your mentor based on your intellectual, professional, and emotional needs  
o Look at their student record and talk to their current and previous students  
o Faculty members come and go; do not rely on a single faculty member 

- Understand the communication styles of your mentor(s)  
o Make sure what you want from each of them (expertise on specific areas or region, 

theoretical and methodological training, professional development, moral support?); 
and also make sure what they want from you (i.e. regular written updates? tangible 
achievements?)  

- Reach out to your senior colleagues and alumni  
 

2. Get to know your field  
- Keep up with the two to three primary fields of your interests  

o Get regular updates from the key subfield (sociology and interdisciplinary) journals 
as well as related publications from top generalist journals  

o Participate in the relevant ASA Sections. Get a sense of what kinds of scholarships 
are recognized (awards, placements) and the leading figures in the field  

- Look for role models (intellectually and career-wise) and intellectual communities   
o Start with smaller circles (your adviser’s network, program alumni, ASA sections, 

ESS/PSA/MSS/SSS, SWS, AKSA etc.) and build upon it  
o Keep an eye on small conferences, symposiums, workshops (particularly those cover 

travel expenses), which often leads to other opportunities (i.e. intensive mentoring 
and professionalization, journal special issues etc.)  

- Field changes 
o Keep up with the change but also don’t be afraid to be the change you want to see in 

the field (i.e. “how come nobody does this?”)  
 

3. Get to know yourself  
- Don’t lose yourself while trying to impress others  
- Find your intellectual passion  
- It also is an important segment of your life in your twenties to thirties 
- Take care of yourself  

 
C. Eunsil Oh (Assistant Professor, U of Wisconsin-Madison, eoh26@wisc.edu)  

 
1. How to be productive 
- Long-term  
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• Doing what you can do well and what you love working on. Not following what is hot as 
a topic. Remembering what brought you to sociology as a field and to academia.  

• Exercise, eat well, and sleep a lot! Make it as a habit for your weekdays. 
• Trying to have good relationships with others (remember, writing is a mental labor). One 

way to do is attending a seminar regularly (again, making this a habit).  
- Short-term 

• Writing a lot: Climbing over specious barriers and tips (Ref: Silvia*)  
- Instead of finding time to write, allot time to write. Think about your writing 

schedule as the time for teaching a class. The key is habit, not the number of hours. 
Avoid depending on your feelings/inspirations to start writing.  

- Between productivity and procrastination lies ‘more prepping time.’ Minimize the 
pre-writing time. Writing for a journal article or dissertation has an end-goal which is 
letting it out to the world. This is different from accumulating my own knowledge 
for my own intellectual well-being. Pre-writing or reading more existing literature is 
essential for both, but this process eats too much time for the former whereas it is 
fine for the latter.  

- Productivity tools are not the issue: Be aware of high-tech procrastination devices.  
• Sharing and presenting your work: Having (not too many but a few) deadlines.  
• My case: Presenting at a workshop (using powerpoint slides to structure my paper) -> 

going to writing center with a draft -> get edits on my working draft -> share it with my 
cohort or seminar people -> edit -> share it with my advisor.  

 
2. Advice that stayed with me: good vs. bad glues  
- Bad glues: I wish I responded differently.  

• You are not good at something: Please respond by trying to fix the issue, not letting that 
comment stay with you the whole time. Remember the Matthew Effect on accumulated 
advantage (Merton 1968) and apply it to the feedback that you get from others.  

• Avoid depending too much on others’ unproductive (re)confirmation of who you are 
(i.e. you are bright, you are brilliant, etc).     

- Good glues: Glad I heard such advice and kept reminding myself. 
• Remember, be nice to everyone and publish. 
• Remember, you are here because committee members saw the potentials. Therefore, 

avoid riding the roller coaster of emotions based on teachers’ compliments.  
 
Additional, Practical References 
- Rojas, Fabio. 2011. Grad Skool Rulz: Everything You Need to Know about Academia from 

Admissions to Tenure. Distributed via Smashwords. 
- Calarco, Jessica McCrory. 2020. A Field Guide to Grad School: Uncovering the Hidden Curriculum. 

Princeton University Press.  
- Reyes, Victoria. 2017. “10 Tips for Thriving, Not Just Surviving, in Graduate School.” Inside 

Higher Ed, March 8, 2017. 
- Rockquemore, Kerry Ann, Laszloffy, Tracey A. 2019. The Black Academic's Guide to Winning 

Tenure-Without Losing Your Soul. Lynne Rienner Publishers 
 
References on Writing (Do not binge read them -- Read them on Sunday morning with a friend or 
with a cup of coffee).  
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- The Elements of Style by William Strunk Jr. 
- How to Write a Lot: A Practical Guide to Productive Academic Writing by Paul J. Silvia*  
- Writing Your Journal Article in Twelve Weeks: A Guide to Academic Publishing Success by 
Wendy Laura Belcher 
 
Notes from the Q&A 
 

1. Blueprint for the early years of the PhD program: When should I publish?  Until when 
should I take courses? What should I do this summer? When should I focus on the 
dissertation? 
 
What to do in the summer:  

- Read broadly as well as in your research area. Read the articles and books by faculty 
members in your department you are interested in working with. Read for the 
comprehensive/preliminary exams, and take active notes. Always think about the 
dissertation or other research projects in mind and take small steps every week. 
 
Taking courses even in later years, one course or so per term, up to 3rd, or 4th, or even 5th 
year is a fine practice, in your area of interests and expertise. Keeps the community and helps 
to fight isolation.  

 
- Consider joining a reading group, talk to other colleagues and peers, share and discuss ideas  

 
- Summer is also an important time for those of us doing international fieldwork. Use this 

time for pilot field research for preliminary work to prepare for the dissertation project.  
 

- Conferences: It’s good to start presenting in conferences in the 3rd or 4th year of the PhD 
program. Perhaps one big conference (like ASA) and a small conference (regional meetings, 
Sociologists for Women in Society, RC-28, AKSA, etc). It’s good to present a solid research, 
and leave a good impression when you present, so don’t be anxious about presenting too 
early.  
 

- General blueprint: Look at the CVs of the “role models,” the kind of scholar you’d like to 
model after, and see their CVs, when you plan for the next 5 years.    
 
 

2. Choosing and cultivating a working relationship with an advisor 
 

- Find someone who is an active scholar (someone who is known in the subfield you want to 
enter), gives critical feedback, and has a working style that matches you. 
 

- Before you ask someone to be your advisor, it’s good to build up relationships beforehand—
by taking their courses, serving as an TA or RA, etc, in order to get to know the person. Talk 
to their current advisees more advanced in the program to get to know their working style, 
etc. Once you have an advisor, it’s important to communicate regularly, sending updates and 
check-ins, take their criticism and show progress.  
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- Even if your program doesn’t have the advisor in your particular research area, be proactive 
and work with the people and use it as an opportunity to develop originality. Be proactive to 
seek out mentors outside of the university and reach out to people in conferences or take 
courses in a nearby institution, etc.  
 

3. How to reach out to faculties at a different institution for feedback/collaboration 
 

- This happens organically, when you attend a conference (probably a smaller conference first, 
like ESS, SWS, AKSA, RC-28, etc). Attend their panels, ask people to introduce you to 
them, and it is also fine to reach out and ask to meet, if you know their work and want to 
meet up.   
 
-Another good opportunity is when scholars visit your university/department to give a talk. 
If possible, attend graduate student meetings, lunches, etc, and talk about their current 
research and get to know them.  
 

4. How to deal with implicit discrimination/unfair treatment as an Asian international student?  
 

- I’d say, in a way that we deal with any kind of discrimination or indignity. Find the support 
network, don’t be isolated, and understand it sociologically in the context of race relations 
and the context of empire in the US. Think of how in Korea, Korean students and faculty 
have interacted with international students and weather they’ve been treated as equal 
citizens.   
 

- It’s also important to be reflective about our own privilege when we discern what is and is 
not discrimination. Talk to peers and friends openly about it, and we can also ask mentors, 
departmental staff members, to discuss about the resources available to deal with the issue.  

5. How to cope with anxiety, stress, and depression in grad school? 

- The support network is key, and also the basics of any mental health would be important 
here: regular exercise, good diet, simple joy in life, good friendships and relationships, 
therapy, etc. It also helps to find a small activities and projects that gives a short term 
gratification and joy (Tennis? Baking? Etc.)   
 

6. The utility of dual degree (master’s in statistics) Statistics as a Dual/MA degree for quant 
sociologist 
 

- In general, building a methodological expertise like this would be beneficial, in and outside 
of academia. But do consider if it would lengthen the PhD program in a significant way and 
if it would serve your goal. 

 
7. Any tips about keeping notes after reading articles/books and doing literature review  

 
- Keeping a note about an important point about the article and what I thought about it/how 

I can use it is useful. Also keep the direct quotes (with page numbers) that we may use later.  
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- If we read recent articles in the area, we can pay close attention to the literature review 
section and how they map out the field. We can also rely on the review journals like Annual 
Review of Sociology, Sociology Compass, etc.  
 

8. How to engage with social activism or interviewees in South Korea—is publishing in Korean 
academic journals a way to do so?   

 
- Publishing in Korean language may work, but perhaps be more creative about reaching the 

public in Korean beyond the journal publication, whether it’s blog, newsletter, podcast, etc, 
where more people can easily read.  

- There are many ways of public engagement, whether using the expertise for policy change, 
engaging in activism, writing for popular audience, but doing an intellectual work has value 
on its own merit, and shouldn’t be underestimated. Sometimes doing the best work that we 
can is the way to do the justice to the interviewees.    


