PhDespair? Dilemma? Disaster?! You're not alone!

We all know the life of a graduate student is h&dme of the difficulties fairly
straightforward to identify: financial difficultiehours dedicated to studying and
teaching, living away from home, etc. Yet, therai®ther kind of hardship that
afflicts graduate students that is not easy togiimpbut can have serious conse-
guences for a person’s life and work alike. I'mkilag) about negative feelings
that can be so overwhelming that they can ultingdesld a potentially successful
student to give up the pursue of their degree attoa.

Unfortunately, in an environment that only valuatanality, talking about feel-
ings is not always welcome. This stigma preventpfeefrom discussing, or even
admitting to, feelings of inadequacy. Neverthelégapring a problem will not
make it go away. On the contrary, problems pileand can one day lead to a
breakdown.

In what follows, | will discuss some of the mostnamon thoughts that go
through a graduate student’s life while workingtbeir degree. Does any o them
sound familiar to you?

“Somehow | got into the program, but everyone &ilbn realize that I'm not
good enough to be here and I'll be kicked out.”

“How can everyone else manage everything, whem'tZa

“I'm disappointing everyone that trusted me.”

“My advisor must think I'm the dumbest person hexer worked with.”

“If | talk about how | feel everyone will think I'msilly.”

When these kinds of thoughts take over, it's harlbok at things objectively.
Here are a few things to keep in mind.

1. Accept your feelings. They're there, whether yeant them or not. It's the
only way you can start doing something to feeldrett

2. Keep a good record of your positive accomplistisieincluding the time be-
fore you started were in your current program. Whenfeel bad, we tend to
overlook our successes and dwell on our failuresviiy concrete evidence of
success handy is important when you're feeling dilkeomplete failure.

3. Find out more clearly what is being expectegiaf. Graduate students tend to
set very high standards for themselves, regardieadat the actual requirements
of their program is. Before saying you are disappog people or that you are
not good enough, make sure your own expectatianseatistic.

4. Talk, talk, talk. Talk to other students and wuill probably find out they have
very similar feelings and perceptions as you. Talbrofessors and you can find
more about what is expected of you and get helpamto get there. Talk to your
advisor so he or she can help you assess youtisituaore objectively. Talk to
your family and friends and you will remember yoavh a support system. It
doesn’t matter who you talk to, just make sure gmunot isolating yourself.
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5. Remember you are not silly, you're just humanc@ise other people are not talking about
their negative feelings, this doesn’t mean they'tduoeve them. It takes courage to admit we have
a problem and look for help on how to address it.

6. Practice dissociating your work from yourselfe\8annot let our identities and sense of worth
be defined by other people’s perceived opinionswfwork. Negative feedback on your work is

not negative feedback on you. This separation ieemely hard to achieve. Even when our ra-
tional mind knows it exists, our feelings don't alyg reflect that. That's why it needs to be an
everyday exercise!

7. Don't be afraid to look for professional helpaiWy of the situations we face in graduate school
are versions of other situations we’ve had to fackfe. Besides, your rational mind doesn't al-
ways have access to your emotional mind, makimgxtitemely hard for us to figure out the rea-
sons for our unhappiness. The university’s Coumgeland Mental Health professionals have
experience in dealing with students’ emotional éssand they can give you a head start on how
to deal with them.

I cannot emphasize enough how important it is ke tzare of our emotional side as much as we
exercise our intellectual mind. Getting a PhD imeal a lot more than intelligence and hard work.
We need to learn how to deal with feelings and @metthat can be overwhelming. Academic
life is full of challenges, denials, and frustrais so learning how to react to all that is a sksll
essential as any other. Above all, remember: yewnat alone!

By Miloje Despic

This picture was taken in an elevator after thetujuist before his talk, and by a pure coinci-
dence. So John Bailyn and | were running back &b grseat for Chomsky's talk thinking that it
might be crowded and we run into him alone righframt of the elevator (he was probably leav-
ing the lunch earlier to get prepared). There weduced ourselves to him and chatted a little-
bit while waiting for the elevator. Then it occuird me that | might as well take a picture with
him while we are waiting, since opportunities likés don't come very often (John took the pic-
ture in the elevator).
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