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When graduate students gather, a few common conversa­
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not going according to plan. Consistently, however, the conver­
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play a critical role in the success of graduate students and in the 

overall graduate school experience. Along with lab mates, the 

graduate advisor is the person with whom students will interact 

the most during their academic careers. Some students conduct­
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close quarters with their advisor for extended periods of time. 

Given  the  length  of  graduate  programs,  choosing  an  advisor 

represents a long­term relationship, and the success of a student 

is dependent on this relationship.
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proved the quality of my research. Each supervisor has offered 
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with both advisors. So how can prospective  students  select  a 
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tential advisor? And for current students, what can be done to 

maximize  the  graduate  student  experience, with  or without  a 

good advisor?
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Most of us have a good idea of what research questions we 
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advisor.
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need to excel in graduate school. The advisor should have the 
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the data are properly analyzed and interpreted, and that the re­
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your personal funding, but together you and your advisor must 
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academic experiences, such as travel to conferences and other 

laboratories. Finally, an ideal advisor should provide a positive 

and encouraging environment in which students can learn and 
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strengths and personality are compatible with those goals.
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school and honestly assessing your preferences for supervisory 
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The author having fun with sockeye salmon research at Weaver Creek, 
B.C.   Photo credit: Sarah McConnachie
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TABLE 1. Questions you might consider asking a potential advisor. This list provides the basics, and you 
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TABLE 2. Questions you might consider asking the current and former students of a potential advisor. 
This list provides the basics and you should customize this list by adding questions that are relevant to 
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an advisor based on  the  tools  they can access and  teach you. 

Also consider the importance of matching your own personal­

ity  type  to your  advisor. Many prospective  students  forget  to 
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who is involved in the day­to­day activities 

of student research. 

After  you  have  made  a  list  of  your 
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the supervisory style and personality traits 

that are most compatible with you, the sec­
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that  your  prospective  advisor  meets  your 

criteria  and  is  willing  to  help  you  meet 
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tential  advisors  and  to  current  and  former 

students.  Though  an  advisor  can  discuss 
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former students can help you gain an honest 
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!&'%)!62'$!L)%'A+'*"'$5'%&,)%4''$%IE,4-'%MK/%
N#6%("1&!%,-)#%5#$)"2'*%)+',<"$1%!#%#!&'*%
faculty,  in  order  to  understand  how  your 

potential  advisor  is  viewed  in  their  scien­
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The best part about being  in graduate 

school is the access to resources. As gradu­

ate  students,  we  are  part  of  an  institution 

full of potential mentors and collaborators. 

Each individual in the institution may have 
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ing  for  in  an  advisor,  and  by  surrounding 
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excellent graduate experience even if your 

advisor is less than ideal.

Most  graduate  students  have  a  thesis 

committee, which  is  an  excellent  place  to 
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ate  students  in  your  own or  another  lab. These  students may 
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getting more involved with societies such as the American Fish­
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of this piece.
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and create countless opportunities for new ideas and fresh input 
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borders of our academic institution. Government agencies, for 

example, might contain researchers or managers who are often 
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with  similar  interests  and  research  goals.  However,  you  can 
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established  collaborators.  There  are  student  grants  available 
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Finding a good advisor is an excellent foundation for a pos­
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who will help you reach your academic and professional goals. 
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people as possible throughout your graduate experience. These 
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