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Graduate Student Handbook 
A brief (but not too brief) student guide 
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catoid=29&poid=14796&returnto=3746 
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People you should know 
The people listed below are people you should contact when you have either routine or non-
routine matters related to your time here at SU. All current addresses are collected here for your 
convenience. 
 
Academic Coordinator: Kristine Weisblatt, phyacademics@syr.edu 
The academic coordinator handles your paperwork, petitions, and basic questions about being a graduate 
student in physics. 
 
Physics Department main: phyadmin@syr.edu 
The main department address handles more general questions about the physics department. You can also 
report facilities issues or coffee machine issues to this address (or visit the main office directly). 
 
Director of Graduate Studies (DGS): Chris Santangelo, Physics 229G, cdsantan@syr.edu 
Contact the DGS for non-routine questions about your career, being a graduate student in physics, or for 
free advising. 
 
Department Chair: Jennifer Ross, jlross@syr.edu 
Contact the chair for non-routine issues and general questions about the physics department. 
 
Vice Chair: Mitch Soderberg, msoderbe@syr.edu 
The vice chair traditionally handles TA assignments and other issues within the department. 
 
PhyGO: Clayton Larson, cllarson@syr.edu  
PhyGO is the graduate student organization with the department. 
 
EID Committee student advocate: 
The EID committee deals with equity, diversity, and inclusion. While you can contact the any of the faculty 
above if an issue arises within the department, you may want to make sure the department EID committee 
is also aware problems. 

 
Anonymous feedback form: 
The department anonymous feedback form can be used to provide anonymous 
feedback on anything that is bothering you and that the department can fix.  
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Introduction 
Fellow physicists, welcome to the SU Physics Community! This handbook will help you navigate the nuts 
and bolts of your graduate school experience so that you can focus on things besides the nuts and bolts - 
meaning the physics - as well as forming bonds with other fellow physicists and helping create a new 
generation of physicists or physics-aware students. We have tried to keep the handbook short in the 
hopes that you will read it, so it does not contain everything; you are invited to follow up with 
more questions as they arise. 
 
By the end of your graduate studies, you will be become an expert in your field and demonstrated your 
ability to do independent research by assembling a dissertation and defending it to obtain your PhD. You 
will also learn several important skills: how to read a research paper, how to generate new 
problems at the edge of what is known, how to solve problems no one has ever seen before, and 
how to work in an international and diverse environment. During your time, you will also develop 
your oral and written communication skills. These are skills that employers covet both in and out 
of academia. 
 

Being part of the SU physics community 
Mission statement. Our department mission statement reads: 
Our mission is to drive discovery in physics and its related fields, to educate the next generation 
of physicists, and to convey the excitement and importance of scientific discovery to the 
community at large. Our capacity to advance this mission hinges critically on a diverse and 
inclusive physics community—a community in which every individual, regardless of gender, 
gender identity, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, age, socio-economic status, veteran status, 
disability, nationality, political or religious views, or position within the department, is treated with 
dignity and respect, and their contributions are valued. We acknowledge that a history of unequal 
access has homogenized our field, thus limiting the scope of discovery and education. We, 
therefore, commit to increasing the numbers of underrepresented faculty, students, and staff in our 
department and to enhance inclusivity by ensuring equal access to opportunities and resources and 
fostering a welcoming and positive workplace culture so that every physics student and faculty 
and staff member can fully realize their potential and contribute to the success of our mission. We 
also support the Diversity Statement put forth by the American Physical Society. 
 
As a department, we are here to help you become a successful physicist. We value diversity and outside 
perspectives. We are also humans, and humans make mistakes. We thus aim to foster an environment 
where we can openly discuss problems and solutions, and to give everyone agency to share their 
experience and improve our community. We commit to speaking openly and respectfully to each other. 
 
As an SU Physics PhD student, you will interact with people in many different roles: professors, 
other graduate students, undergraduate students, and sometimes even younger students. We 
encourage you to learn from all members of our community and build a diverse network of 
interactions. Multiple studies show that increasing team diversity leads to more innovation, 
better performance, and better levels of job satisfaction for everybody. Many PhDs point to their 
peer-networks as critical to their success. 
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We encourage you to cultivate a growth mindset in yourself and others, based on the belief that 
your basic qualities are not fixed but can be cultivated through your effort. Studies show that 
students with a growth mindset earn higher grades over time compared to students with a fixed 
mindset. As a department, we are dedicated to the growth mindset: anyone can grow in their 
educational and research performance if they are willing and able to apply the time and effort. 
 

Housing and living in Syracuse 
PhyGO has put together a comprehensive list of apartment experiences from 
our own physics graduate students. As you investigate housing in Syracuse, 
be sure to reference this document to see first-hand experiences of different 
apartment complexes, areas, and landlords. 
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Year 1 
Transitioning from undergraduate to graduate education. Many PhD students find the first year 
of graduate school to be the most difficult time of graduate school. You are expected to manage 
your own classes while you also begin your transition to being a physics professional by doing 
research and teaching others. It is normal to have feelings of stress on occasion, or to sometimes 
feel overwhelmed. Please talk to senior students and faculty, who can often give you advice from 
their own experiences. If you find that stress is continuously negatively impacting your work or 
health, we encourage you talk to someone.  A place to start is here is with SU support services: 
https://www.syracuse.edu/life/services-support/counseling/  
 
Department orientation and TA training happens in the middle of August. These are mandatory 
for 1st and 2nd year students. This is especially important for students new to the U.S. system of 
education. International students also have an international orientation the week before the 
department orientation. The international student office will contact you with details. 
 
Diagnostic exam. The diagnostic exam is taken in mid-August when you first arrive on campus. It 
is a low stakes assessment of your skills coming into the program. We use it to identify additional 
courses that might help you during your first advising session. The possible outcomes of the 
diagnostic exam are discussed in “Advising in your first two years.” 
 
Fall semester. You will take three classes and most people will be a TA (teaching assistant). Two 
of the classes are mandatory: 
 Physics 621 (Classical Mechanics) 
 Physics 661 (Quantum Mechanics 1) 
The other course you will take is an elective: either Physics 607 (Computational Physics), Physics 
651 (Instrumentation in Modern Physics), or Physics 524 (Electromagnetics 1). The first two 
courses are part of the elective “core” and the last is a refresher course for basic 
electromagnetism. 
 
Spring semester. You are expected to take the following three classes: 
 Physics 641 (Advanced Electromagnetic Theory 1) 
 Physics 662 (Quantum Mechanics 2) 
 Physics 731 (Thermodynamics and Statistical Mechanics) 
 
The summer is broken into two sessions. 
Summer session 1. You will likely want to either TA or become an RA in session 1. To TA, you are 
required to apply. An email will go out sometime mid-spring semester with directions on how to 
apply for a summer TA. It is your responsibility to look for this email and respond accordingly. To 
learn more about finding RAs, page 15. 
Summer session 2. All 1st year students must take the qualifying exam preparatory class, Physics 
663. This course is designed to prepare you to take the written qualifying exam and to perform 
at your best when you do so. It is usually taught by a senior graduate student. 
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Advising in your first two years 
In the first two years of the program, advising will be done by a rotating group of two advisors at 
the beginning of each semester. Your first advising session occurs during TA training just before 
the first week of classes. The advisors will go over your performance on the diagnostic exam, the 
required courses, and make a recommendation. These recommendations can be suggestions or 
strong recommendations. If you are strongly recommended to take a 500-level electricity and 
magnetism course, for example, it is because we think you would benefit. Remember that most 
physics professors have seen a lot of students and we know what tends to work and what tends 
not to work. Typical outcomes from the advising session are listed below: 
 
You should take Physics 524 (Electromagnetics 1). Many, many students come to graduate 
school without a good background in electromagnetic theory. Because we have only a single 
semester of graduate electrodynamics (in the spring semester), the pace of the course tends to 
be fast, and it helps students to have a solid background in electrostatics and magnetostatics. As 
many as half the students in a class might be in this situation; if you are one of them, please do 
not be alarmed. 
 
Cleared to take standard courses. If you are cleared to take the standard courses, that means 
you should take the two core courses (Classical Mechanics and Quantum I) as well as a third 
elective. Most students take Physics 607 (Computational Physics) or Physics 651 
(Instrumentation in Modern Physics). 
 
Two-year track. Some students have backgrounds such that we will recommend you opt for the 
two-year track. This usually means spending some of the first year taking several 500-level 
physics courses in whatever subjects are required. This should set you up to succeed in the 600-
level classes up to one year later. On the two-year track, you will take the qualifying exam after 
your second year rather than your first. Your schedule will be determined together with the 
Director of Graduate Studies and your advising committee. 
 
The two-year track has been in place at SU for many years and several students have been 
through it and gone onto a PhD and professional success. 
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Finding a research advisor 
The SU physics department does not admit students directly to research groups, nor does it have 
a formal system of “rotations” where students work in different labs to gain experience. As in 
many other physics departments, students are expected to find research advisors on their own. 
While it sounds like a scary prospect, faculty also want to find graduate students and so finding 
good matches is in everyone’s best interests. 
 
What are potential faculty advisors looking for? Faculty members generally seek students who 
are interested, curious, and committed to the type of research in their group. University physics 
departments are exciting because they are hotbeds of research and discovery. But from the 
outside, you often do not see all the hard work and initiative it takes from researchers to move 
science forward, sometimes even just an inch. Thus, faculty members also generally seek 
students who can take initiative and overcome barriers. 
 
Tips for students: 

• Be direct. Ask to talk to faculty about their research. Read some of their papers ahead of 
time for the best discussion. If you are interested in a group, express your direct interest, 
e.g. “I’m very interested in the possibility of working in your research group.” 

• Get involved early. It is never too early to talk to potential advisors, even in your first 
year. Ask to attend group meetings and attend regularly to semi-regularly. You will learn 
a lot about the group research, their methods, and what graduate students are doing. 

• Follow up. Have follow up discussions with faculty members you are interested in. Discuss 
potential research projects in their group. If you are not following up, it is okay, but it 
sends a signal you are not interested in that group. You may have to be the one to follow 
up with an advisor rather than waiting for the advisor to contact you. 

• Actively seek out information. Finding the right research group is complicated and not 
every match works. You want to make sure your potential group’s style fits your own. The 
best way to do that is to talk to current and former graduate students from the group. 
You are gathering all the information you can before making a commitment yourself. Feel 
free to ask about student outcomes after getting their Ph.D. as well. 

• Make sure your advisor knows your career plans. This will help you get what you need 
to succeed as best you can. However, many students change both their research interests 
and their career plans. 
 

For more tips, you can visit this document. 
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Your TA assignment 
The University and the Department place great emphasis on excellence in teaching. We believe 
that it is to your advantage that you learn good teaching methods. During your education, you 
will be required to take oral exams and will present papers at professional conferences. Oral 
communication skills form an essential part of almost any research or academic position. 
Therefore, it is in your interest to be able to explain things clearly and to learn to think on your 
feet. 
 
Your TA assignment carries with it certain responsibilities, both to your fellow TAs and the 
student’s that are trying to learn physics. At the same time, the faculty member teaching the 
class for which you are a TA is responsible for helping you progress as a teacher. You can and 
should ask for advice from the professor, other TAs, and even undergraduate coaches that will 
be assisting you (if there are any for your class). 
 
Duties and Responsibilities. Responsibilities include, but are not limited to: 

• Responsibility for one or more recitation or lab sections of twenty students or more. This 
includes preparation and in class work, homework grading and some number of hours in 
the Physics clinic.  

• Maintaining a grade book for your students and following U.S. privacy laws regarding 
student private information. 

• Upholding expectations for the class as written down in the syllabus. 
• You must respond to emails (and other communications) from students, faculty, and 

other TAs in a timely manner. Ideally this would be within 24 hours, even if it is just an 
acknowledgement that the message was received. 
 

Depending on the class in question TAs would also be responsible for some or all the following: 
• Exam grading. 
• Help with posting student grades online. 
• Regular (weekly) meetings with the instructor of the class to discuss issues arising 

from the class and practice recitation and/or lab materials for the upcoming week. 
 
If for any reason you are unable to make one of your recitation sections, you must attempt to 
arrange for another TA to cover the class (or at least contact the main office). If you do this, you 
may have your TA canceled – you will not be paid if this happens. 
 
Though a TA assignment can be as much as 20 hours per week, surveys have shown that a typical 
TA is about 16 hours per week, though hours may fluctuate from week to week. If you find that 
you are consistently working over 20 hours/week, we encourage you to consult with the teaching 
instructor and senior students. Their experience can help you find efficiencies you had not 
considered. If you find you are still struggling after doing so, you may want to contact the Vice 
Chair or Director of Graduate Studies as well. 
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What is a recitation? The purpose of recitation is to help the students learn how to apply the 
information they have learned in lecture. You can help by giving insights into the reasoning that 
you have used to arrive at the solution. The students must be more than just spectators, that is, 
it is important to get them involved. While one hopes that this will happen naturally, sometimes 
students will sit in their seats comatose. This is a signal that things are not well and that the 
students are either bored or confused or both. You may not be at fault, but you can help combat 
this by asking questions. Be patient in waiting for answers and give hints if necessary. If a student 
gets stumped in giving an answer, try to help them get to the answer on their own. However, if 
the student is really stumped, do not persist. Acknowledge individual students for their correct 
contributions, but never embarrass a student who cannot get the answer. You may also ask 
students to come up to the board to work out a problem. 
 
Physics Clinic. Most TAs will be assigned hours to staff the departmental physics tutoring room. 
The educational intent of the tutoring room is to provide an additional learning opportunity for 
undergraduate students, primarily in the introductory courses, as they learn to apply physics. 
During the opening hours of the tutoring room, students drop in and work on assignments from 
their course instructor or seek help with their individual learning difficulties. The role of the tutors 
is to foster a safe, supportive, and cooperative environment that promotes the independence of 
the learner. 
 
Most people learn better when they feel it is safe to try something new and unfamiliar and see 
mistakes as learning opportunities rather than fearing to look stupid. It is therefore extremely 
important that you as tutor always treat the student with respect and understanding that 
learning physics includes some struggling with ideas or methods. It is also recommended that 
discussions in the physics tutoring room should be limited to physics and avoid personal topics, 
because this might be misinterpreted by the student. Typically, the students come to the tutoring 
room to work on specific problems, practice techniques or get questions answered. The role of 
the tutors is to guide them in that process rather than to provide solutions. 
 
Developing your teaching craft. It is no surprise that many students, particularly non-physics 
majors, say that physics is hard. Since many of you will being teaching them in our service courses, 
it is important to communicate that physics is not hard, it is fascinating. How does a physicist do 
this? We will give you some pointers during orientation week, such as engaging with the students 
as much as possible to create an active learning environment. In addition, the professor of the 
course should also be giving you teaching guidance as well given the specific objectives for the 
course. Moreover, in addition to talking amongst yourselves as to what works (and what does 
not), there are many online resources as well. Here is one website sponsored by the American 
Physical Society (APS) and the American Association of Physics Teachers (AAPT): 
https://ep3guide.org/. Finally, PhyGO and university organizations, such as SU’s Future 
Professorial Program (FPP) will also hold seminars to keep you up to date on how to hone your 
teaching skills. Given our mission statement, inclusivity is a key aspect of teaching no matter what 
subject, so that all students can learn effectively. We must strive for an inclusive, active learning 
environment. 
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Teaching resources. We will begin to address teaching during the first week orientation but have 
collected a few of the most important points you may want to refer back to here. 
 
Course syllabi: Every SU Physics course syllabus should have something like:  
“Equity and Inclusiveness: Everyone in this class is an equally valued member of this university 
and our community. We expect you to treat your classmates and instructors (professors, TAs, 
and coaches) as honored colleagues in the collective endeavor we are all involved in: to 
understand the natural world, both living and nonliving matter, through the lens of a physicist 
and use that understanding to improve our society. Bias against or denigration of anyone in our 
class because of their gender or how they express it, their sexual orientation, their religion, their 
national origin, their race or ethnicity, or a disability they may have will not be tolerated. If you 
are the target of this sort of bias or if you witness it, please report it directly to us and we will 
take swift action. If you don’t feel comfortable talking to me, or to your TA or coach, please report 
it to university.” 
 
It is important to know about stereotype threat, which is a “socially premised psychological 
threat that arises when one is in a situation or doing something for which a negative stereotype 
about one's group applies” (Steele & Aronson 1995).  In other words, if the stereotype of a 
successful physicist is a white male with messy hair, and you do not fit that stereotype, then you 
need to overcome this barrier as you learn the physics. It is important to note that stereotypes 
for US and international students may differ. 
 
You should try to implement wise criticism in your learning environment. With wise criticism you 
state the positives, but also give feedback to help them improve in a way that says “I have high 
expectations for you but I know you can do this.” Examples of non-wise criticism are feedback 
that is insufficiently critical (and dishonest) so that the student is left feeling patronized, or only 
giving feedback that is negative so that the student is no longer motivated to learn and does not 
feel included. We will begin to address wise criticism in the first week orientation as well. 
 
Society for Physics  University Diversity and Inclusion 
Online resource  Online resource 
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The qualifying exam 
You will take the qualifying exam in August after your first year. Below is a brief description of 
how the process works, and what we hope you will gain from it. If you have any questions about 
any of this, please reach out to the faculty. 
 
Mechanics of the written exam. The exam is in two parts (three hours each), which take place 
on a Saturday and Sunday in August, just before classes start. You will know the date of the exam 
well in advance. The first part focuses on classical mechanics and electromagnetics, and the 
second on quantum mechanics and statistical mechanics. The exam is currently open book, 
though in some cases the equations you need will be provided right on the exam. 
 
Specific strategies for taking the qualifying exam: (from Prof. Pattison) 

• A good strategy is to look at all the problems first and fully solve the ones you 
know how to do completely, only returning to problems you are unsure about 
later. Practicing time management skills can be useful. 

• Some questions will take more time than others (there have been half page 
qual questions and multiple page ones), it is a good idea to track how long you 
are spending on any given question because they all have equal weight. 

• If you cannot complete a problem, or do not have time to, you should write 
down the steps in how you would approach the problem. Partial credit can be 
important, and all the faculty know the pitfalls of a written exam.  

 
How is the exam graded? Here are the steps involved in grading the qualifying exam: 

• A committee of faculty members will grade the exam, specifically looking for 
understanding. Your scores, on a 100-point scale, are considered advisory at this 
point. 

• At the first faculty meeting after you take the exam, the entire faculty will go over 
each student’s performance, their classwork, and hear from faculty that have worked 
with you as a TA, RA, and in the classroom.  

• The faculty will then vote to waive the oral portion of the qualifying exam or require 
it. If the oral exam is waived, you have officially passed the qualifying exam at that 
point. 

• If you are required to take the oral part, the faculty will meet again afterwards to vote 
on whether you pass the qualifying exam. 

 
The oral part of the qualifying exam. It can certainly be disappointing if you are required to take 
the oral part of the qualifying exam, but it is important to realize that many, many people in that 
position have done well. You will form a committee of three faculty members in consultation 
with the Director of Graduate Studies. The goal is to choose faculty that you are comfortable 
with, some of whom were also involved in preparing the qualifying exam material. The 
committee will then ask you questions about the material from the exam. Often this starts with 
you getting a chance to revisit problems you had trouble on but can certainly also involve unique 
follow up questions or some other appropriate material. The committee then reports back to the 
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full faculty. A vote will be taken to determine whether you passed or failed the exam based on 
this report and other factors. 
 
There should be no stigma around being asked to take the oral exam. Highly successful graduate 
students have gone through this path. The department wants everyone to do well and knows 
that there are flaws in using long written exams as a metric for your potential performance as a 
graduate student. 
 
What if you fail the qualifying exam? At Syracuse University, you get only one automatic chance 
to take the qualifying exam. If you fail, the department can decide if you satisfy the requirements 
of an MS degree (this is the usual situation). In rare instances, a student can petition the faculty 
to retake the exam. In doing so, the student should be able to demonstrate that either the first 
exam was not fair in some way or demonstrate that retaking the exam is likely to lead to a 
different outcome. Purely emotional appeals will be denied; the intent is for you to show 
concrete extenuating circumstances or significant changes in your approach. 
 
Are there accommodations for disability or health issues? Yes, of course. It is best to work with 
us in advance, either through the university disability office (https://disabilityresources.syr.edu) 
or directly with us. You can communicate to the Director of Graduate Studies who will make sure 
that you have every opportunity to demonstrate what you have learned in as comfortably as 
possible. 
 
Does having an advisor help you get through the qualifying exam? In the faculty discussion, we 
often hear from research advisors and that information is certainly accounted for. We also hear 
from your class professors, the instructor of Physics 663, and instructors of courses you have 
been a TA for. Anyone that can help us evaluate your performance helps you, but there is no 
need for us to specifically get that information from a potential research advisor. 
 
Why a qualifying exam? It may not surprise you to know that both students and faculty are split 
on how we should administer the qualifying exam (some qualifying procedure is required by the 
university). We do recognize that written exams suffer from several biases, including stereotype 
threat, test-taking skills, physical and mental health, and more. And written exams do not 
necessarily test for the thing we really want to know: will you be successful in research? 
 
There is no easy answer for what the best way to administer a qualifying exam is, but SU physics 
has taken steps to help minimize the negative impacts. First, since taking tests is a skill that can 
be learned, we offer Physics 663 to help you prepare for the questions and environment of the 
test. Second, we work to identify problems earlier than the qualifying exam so that we can make 
changes that will maximize your ability to succeed. Third, no one fails without a chance at an oral 
exam and no one faculty member can fail you. In addition, please remember that other 
performance metrics are also biased, and that the qualifying exam can be a way for some people 
to demonstrate their ability to solve physics problems in a way that is different from the 
classroom. For that reason, we consider the totality of information we have about your physics 
skill set to look for reasons to pass you. However, our thinking about this exam is still evolving 
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and if you have any concerns, you should bring them to the Director of Graduate Studies or 
Department Chair at any time. 

The research oral 
The next major milestone in your graduate career is the “research oral exam.” Different research 
groups do different things for the research oral exam but all of them involve giving a presentation 
on your research. 
 
Form for requesting an exam. 
 
 
 

ABD status 
Once you have completed your 48 required credits, passed the qualifying exam and research oral, 
you are eligible for ABD status (ABD stands for “All but Dissertation”). The graduate school 
requires you to fill out a form for this. You must reach ABD status at least one month before your 
defense and are required to graduate within five years of achieving ABD status. Failure to 
graduate on time will result in you being forced to take a 1 credit seminar at substantial financial 
cost. We can sometimes get you out of this under extenuating circumstances, but it requires 
paperwork on your part to do so and is not always approved. 
 
Once you have achieved ABD status, there are no more courses you must take. 
 

Auditing courses 
Syracuse University has the option for students to audit courses. Once you have achieved ABD 
status, this is the only way you can take courses. In an official audit, the course will still appear 
on your transcript. 
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Important information when choosing classes 
DegreeWorks. It is advisable to keep up on your status through DegreeWorks. 
DegreeWorks is the university system that keeps track of the requirements 
and milestones of your graduate school degree. 
 
Credits. Every semester the college (and department) assign you a certain 
number of credits to take. Assignments will be found in an email/letter you research from the 
department. Always read this letter as mistakes have rarely happened and can cause difficulties. 
A typical credit load will be 9 credits each in the fall and spring semesters, and 3 credits in each 
of the two summer sessions. You need 48 credits to graduate with your PhD, which you can 
achieve in as little as two years if you use all your allotted credits. 
 
Do not over-enroll! If you take too many credits, the university bursar will attempt to bill you for 
the additional credits. If this happens to you, please contact the Academic Coordinator to fix the 
problem. You may be asked to withdraw from some courses; if so, make sure you do so early 
enough to get the cost removed from your bill. There should be no circumstances for any 
graduate student in good standing to be charged by the bursar. 
 
You do not have to use all your credits each year. You cannot advance to ABD status until you 
have completed 48 credits. However, you do not need to use all the credits you are assigned each 
year. International students may need to take 9 fall and 9 spring credits to remain in good 
standing for their visas but do not have to take summer classes (other than PHY663). 

 
Advanced courses. The department offers many advanced courses in a 
rotation, and you must take at least 9 credits of advanced courses to graduate 
(which can include the independent study course PHY690). Not all courses you 
can take are “pre-approved” as advanced courses in physics. If you take a 
course that you think should count toward your required advanced courses, 
you can petition to do so. 

 
PHY690. Before having research advisors, many students take independent 
studies through PHY690 for a grade. This allows you to “try out” a research 
group while learning a new field. Remember that you will receive a grade for 
such a course. Petitions to enroll in PHY690 are here.  
 
PHY999 vs. GRD998. There are two courses you can take when you are working on your 
dissertation. The first of these, PHY999, is a course you can take for credit, but which assigns no 
grade. You can use this to get to the requisite 48 credits you need to graduate. The second course, 
GRD998 (Degree in Progress), is a course you take for zero credits, and is meant to be taken once 
you have completed your requisite 48 credits of course work. If you take the for-credit course 
after you have completed the 48 credits, the bursar will try to charge you for it. 
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Your RA position 
Ideally, all students will get funded as an RA at some point. If you are an RA, you can spend your 
full time on research and/or classes if you are still taking some. 
 
Your RA letter. A typical letter offering you an RA will say something like “Your salary … will be 
$XXX, which you will receive in X semi-monthly payments beginning XXX and ending XXX. This 
salary qualifies as a research assistantship, in which you are anticipated to spend 20 hours per 
week devoted to assisting research for a faculty member.” This kind of language is required by 
law and makes some sense for some departments but often leaves physicists with some 
confusion. 
 
A 20 hour/week RA in the physics department is considered a full-time commitment. In the 
funding model most universities operate on, an RA is being paid for 20 hours per week to doing 
a professor’s research. That can mean transcribing notes, feeding, and caring for research 
animals, organizing, and otherwise doing tasks that do not end up in your thesis and which do 
not help you progress toward graduating. Every RA must do some of that even in science 
departments and those are tasks you should consider part of your “job.” All your research and 
dissertation writing time is time you spend in addition to those twenty hours. In practice in most 
physics departments, faculty ask their RAs to spend far less than the requisite twenty hours on 
non-thesis related tasks so they can spend far more of their time on research that advances both 
the professor’s interests and your progress toward your dissertation. 
 
The department will consider providing partial TA assistantships if you are offered less than 20 
hours of an RA. 
 
Funding sources. Your RA position is most likely funded from a grant made by an agency of the 
US federal government. There are important restrictions on how money from grants can be 
spent. When you are an RA, you should make sure you know what these restrictions are to decide 
how to spend your time. Please make sure you have a conversation with your research advisor 
about this before accepting RA support. 
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The thesis dissertation and thesis defense 
To graduate with your PHD, you must produce a dissertation and defend it. Whether you are 
awarded your PHD is decided by the unanimous vote of a committee of at least 4 tenure-track 
or tenured faculty members. The committee consists of a chair, who is from outside the 
department, your research advisor of record and two additional tenure-track or tenured faculty 
members. You may have additional members on your committee but are not required to do this. 
 
Petitions to include one non tenure track faculty member to be part of the minimum four-person 
committee will be considered. The petition can only be for Syracuse University non tenure track 
faculty who are integral to the research training of the student’s doctoral program.   
 
Dissertation. The dissertation is a book-length document you produce. Your PHD committee can 
request alterations and edits and deny you the PHD until they have been made to their 
satisfaction. 
 
Defense. The thesis defense consists of a public, seminar lasting from 35-45 minutes. Anyone 
from the community can participate and ask questions. Following the public question period, you 
and the committee will have a private portion where the committee members get to ask 
additional questions. These questions could be about your research presentation, your 
dissertation, plans, potential future work related to your research, or anything deemed fair by 
the committee chair. Afterwards, you leave the room, and the committee deliberates in private. 
Finally, the committee members vote and, if unanimous, they will sign the appropriate 
documentation. 
 
It is common for all but one member of the committee to sign your documentation, with the last 
person (usually your advisor) charged with making sure you have made appropriate edits to your 
dissertation. 
 

Request an exam 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Once all committee members have signed, congratulations doctor! 
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Quick Links 
Here is additional mentoring information for SU Physics PhD Students. Please note these are 
general practices and can vary for different scientific disciplines and sub-fields of physics. For the 
best advice, talk with your PI and other members of the community. 
 
Tips for finding a research mentor 

 
 
Conferences Best Practices  

 
Tips for searching for a postdoc 
 

 
Link to Administrative forms 
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Tips from other students 
It’s never too early to contact a professor if you’re interested in joining their group. This doesn’t 
mean you have to join their group meetings right away if you have too much work, but it gets 
you on their radar early for when you do start transitioning away from classes and TAing and into 
research. 
 
It is okay to bounce around study groups until you find one with a dynamic that you fit in with 
best.  
 
Don't be afraid to ask questions 
 
Go to as many events and get-togethers as you can! It’s the best way to meet other people in the 
program. 
 
Probably a good idea to find a research group that works best for you, attending the weekly/bi-
weekly research group meetings might be beneficial in many different ways.   
 
Before you commit to work in a group make sure about the funding situation. Make sure to ask 
how they are funding you and for how long they can fund you. There have been situations where 
a professor has taken students and may not have money later. Department is usually very helpful 
as they can offer TA or office work but ask how much funding they have to support you for how 
long. Also as you join the group make sure to ask their expectation. As in by how long they expect 
you to finish your PhD. That will clear some confusions later. The Syracuse physics department is 
an amazing place. It's so much fun and I miss the amazing people from there.  
 
Find other first year students who you work well with and collaborate on homework assignments. 
Communicating what you do and do not understand and learning from others is a necessary skill 
for research. 
 
One of the best things to do is to speak with grad students who are in the years above you for 
help navigating classes/grad life. 
 
Eating is important!! Even if you’re feeling intensely overwhelmed, please make time to eat 
enough - you won’t be nearly as productive if your blood sugar is low.  
 
Keeping up mental health is important (but difficult in the first year). There isn’t a lot of time for 
things outside of school, but exercising whenever possible and speaking to a counselor at the 
Barnes Center can be very beneficial. 
 
Take some time to familiarize yourself with the resources available to you, such as IT (free 
software, printing at libraries etc), healthcare and so on.  
 


