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Entering the professional academic world can feel daunting as a graduate student. No matter 

your level of practical experience or the number of degrees you have completed, academia is a 

different type of experience with its own set of expectations and social and professional norms. 

While there are distinctions between disciplines, there are some common themes throughout 

academia. This essay provides information, guidance, and advice on the general path to 

publication, the primary entry to academia and the output which you, as an academic, tend to be 

measured by. 

An important consideration as you begin your academic career is to find an academic/research 

mentor. Mentors can help you better understand the social and professional norms of your 

discipline as well as which skills are most important for academics in your field including 

collaborative scholarship and networking. They can also help you better understand that 

rejection is common in the publication process which can help you, as a new scholar, avoid 

feelings such as imposter syndrome.  

 

 

 

 

In academia, you will find that scholars tend to have a research agenda/path/program where 

they focus on an area of interest in their field. Developing a research agenda early on helps to 

direct your future research and aids in the process of becoming an expert in an area of your 

field. Some of you may begin by following the research of your primary mentor/professor. This 

can serve as a good entry to research and publication, allowing for socialization into the world of 

academia and research, but it will be important to develop your own research agenda as well. 

Something to remember is that the research agenda you begin at the start of your academic 

career is likely to change, whether it’s the specific focus area or your overall agenda. This is not 

uncommon; your first research agenda does not have to be your last or only research agenda. 

If you aren't sure where to start in building your research agenda, don’t worry. As a student you 

may not be entrenched in your field enough to know what exactly you want to focus on for the 

start of your academic career. That’s okay. There are a few things you can do to commence in 

the development of your research agenda. The first is to become an avid consumer of research 

articles. You’re probably required to read some of these for your classes, but as a graduate 
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student, you are expected to work on being a master of your discipline and a good way to do 

this is to take time to read and understand research articles beyond those you are required to 

for class. In addition, attending seminars and conferences related to your field can show you 

contemporary topics that are being researched. These also provide opportunities to network 

with other scholars and academics. You may also want to consider looking into articles about 

different methodologies and research strategies to give yourself a solid background on different 

ways to engage in research. 

Finding a mentor and understanding the direction you want to take with your research agenda 

are two general first steps. After this, much of what you do will be discipline specific. The subject 

matter, hypothesis building, data collection and the like will be centered on your field and so is 

something a general essay such as this cannot address. However, there are some other points 

that can be shared. 

 

When choosing a research topic, consider the following. 

• Is the size of your topic manageable? 

• What is the timeframe of your research (at each step and overall)? 

• What resources/budget will you need, and will you be able to get those resources? 

• Can you collect the data within your timeframe and resource restrictions?  

 

When choosing a publication to submit your work to, consider the following. 

• Is the journal a good fit for your topic? Look over current and past issues of the journal. 

• What is the journal’s acceptance rate? 

• Do they allow a cover letter? If so, don’t overlook it. 

• Follow author guidelines for format and submission closely. 

• Not all journals take random submissions and will instead request a letter summarizing your 

qualifications and that provides an overview of what the research will be about. Then they 

will decide whether to accept your submission to begin the review process. 

• Peer review is considered an essential part of publication, so it is best to avoid submitting to 

journals that do not have a review system in place.  

• Some journals avoid publishing student work so you might want to avoid including your title 

on your submission. 
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Additional considerations: 

• Do you want to co-author? If so, try to be the first author when possible. 

• Develop your writing voice by writing and rewriting often. 

• Practice on communicating to a broad audience especially when scientifically focused. 

You're not always sharing your results with other scientists when publishing, so learn to 

share information with the public through your writing.  

• You may want to limit the number of articles you publish before entering an academic job. 

Most jobs will only allow you to count publications completed during your employment 

toward your tenure and promotion requirements. Hold a few back so that you have 

publications to work on early in your career.  
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