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INTRODUCTION
What does it mean to write a literature review? Who should you
choose for your dissertation committee, and how should you ask
for their help? How big should a conference poster be? If a journal
tells you to revise and resubmit, should you celebrate or cry?
These are the kinds of t hings you’ll need to know to be successful in grad school, but they probably won’t be covered in class.
Instead, they’re part of the hidden curriculum—the things you’re
expected to know or do but won’t be explicitly taught.1
Of course, that begs questions—If the knowledge and skills
 atter for success, why
and strategies in the hidden curriculum m
are they hidden at all? Why not just make them part of the formal
(i.e., explicitly taught) curriculum, instead?
The hidden curriculum of grad school stays hidden, in part,
because it’s taken for granted. Unlike the formal curriculum, which
tends to focus on ways of thinking, the hidden curriculum tends
to involve ways of doing: how to do, write about, and talk about
research, how to navigate complex bureaucracies, and how to ask
others for help when you feel lost. Those ways of doing are easy to
take for granted because once scholars learn them, they enact
them in subconscious ways. And once those ways of doing are
taken for granted, they become a lot harder to teach.
Think, for example, about your grandma’s blueberry pie (or
whatever favorite dish you have that a friend or relative makes).
Your grandma probably doesn’t follow a recipe, and if she tried to
tell you the recipe, there’s a good chance she couldn’t easily tell
you exactly what she does. Essentially, the taken-for-grantedness
of your grandma’s pie-baking knowledge can make it hard for her
to share that knowledge with you, which makes it hard for you to
re-create her pie for yourself.
That same taken-for-grantedness works to keep the hidden
knowledge of academia hidden as well. Like your grandma with
her pie, your professors are experts in the kind of work they do.
1
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 fter d oing that work for many years (or decades), your professors
A
can do it almost without thinking. As a result, they might forget
that the hidden curriculum is hidden. They might forget t here was
a time when they didn’t know how to do what they do. They might
forget that you don’t know what they’ve spent a career learning.
They might struggle to explain what they know in a way that makes
it easy to understand.
Taken-for-grantedness, however, isn’t the only reason the hidden curriculum of academia stays hidden. Rather, the hidden curriculum also stays hidden because professors have little incentive
to uncover that knowledge for their students. In academia, and
especially in departments with graduate programs, the big
rewards—grants, publications, jobs, tenure, promotions, and
awards—go to scholars who do prolific, prestigious research.
Doing that kind of research takes a tremendous amount of time
and energy. Meanwhile, being a good teacher and a good mentor—
the kind of teacher and mentor who systematically uncovers the
hidden curriculum of grad school for their students—also takes a
tremendous amount of time and energy. But exerting that time
and energy doesn’t come with external rewards.
Because of that incentive structure, professors have a tough
choice to make. Professors can focus on research—chase the big
rewards—but they probably won’t have the time or energy left
over to give you hands-on support. Professors can also focus on
teaching and mentoring—provide a high level of hands-on
support—but they probably won’t have the time to do the research they need to be successful in their careers. And, of course,
professors can try to be great at all these things, but that probably
means working themselves to exhaustion—putting their health
and their career and their relationships at risk.
***

Ultimately, then, the hidden curriculum tends to stay hidden, and
that hiddenness perpetuates inequalities in grad school and in academia as a whole. Grad students from more privileged groups—e.g.,
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t hose who are white, affluent, male, cis-gender, heterosexual,
native-born, and able-bodied—tend to reap more of the big rewards in academia. Th
 ey’re more likely to get into “top” programs,
get chosen for “top” fellowships and “top” grants, get their research
published in “top” journals, get hired for “top” jobs, and get tenured
to keep those “top” jobs. Of course, grad students from privileged
groups d on’t get t hose big rewards b ecause t hey’re smarter or
work harder. They get them because of how they are perceived by
key gatekeepers, because they typically have access to more resources, and because they have an advantage in learning the hidden
knowledge they need to succeed.2
Privileged students’ advantage in learning the hidden curriculum is, in part, a network advantage. If you’re from a more privileged background, you probably have friends or family members
who’ve been to grad school. Th
 ose friends and f amily members
can be your guides to grad school—they can help you uncover the
hidden curriculum for yourself. Meanwhile, if y ou’re not from a
privileged background, then you probably can’t rely on your close
friends and family members to help you navigate the hidden curriculum of grad school. You might even face criticism from friends
and family about the demands of grad school or the type of person
you’ve become.3 That lack of support, in turn, can make it harder
to succeed.
Privileged students’ advantage in learning the hidden curriculum is also an entitlement advantage. If y ou’re from a more privileged group, you’re probably pretty comfortable talking with your
professors and asking them for help.4 When y ou’ve asked for
things in the past, your teachers and professors have probably said
yes. And those yesses have probably made it easy to feel entitled
to support. Of course, you m
 ight’ve encountered one or two pro ere too intimidating to approach for help. Or you
fessors who w
might’ve had a professor who denied your request. But if y ou’re a
student from a more privileged background, you probably d idn’t
have to worry about whether your professor said no because of who
you are. Meanwhile, if you’re not from a privileged background, you
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might find it more difficult to ask professors for help. Professors—
like all people—are prone to subconscious biases.5 Given that
possibility of bias, you might worry about how your professors
will judge you for needing help.6 You might worry that if a professor sees you as “difficult” or “demanding,” they w
 on’t want to invest in you or your career.
Essentially, students from privileged groups have an advantage in learning the hidden curriculum, and that advantage helps
those students to be more successful in their careers.7
If you’re a student from a less privileged group, you probably
think those advantages are deeply unfair. And you’re probably not
alone. In the United States, the “average” grad student is still a
white male student from an affluent, highly educated f amily, but
the face of that average student is changing. Between 2000 and
2016, the number of graduate students in the United States in ere
creased from 2.2 million to 3 million,8 and t hose increases w
concentrated almost entirely among students from systematically
marginalized groups.9 That includes low-income students, first-
generation college students, students of color, LGBTQ students,
women students (especially in STEM fields), and international
students.
If you’re a student from one of t hose groups, you might need
a little extra help navigating the hidden curriculum of grad
school. And that’s okay because you deserve success as much as
those students who came in knowing the hidden curriculum of grad
school or who have more resources to figure it out on their own.
At the same time, it’s important to consider who you ask for
help. In most schools, departments, and disciplines, the p eople
who work hardest to help grad students succeed are professors
from systematically marginalized groups and especially w
 omen
faculty of color.10 Because of their commitment to making academia a more diverse, inclusive, and equitable space, professors
from systematically marginalized groups often take it upon themselves to provide the kind of hands-on guidance students need.11
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In d oing so, however, they often put their own careers—and even
their own health—at risk. And those are the professors academia
needs the most.
Nina M. Flores, PhD @bellhookedme • Jul 23, 2018

12

#HiddenCurriculum around #gradschool is real,
especially for 1st gen students. First year in college I had
no clue about grad school. I remember the
embarrassment of trying to figure out if I was an
undergrad or grad. All I knew is I wanted to graduate, so
I selected “graduate”.
Nina M. Flores, PhD @bellhookedme • Jul 23, 2018
Replying to @bellhookedme
I can still feel the shame of not knowing the difference between graduate &
undergraduate status as a freshman in college. But with no one who had this
basic “inside knowledge” about #highered in my life, how would I have known
this intuitively? I wouldn’t have. And I didn’t.

If we want to avoid overburdening professors from marginalized groups, we have to find another way to help students uncover
the hidden curriculum and get the guidance they need to succeed. Arguably, the best solution would be to make the hidden
curriculum part of the formal curriculum. Graduate programs
could explicitly teach students—all students—everything they
need to succeed. That’s certainly something I’m working toward in
my own department. Maybe someday it’ll be something you can
work toward in yours. Those changes are important, but they also
take time.
In the short term, my hope—as a sociologist who studies inequalities in education, as a professor who cares deeply about quality
teaching and mentoring, and as someone who struggled (and
sometimes still struggles) to understand academia—is that this
book w
 ill be your field guide to grad school. In it, I uncover key
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parts of the hidden curriculum. I also offer strategies to help you
build the confidence you’ll need to uncover the rest for yourself.
Along those lines, it’s important to note up front that some aspects of the hidden curriculum vary across disciplines, across departments, and across degrees. Essentially, what you need to know to
be successful in a doctoral program in sociology at Stanford is g oing
to be somewhat different from what you need to know if you’re
getting a master’s degree in computer science at Oklahoma State.
Given those variations, a book like this one is not easy to write.
I’m coming at this as a social scientist, and that’s the part of academia I know best. While this book also includes material relevant
to the humanities and lab sciences,13 there will inevitably be things
I forget to mention and t hings I don’t discuss in the level of detail
you need. That said, I do my best to uncover as much of the hidden
curriculum as I can, given the limits of my own knowledge and the
limits imposed by the publishing process—more on that in chapter 8. To do that, I focus on the parts of the hidden curriculum that
apply widely across disciplines, departments, and degrees. At the
same time, I also point out key sources of variation in the hidden
curriculum and offer suggestions on how to look for, ask for, and
ultimately get help with uncovering the parts of the hidden curriculum that are unique to your discipline, your department, and
your degree.
Specifically, we’ll talk about the hidden curriculum as it relates to:
· Applying to and choosing a program
· Building your team
· Deciphering academic jargon
· Reading and writing about other people’s research
· Staying on track in your program
·	Doing research and finding funding
· Writing about research
· Publishing and promoting your work
· Talking about your research (and surviving the Q&A)
·	Going to conferences (without breaking the bank)
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· Navigating the job market
· Balancing teaching, research, service, and life
In these chapters, I share my own (sometimes embarrassing)
stories from grad school (and post–grad school). And I share stories that others (including current grad students, former grad students, and other professors) have shared on Twitter as part of a
larger discussion of the #HiddenCurriculum of grad school. Essentially, we’ll uncover the hidden curriculum of grad school by
talking openly and honestly about the things we didn’t know.
I also share resources—like email templates, writing outlines,
and checklists—that can help make grad school feel less like getting locked out when everyone else has the key. This includes resources I’ve created to help my own students navigate the hidden
curriculum of grad school and resources that other scholars and
organizations have created to support their students and scholars
as well.
Jess Calarco @JessicaCalarco • Jul 21, 2018

14

The #hiddencurriculum of academia isn’t just hidden
from undergrads. It’s hidden from grad students, too.
I’m sure we all had things we were embarrassed we
didn’t know in grad school. So let’s tell those stories. I’ll
go first. (1/many)
Kristin K. Smith @kksmith312 • Jul 20, 2018

Just told an undergrad about graduate assistantships, stipends, & tuition waivers.
Her mind was blown. We need to do a better job educating students about
#gradstudent opportunities - esp for rural, low-income, non-traditional students
#highered

***

My hope is that this field guide to grad school will take some of
the stress out of navigating the hidden curriculum. That it w ill

8

I n t r o du c t i o n

leave you with more time and energy to pursue the passions that
brought you to grad school. That it will help you feel confident in
yourself and your worth as a scholar.
In grad school, feeling confident is critical b ecause the hidden
curriculum is a perfect catalyst for self-doubt. When you’re struggling to navigate the hidden curriculum, it can feel as though
everyone e lse solved the puzzle while y ou’re still finding the
pieces. Essentially, the hidden curriculum contributes to “impostor syndrome”—that feeling that y ou’re not good enough or smart
enough to be in your program, that maybe you got into grad school
by mistake.15
Jess Calarco @JessicaCalarco • Sep 4, 2018

16

This is such an important conversation! Acknowledging
the #hiddencurriculum seems like the first step in
combating imposter syndrome. Helping students
recognize that there are things that matter for success
that aren’t always explicitly taught (and then making
those explicit).
Liana Sayer @LCHSayer • Sep 4, 2018

Discussing #HiddenCurriculum in prosem & curious about strategies to quell
#impostersyndrome mine of staying silent isn’t effective @JessicaCalarco
@sarahburgard @SarahDamaske @familyunequal @tristanbphd

If you’ve struggled with impostor syndrome, you know the toll
it can take on your physical and mental health. Research has found
that grad students experience “strikingly high” rates of depression
and anxiety, much higher than among the general population.17
Those health problems also appear to be closely linked to grad
students’ feelings of inadequacy—the kind of inadequacy you
might feel when you c an’t see the hidden curriculum and you feel
like you’re being tested on things you never learned.
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As a field guide to grad school, this book can help you fight off
those self-doubts. As you read, you’ll see you’re not the only one
who’s felt confused or inadequate or alone in grad school—far
from it. You’ll learn key parts of the hidden knowledge you need
to succeed. And you’ll learn strategies that can help you be more
confident in asking for the help you need to figure out the rest.
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conferences, 294–99; lateral connections as way to build, 299;
national organizations as a source
of, 62–63; pipeline programs as
a source of, 64–66; privileged
students and, 3; professional/
disciplinary associations as a source
of, 63–64, 257; social media as a
source of, 66–69, 258. See also
team, your
nonacademic jobs, 344–48
nondegree programs, 15–16
Noonan, James, 84
Oliver, Pam, 112–13
Oreskes, Naomi, 261
outlining before writing, 194–95; the
abstract, 196; analysis/results
section, 195, 202–5; data/methods
section, 195, 201–2; discussion/
conclusion section, 195, 205–8;
the introduction, 196–98;
justification/background
section, 198–200
overwork, consequences of, 156. See
also balancing commitments
Pacheco-Vega, Raul, 113, 116, 130, 357
peer review, 97–98; of book manuscripts, 253–54; interpreting reviewer
feedback, 233–34; outcomes of,
231–33; process of, 212, 228–31
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personal statement: why this program
is the best fit for you, 41–42; why
you’re going to be successful in the
program, 39–41; why you’re
interested, 38
PhD (doctor of philosophy): fields
included in, 18. See also doctoral
degrees
pipeline programs, 64–66
PI (principal investigator), 95
Pirtle, Whitney, 129
Posselt, Julie, 39, 414n65
postdoctoral fellows, 100, 311–13
posters, 279–80
presentations: accessibility for the
audience, 277–78; basic format:
props, 269–70; basic format:
structure, 266–67; basic format:
time, 267–69; good talks: giving,
273–76; good talks: planning,
270–73; for job interviews, 330–33;
minute-by-minute breakdown
of academic talks, 271; nerves/
nervousness, 276–77; the Q&A,
282–84, 332–33; “sandwich”
approach to presenting results,
272; venues for, 266–67; visual
aids/props: as part of your
presentation, 269–70, 279; visual
aids/props: handouts, 280; visual
aids/props: posters, 279–80; visual
aids/props: slides, 280–81; your
needs as the presenter, 278–79
principal investigator (PI), 95
procrastination, 364–65
professional/disciplinary associations,
63–64, 257–58
professors: as advisors (see advisors); as
mentors (see mentors/mentoring);
other than your advisor, relations
with, 28; questions for on a program
visit, 51; ranks of, 100–103, 308–9;
salaries of, 31, 307–9, 399, 409n12,
411n26, 419n18, 424n4

i n de x
program directors, 53
promoting your research. See research,
promoting your
proposals, 89
protocol, 89, 94–95
provost, 104
public, the (i.e., the world outside
academia): getting involved,
260–62; risks of engagement with,
262–64; writing for, 259–60
publishing, 212–14; academic versus
nonacademic, 224–25 (see also
publishing academic articles);
articles versus books versus book
chapters, 214–18; authorship credit,
question of, 148–49; authorship
order, changing, 79, 81; gated versus
open-access journals, 221–24;
pay-for-play and open-access
journals, distinction between,
222; peer review (see peer review);
pressure for, 156–57; status of
journals or academic presses,
218–24; where to submit, 213; word
limits, 226–27, 241. See also writing
publishing academic articles, 226; cover
letters, 227–28; initial submissions,
226–28; peer review (see peer
review); rejection: dealing with,
245–46; rejection: moving forward,
246–48; responses to submissions:
conditionally accepted, 244–45;
responses to submissions: revise
and resubmit (R&R) (see R&R
(revise and resubmit))
publishing books, 248; choosing a
press, 248–50; getting a contract,
253–54; writing a proposal, 250–53
Pugh, Allison, 375
Rank, Scott, 140
ranks and titles, jargon related to:
adjunct professor, 100–101;
administration, 103–4; assistant

i n de x
professor, 102; associate professor,
102–3; dean, 104; doctoral candidate,
100; endowed chair, 103; full professor, 103; graduate students, 100;
lecturer, 102; postdoctoral fellows,
100; provost, 104; tenure, 101; tenure
track, 101; undergraduate students,
100; visiting assistant professor
(VAP), 101–2
RA (research assistant), 92–93,
147–51
Ray, Rashawn, 261
Ray, Victor, 263–64
reading, 108–9; how to read in grad
school, 109–10; taking notes, 113–15;
there is more to read than can be
read, 109; what to read in grad
school, 110–13
regional colleges and universities, 146,
304–6
rejections, dealing with: jobs, 341–43;
publications, 245–46
request for proposals (RFP), 95–96
research, 152–53; attending talks on
other people’s, 83; balancing teaching, service, life and (see balancing
commitments); deductive, 182–83;
descriptive, 183–84; gaps in the
curriculum regarding, 153; help,
asking for, 154–55; importance of,
158–59; inductive, 183; knowing
when you’re done, 159–60; methods,
155; quality over quantity, 156–57;
rigor of, 157–58; statement about
for job application, 320–22;
theoretical, 184
Research 1, 96–97
research, funding for, 161, 176; costs to
cover, choosing, 169–70; feedback
on proposals, 174–75; fellowships
(see fellowships); final details of a
proposal, 175–76; grants (see grants);
internal versus external, 161–63;
options for, 161–66; preparing to
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apply, 170–71; writing proposals,
171–74
research, promoting your, 255; connecting with your audience(s),
255–59; direct-mail approach,
256–57; getting-involved approach,
260–62; during the publication
process, 259; public writing
approach, 259–60; public writing
approach, risks of, 262–64;
relationship-building approach,
257–58
research, sources of funding for:
online grant databases, 167; other
people’s CVs, 167; professional
organizations, 169; program
officers, 167–68; university and
department resources, 168
research, talking about your: accessibility for the audience, 277–78;
basic presentation format: props,
269–70; basic presentation format:
structure, 266–67; basic presenta
tion format: time, 267–69; good
talks: giving, 273–76; good talks:
planning, 270–73; minute-by-
minute breakdown of academic
talks, 271; nerves/nervousness,
276–77; the Q&A, preparing for,
282–84, 332–33; “sandwich” approach
to presenting results, 272; venues
for, 266; visual aids/props: as part
of your presentation, 269–70, 279;
visual aids/props: handouts, 280;
visual aids/props: posters, 279–80;
visual aids/props: slides, 280–81;
your needs as the presenter,
278–79
research assistant. See RA
research universities, 304–7, 312–13,
316, 320, 389
review articles, reading, 111
revise and resubmit. See R&R
RFP (request for proposals), 95–96
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Rockquemore, Kerry Ann, 56–57
Rockwell, Sara, 92
Rojas, Fabio, 413n50
Romero, Mary, 428n10
R1, 96–97. See also Research 1),
96–97
R&R (revise and resubmit), 98–99,
234–35; the editor’s response to your
resubmission, 243–44; making a plan
for revisions, 236–40; as outcome of
peer review, 232; responding to the
decision email, 235–36; response
memo to accompany the revised
manuscript, 241–43; revising, edits
and cuts, 240–41
Rucks-Ahidiana, Zawadi, 327, 380–81
Sayer, Liana, 8
scholarly malpractice, 157
service: avoidance of by senior
scholars and those from privileged
groups, 428n26; promotion and
increasing responsibilities regarding, 103; as strategic contribution,
379–81 (see also balancing commitments); to support people in
marginalized groups, 326; as a
tenure requirement, 101
sexual harassment, 75–77
Silvia, Paul J., 140, 194
Small, Mario, 61
Smith, Kristin K., 7
social life within your department,
81–83
social media, 66–69, 258
staff: asking for help from, 121;
questions for on a program visit, 53
status: choosing a program and, 25–26;
choosing where to publish and,
213–14, 218–24; the job market
and, 316
systematically marginalized groups.
See marginalized groups/
individuals

i n de x
teaching: assistant (TA), 92, 144–46;
balancing research, service, life and
(see balancing commitments);
classes taught by grad students,
146–47; course design: effective
and efficient, 367–69; course
design: inclusive, 369–72; diversity,
supporting, 325–26; evaluations,
323–24; instruction: effective and
inclusive, 372–77; large-group
discussion, 376; loads, 306; mentor,
being a, 377–79; portfolio for a job
application, 324; statement for a job
application, 322–24; time spent on,
efficiency and, 366–67
team, your: asking for help (see help,
asking for); assembling: national
and professional organizations,
62–64; assembling: online/social
media, 66–69; assembling: pipeline
programs, 64–66; building, 57–58;
changes in, 79–81; conflict and
mistreatment, dealing with (see
conflict and mistreatment, dealing
with); types of people you need,
58–62. See also mentors/mentoring;
networking and your network
temptation bundling, 363–64
tenure/tenure track position: explanation of, 101; job market considerations and, 308; sample of pre-tenure
CV, 399–406
Three Minute Thesis, 273
time: allowed for presentations,
267–69; managing, 128–30 (see also
balancing commitments); perils of
unstructured, 128, 361–62
Trump, Donald, 30
Turley, Ruth López, 261
Tuskegee experiments, 417n8
undergraduate students, 100
universal/inclusive design, 277–78,
369–72

i n de x
universities, types of. See academic
institutions, types of
U.S. News & World Report, 25, 35
Van Cleve, Nicole Gonzalez, 422n4
visiting assistant professor (VAP),
101–2, 309
visiting grad programs, 49–54
Volpp, Kevin, 364
websites, choosing a program and, 29
work-life balance, 33–35, 382–85. See
also balancing commitments
writing: coauthors, working with,
192–93; descriptive, 178; expository,
178; funding proposals, 171–74;
narrative, 178; persuasive, 179. See
also publishing
writing: other people’s research, 115;
comprehensive exams, 117–18;
literature reviews, 115–17
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writing: your research, 210–11; the
abstract, 195–96; academic writing,
177–79; accuracy and consistency,
conveying your ideas with, 186–88;
appendices and supplemental
materials, 210; bad writing, avoiding
the trap of, 179–81; bibliography/
references, 208–9; brevity, conveying
your ideas with, 185–86; clarity,
conveying your ideas with, 185;
the dissertation, 140–43; editing,
190–92; feedback, getting and
giving, 188–90; footnotes/endnotes,
209–10; models for in your field,
finding, 193–94; multi-authored,
192–93; order in which different
sections are written, 195; outlining
(see outlining before writing); your
argument, finding and stating, 181–85
Zimmerman, Justin, 55

