
COMPLIMENTARY READER COPY

Letters to a Young Researcher

Dear Reader,

Thank you for taking the time to read Letters to a Young Researcher.

I am sharing this copy with a small group of students, researchers,
and educators whose perspectives I value to answer:

Does this book genuinely help the people it was written for?

There is no expectation that you read every page or prepare formal
comments. But if something resonates, I would be grateful to
know. If something feels unnecessary, incomplete, or unconvinc-
ing, I would be grateful to know that too.

Your feedback will help me decide if this book is worth sharing
with a wider audience.

Warmly,

Alvitta Ottley
Author, Letters to a Young Researcher
Island Scholar Press

Sharing this copy. Please do not post or distribute this PDF publicly. If
someone comes to mind who might benefit from the book, please share the
Reader Copy page so they can request their own copy:
islandscholarpress.com/reader-copy

Sharing feedback. Comments may be submitted at:
islandscholarpress.com/reader-feedback









Letters to a Young
Researcher





Letters to a Young
Researcher

by

Alvitta Ottley

Island Scholar Press



Copyright © 2026 Alvitta Ottley

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be repro-

duced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means, elec-

tronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or other-

wise, without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal

to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other

means without permission.

First edition, 2026

ISBN 9798197536563

Island Scholar Press



For the knowledge seekers.





A Letter Before the Letters

Dear Reader,

When you start a PhD, you will receive a lot of advice.

Some of it will be obvious, even if it is still difficult to fol-

low. You will be told to become an expert in a specific area,

read deeply, publish in strong venues, find mentors, write

clearly, ask better questions, and build a research agenda.

You may also be told which conferences matter, which pa-

pers count, which grants are prestigious, and which mile-

stones you should be working toward.

Much of that advice is useful. Some of it is necessary. But it

is not the whole story.

There are many books, articles, workshops, and well-

meaning mentors that can tell you what to do in graduate

school. This book is also interested in what it feels like.

What does it feel like to enter a room where everyone seems

to already know one another? What does it feel like to sit in

a talk and realize you do not yet understand the language
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of your field? What does it feel like to receive reviewer com-

ments on work that took months or years to produce? What

does it feel like to become known for a topic and then won-

der whether that topic has started to feel too small?

These are not always the official lessons of graduate school.

They are the quiet ones. The ones you often learn by be-

ing confused, embarrassed, rejected, exhausted, or surprised.

The ones you learn in hallway conversations, after failed sub-

missions, during awkward conference lunches, while rewrit-

ing the same paragraph for the tenth time, or while realizing

that the path you imagined is not quite the path you are on.

This book lives somewhere between practical advice and

emotional recognition. I wanted to write about what

helped, but also about what it felt like to need help in the

first place.

I am sometimes placed in the category of “successful.” I have

the degrees, the papers, the job title, the grants, the students,

the invitations, and the kinds of professional markers that

can make a career look coherent from the outside.

But from the inside, the path rarely felt that clean.

I have felt out of place. I have felt uncertain. I have taken re-

jection personally. I have struggled to know when to speak,

when to push, when to let go, and when to trust that I be-

longed in the room.



I say this not to make the journey sound harder than it is,

but to make it less lonely than it can feel.

Because one of the strange things about academic life is that

many people are quietly carrying the same feelings while

assuming everyone else is more confident, more prepared,

or more naturally suited for the work. The polished version

of a career often hides the awkwardness, doubt, fatigue, and

small acts of courage that made it possible.

This book is also about those hidden parts of becoming a

researcher.

It is not a manual for how to get a PhD. It is not a check-

list for becoming successful. It is not a promise that if you

follow the right steps, the process will become easy or pre-

dictable. Research does not work that way. Life does not

work that way either.

Instead, these are letters about the lessons I had to learn

along the way, often without realizing I was learning them.

They come from my own path through research: the mo-

ments when I felt out of place, the moments when I was too

focused on proving myself, the moments when I misunder-

stood what mattered, the moments when I had to revise not

only a paper but also my sense of who I was becoming.

Some chapters offer practical suggestions. Prepare the sen-

tence that explains what you work on. Sit at a new table.

Learn how to read strategically. Do not confuse every re-



viewer comment with truth. Choose a topic with roots and

branches. Take the break before you burn out.

But beneath those suggestions is a quieter message: the feel-

ings you have along the way are part of the journey too.

If you are early in your research life, you may not need every

letter yet. Some may make more sense later: after your first

rejection, your first conference, your first difficult advisor

meeting, your first paper acceptance, or your first moment

of realizing that you are no longer just learning the field but

beginning to shape it.

That is okay.

Letters do not have to be read all at once. They can wait for

you.

My hope is that this book gives language to experiences that

might otherwise feel private or confusing. I hope it helps

you see that becoming a researcher is not only about pro-

ducing knowledge. It is also about becoming a person who

can live with uncertainty, build relationships, develop taste,

recover from disappointment, and keep choosing the next

step without always knowing where the path will lead.

You will receive plenty of advice about how to succeed.

This book is more about how it feels to become.



And if, somewhere in these pages, you recognize a feeling

you thought was yours alone, then the book has done what

I hoped it would do.
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Part I

Learning to Be New

1



Alvitta Ottley

2



Chapter I

On Feeling Like the Dumbest Person in the Room

Dear Reader,

For much of my academic life, I was used to being good at

school.

I knew how to study. I knew how to prepare. I knew how

to answer questions, complete assignments, and perform

well enough that people assumed I knew what I was doing.

Success in academic environments can quietly condition

you to expect that feeling. I got used to being competent. I

got used to being prepared. I may have even gotten used to

being one of the people others looked to for answers.

Research changed the rules.

At some point, I found myself in rooms where I felt like the

dumbest person there.
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One of the more memorable moments happened during

meetings with collaborators from the Department of De-

fense. I was not a student in that room. I was there as a

collaborator, which somehow made the not-knowing feel

more exposed.

I was sitting in a meeting when someone casually men-

tioned SOP and CUI.

Everyone else in the room nodded.

I had no idea what they were talking about.

The conversation continued as if nothing unusual had hap-

pened. Acronyms floated across the table like a language

everyone else seemed to understand. I sat there quietly for

a moment, trying to decide whether I had simply missed

something obvious.

Eventually, I asked.

“What does SOP mean?”

“Standard Operating Procedures.”

“And CUI?”

“Controlled Unclassified Information.”

Just like that, the mystery disappeared.

When everyone else seemed to understand something that I

did not, it was easy to assume the problem was me. Maybe I

was missing something obvious. Maybe I was the only one
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who did not get it. Maybe everyone else belonged in the

conversation more than I did.

But sometimes the barrier was not intelligence or compe-

tence.

Sometimes it was simply language.

Every field develops its own shorthand, its own vocabulary,

its own way of compressing complex ideas into a few letters

or phrases. If I did not work in that world, I simply did not

speak that language yet.

Once I learned the translation, the conversation became

much clearer.

And often, I was not the only person wondering. I may have

simply been the first person willing to ask.

But sometimes the situation was more complicated.

Sometimes I was not just missing a word. I was missing the

world behind the word.

I experienced this when working with a group of scientists

interested in collaborating with data scientists to improve

their processes. During our discussions, they began talking

about crystals and materials science. Terms like MOFs and

COFs came up repeatedly.

Metal-organic frameworks. Covalent organic frameworks.

I had never taken a chemistry class in my life.
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In that moment, the challenge was not just learning what

the acronyms stood for. Even after someone explained the

words, I still had very little context for what they meant, why

they mattered, or how they fit into the broader scientific

problem.

The Department of Defense meeting taught me that some-

times I was missing the vocabulary.

But these materials science meetings taught me that some-

times I was missing the entire mental model.

That was a different kind of not-knowing.

It felt uncomfortable, especially because I was entering the

room as an expert in my own field. Somewhere along the

way, I had developed the expectation that being an expert

meant understanding everything around me. Of course,

that expectation was unrealistic, but it was surprisingly easy

to carry.

The reality was much simpler.

Just as I would not expect a chemist, medical doctor, policy

expert, or materials scientist to immediately understand the

intricacies of my field, they did not expect me to immedi-

ately understand theirs.

Interdisciplinary work was built on the recognition that ev-

eryone in the room knew something different.

That was the point.
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I did not learn all of this at once.

At first, I mostly tried to survive those moments quietly. I

listened harder. I wrote down words I did not understand.

I nodded when I probably should have asked a question.

Eventually, I learned that there were better ways to respond.

Sometimes that meant asking in the moment: “Could you

unpack that acronym?” Other times, it meant waiting until

after the meeting and asking someone to point me toward

a paper, tutorial, or background resource that would help

me understand the basics before the next conversation.

I also learned to ask earlier. If I knew a meeting would in-

volve an unfamiliar topic, I could ask what background

would be useful beforehand. Not to become an expert

overnight, but to have enough of a map to follow the con-

versation.

Those questions did not make me look unprepared. They

made me easier to collaborate with.

But the harder shift was internal.

Early in research, not knowing felt like proof that I was be-

hind, underprepared, or somehow less capable than every-

one else in the room.

Now I see it differently.

I had to learn that my value was not in knowing everything.

My value was in knowing my own area deeply, and in being
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willing to learn enough from others to contribute across the

boundaries between fields.

Those moments of crossing into unfamiliar spaces have led

to some of my most impactful work.

Research maturity, I learned, was not the moment I stopped

feeling like the dumbest person in the room. I still feel that

way sometimes, but I am no longer ashamed of it.

Asking helped me get through the moment. Reading helped

me prepare for the next one.

But sometimes reading those papers was its own challenge.
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Chapter II

On Reading Like a Researcher

Dear Reader,

I remember the first time I thought I understood a research

paper.

That confidence lasted only a few minutes.

At the time I was participating in a summer research pro-

gram at Clemson University. My research mentor had given

me a paper to read. I worked through it carefully, following

the argument, nodding along as the ideas unfolded. By the

time I finished, I felt reasonably satisfied. The study seemed

clear. The conclusions made sense.

Then my mentor asked a few questions.

“How many subjects did they have in the study?”

I paused.

“What procedure did they use for the experiment?”
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I hesitated again.

“What were the conditions they compared?”

Within seconds it became clear that I had not understood

the paper at all.

I had read the words. I had followed the general idea. But I

had not actually studied the work closely enough to explain

it.

Up until that moment, I had approached research papers

the way I approached most other writing: I read them once,

understood the broad idea, and moved on.

But research papers are not only arguments. They are

records of the authors’ decisions.

Every paper contains a question someone chose to ask,

a method they chose to use, assumptions they chose to

make, comparisons they chose to prioritize, and limitations

they may or may not have acknowledged. To read like a re-

searcher, I had to learn to see those choices.

That requires a different kind of reading, and often reread-

ing.

So I began actively looking for questions like:

What question is the paper asking?

What did the authors compare?

What assumptions are they making?
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What would I need to know to reproduce this?

What remains unanswered?

Years later, I struggled with reading in a different way while

exploring a research idea about decision-making in data vi-

sualization. Visualizations are often used to support deci-

sions, but many visualization studies evaluate them using

simpler measures: how quickly someone can answer a ques-

tion, or how accurately they can extract a value from a chart.

I wondered whether we could evaluate visualizations using

principles from decision science instead.

That curiosity led me into economic theory.

I found a paper that seemed directly relevant and began read-

ing it carefully.

The strange thing was that I understood every word individ-

ually. The sentences were grammatically clear. Yet somehow

the meaning escaped me.

I read the paper once.

Then again.

Then again.

At some point I stopped counting.

I think I read that paper nearly ten times before the ideas

began to make sense.
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Experiences like that can be frustrating, especially for peo-

ple who are accustomed to understanding things quickly.

When something refuses to make sense after a careful read-

ing, it can feel unsettling.

The paper was not difficult because it was poorly written.

It was difficult because it assumed knowledge that I did not

yet have.

It had been published in an economics journal and written

for economists. The authors assumed their readers already

understood the underlying ideas.

I did not.

Once I realized that, the path forward became clearer. In-

stead of struggling endlessly with the same paper, I stepped

back and searched for more accessible explanations of the

underlying concepts.

That search eventually led me to Daniel Kahneman’s book

Thinking, Fast and Slow. Listening to that book helped

me understand the foundations of Prospect Theory and

decision-making in a way that the original paper had as-

sumed but never explained.

Armed with that background, I returned to the paper that

had puzzled me before.

This time, it made much more sense.
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I had built enough of the surrounding context to finally see

what the authors were doing.

That experience taught me something I have had to relearn

many times since: Difficulty is not always a signal to push

harder. Sometimes it is a signal to step back and build the

foundation.

That can be humbling.

It requires admitting, “I do not understand this yet,” with-

out turning that sentence into a judgment about your abil-

ity. Psychologist Carol Dweck’s idea of a growth mindset

helped me think about the power of yet: the idea that adding

“yet” to what we cannot do keeps the door open for learn-

ing. That small word matters. It leaves room for context,

for patience, and for the possibility that understanding may

come slowly, indirectly, and only after reading something

else first.

In the end, that process allowed me to return to the idea

that had started the journey. With a better understanding of

economic decision theory, I was able to apply those concepts

to the evaluation of data visualizations and publish a paper

exploring that connection.

I have come to realize that the lesson was bigger than read-

ing.

I had to learn that reading like a researcher was more than

simply reading for comprehension. It is reading with pa-
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tience, suspicion, curiosity, and care. It is reading to under-

stand not only what a paper says, but what it assumes, what

it leaves out, and what it makes possible.

Sometimes that meant reading a paper once for the general

idea, again for the method, again for the assumptions, and

again for the opening it created.

Sometimes it meant putting the paper down and reading

something more basic first.

Often, the most honest thing I could say was:

I do not understand this yet.

Research, I would come to learn, offers many such hum-

bling moments. Reading papers was one of the first ways I

learned to sit with not knowing. What took longer to un-

derstand was that research itself is built around that feeling,

because no one quite knows the answer yet.
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Chapter III

On Learning That No One Knows the Answer

Dear Reader,

I’m going to tell you a secret.

No one knows what they’re doing.

That may sound exaggerated. Okay, it is a little exaggerated.

But there is more truth to that statement than you might

expect.

For much of my education, learning had a familiar structure.

A teacher presented a problem. I worked through it. At the

end, there was an answer waiting somewhere. Maybe I did

not know it yet, but someone did. The professor knew. The

textbook knew. The solution manual knew.

Research does not work that way.

In research, competence does not mean knowing the an-

swer.
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It means knowing what to try next.

I had to learn this soon after starting graduate school. Com-

ing out of undergraduate education, I was used to thinking

of professors as authorities who already knew the correct

answers. When I encountered a difficult problem, my in-

stinct was to ask the person with more experience what the

solution might be.

Then one day, my advisor said something that caught me

off guard.

“I don’t know.”

At first, I found this unsettling.

If my advisor did not know the answer, who did?

The answer, of course, was that nobody did.

That was precisely why we were doing the research.

We were exploring the problem together.

This realization changed the way I approached research

meetings. Instead of arriving with questions and waiting for

answers, I began trying to bring possible ideas with me. If

something in the project failed, I would spend time thinking

about what might explain it, searching the literature, and

forming hypotheses about what we might try next.

The most productive research conversations often became

exchanges of ideas.
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Now that I work with students myself, I try to make this

expectation clear early on, especially for undergraduates en-

countering research for the first time. I tell them something

that may feel surprising:

I don’t know the answer either.

I do not say this to lower their confidence in me. I say it

because I want them to understand the nature of the work.

Not knowing is not a weakness.

It is the entire point of the exercise.

But this also means something else.

If no one knows the answer, then there is always the possi-

bility that the project might fail.

Experiments might not produce the expected results. Hy-

potheses might turn out to be wrong. Sometimes an idea

simply does not behave the way you hoped it would.

A failed study does not only tell you that something did

not work. Sometimes it reveals the assumption you did not

realize you were making.

I remember one project where this lesson became especially

clear.

We were studying whether interactivity could help peo-

ple reason through Bayesian probability problems. The

idea was inspired by constructivist theories from education,
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which suggest that people learn more effectively when they

actively engage with information rather than passively ob-

serving it.

Our hypothesis seemed reasonable: if people could interact

with a visualization of the probabilities, they might develop

a deeper understanding of the underlying reasoning.

The entire design of the study assumed that participants

would interact with the visualization.

But when we ran the experiment, something surprising hap-

pened.

Many participants didn’t interact with it at all.

The visualization was interactive, but people simply looked

at it and moved on.

The entire premise of the project depended on an action

that many users never took.

At first, it felt like the project had failed.

Had we designed the wrong experiment? Had we misun-

derstood the problem?

But instead of abandoning the project, we began examining

our assumptions more carefully.

The problem wasn’t necessarily the theory; it was the inter-

face.
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The visualization technically allowed interaction, but it did

not clearly signal that interaction was possible or meaning-

ful. Participants had no reason to believe that manipulating

the visualization would help them solve the task.

So we redesigned the interface. We added cues that sug-

gested interaction. We introduced small trials that encour-

aged participants to experiment with the visualization be-

fore beginning the main task.

The project we thought was about Bayesian reasoning sud-

denly became something else as well.

It became a study of how people choose to engage—or not

engage—with interactive systems.

At the beginning of the project, we thought we were study-

ing reasoning.

By the end, we realized we were also studying interaction.

That shift in perspective was only possible because the orig-

inal hypothesis failed.

In industry, this idea is often described as “failing quickly.”

Companies try to test ideas early so they can discover

whether they are promising before investing too much time.

Research cannot always fail quickly.

But it can fail informatively.
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I have come to value that distinction. A failed hypothesis

does not have to be wasted effort if it teaches you something

about the phenomenon, the method, the system, or the as-

sumptions you carried into the work.

When I start new projects now, I ask different questions:

What would failure look like here? If the results do not sup-

port the hypothesis, what might we still learn? Is there a way

to design the study so that an unexpected outcome would

still tell us something useful?

Sometimes the results confirm the hypothesis.

Sometimes they do not.

But either way, the outcome can contribute something to

our understanding if the project is designed with enough

care.

And that brings me back to the secret.

No one knows exactly what they are doing in research.

We rely on the ideas that came before us. We form hypothe-

ses based on the evidence available. We design experiments

that might reveal something new. We bring our training,

our instincts, and our best guesses.

But in the end, we are all exploring the unknown.

That uncertainty is the reason research exists in the first

place.
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And sometimes, after enough uncertainty, you learn some-

thing worth sharing.

Then you have to figure out how to explain it to someone

else.
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Part II

Learning the Craft
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Chapter IV

On Becoming theWriter You Didn’t Know You
Had to Be

Dear Reader,

When I began graduate school, I thought I was becoming a

researcher.

I thought I was learning how to design experiments, analyze

data, ask better questions, and discover new ideas.

What I did not realize was that I was also becoming some-

thing else.

A writer.

Looking back, this seems obvious. Academia is built largely

on writing. We write research papers, grant proposals, re-

views of other people’s work, project descriptions, recom-

mendation letters, and endless emails trying to explain ideas

that are still taking shape.
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Much of intellectual life turns out to be the work of turning

thoughts into words.

But at the time, no one had told me that.

I did not think of myself as a writer. Writing was simply

the thing I did after the research was done. It was how I

documented the work.

That misunderstanding showed up clearly in my early

drafts.

They read like reports.

First I did this.

Then I did this.

Then I did this.

Chronological. Factual. Logical.

And not very compelling.

My PhD advisor noticed this quickly. When he returned

drafts, they were often covered in comments. One appeared

so often that I eventually came to expect it.

“Non-sequitur.”

At first, I thought the criticism meant the writing itself was

poor. But that was not the issue. The sentences were usually

clear enough.
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The problem was the flow.

The sections and ideas in the paper did not always connect

to those that came before.

I was writing from the perspective of someone who already

knew the story.

But the reader was encountering it for the first time.

That was one of the first real lessons I learned about research

writing. A paper is not simply a record of what happened.

It is a carefully constructed explanation for someone who

was not there.

The reader has to be guided.

To help improve my writing, I collected a few award-

winning papers and started reading them differently. I paid

attention not only to the results, but to how those results

were introduced. The strongest papers made the journey

feel almost inevitable. They set up the problem clearly. They

built tension around the gap. They helped me understand

why the contribution mattered before asking me to care

about the details.

Good writing, I began to realize, is a form of design.

A paper is an interface.

The reader has limited attention.
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Headings, transitions, contribution lists, examples, and fig-

ures are navigation aids.

Confusion is a usability failure.

That framing changed how I thought about writing. It

made writing feel like a responsibility. If the reader was lost,

I could not simply blame the reader. I had to ask whether I

had designed the path clearly enough.

The importance of writing became especially clear when I

worked on a paper about using visualization to communi-

cate breast cancer information. The project was compelling

in part because of the domain. Breast cancer is a deeply

meaningful topic, and visualization had the potential to

help people understand complex medical information more

clearly.

But we were submitting the paper to a data visualization

conference, and that created a framing problem.

Should we begin with the breast cancer application—the

human stakes, the importance of the domain, the possibil-

ity of helping people reason about difficult medical infor-

mation?

Or should we frame the work more abstractly, presenting

breast cancer as a testbed for a broader visualization prob-

lem?

The second approach was more conventional for the con-

ference. It aligned more directly with what reviewers might
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expect. The first approach was more specific, perhaps more

niche, but also more compelling.

We debated this for a long time because the choice mattered.

The opening of a paper teaches readers how to read every-

thing that follows. If we led with breast cancer, the paper

would be read as a domain-driven contribution. If we led

with the abstract visualization problem, the paper would be

read as a more general contribution.

In the end, we chose to lead with the breast cancer applica-

tion.

That decision shaped the entire narrative of the paper. It

changed what we emphasized, how we introduced the prob-

lem, and how we explained the contribution. The research

itself had not changed, but the story we told about it had.

Because the project was unusual for the conference and

domain-specific, it was the first time I had to think beyond

reporting the results well. I had to think about how to make

readers care about a problem they might not have arrived

already caring about.

Writing this paper was not only about explaining what we

found.

It was about helping readers understand why the work mat-

tered in the first place.
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Over time, I began approaching writing even more inten-

tionally. I started reading books about writing. I paid at-

tention to structure, pacing, transitions, and openings. I

noticed how good writers created momentum, how they

anticipated confusion, how they made complex ideas feel

navigable.

I also began thinking more carefully about audience.

A paper written for one community may need to tell a differ-

ent story than a paper written for another. The same project

can be framed through a method, a domain, a theory, a sys-

tem, or a problem. Part of becoming a writer was learning

that these choices were not superficial. They shaped what

readers noticed, what they valued, and what they believed

the contribution to be.

Eventually, I also began noticing my own writing habits.

Like many writers, I learned that certain times of day

worked better than others. For me, writing often flows best

in the morning, after coffee or after exercising. At those mo-

ments, the ideas seem clearer, and the sentences come more

easily.

Other days are slower.

Some days, every sentence feels like it has to be dragged onto

the page.

Writing is not only the moment when sentences flow. It is

also the time spent staring at a paragraph that almost works,
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moving a sentence from one place to another, and deleting

a page that does not fit the new framing.

That, too, is research.

I had entered graduate school thinking I was training to

analyze data and design experiments.

In reality, I was also training to communicate ideas.

But writing the work down was not the end of the process.

In true PhD fashion, there was always another lesson wait-

ing.

First, I had to learn how to find something worth saying.

Then I had to learn how to say it.

Next, I had to learn that publication meant handing the

work to reviewers who would decide whether it was worth

hearing.
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Chapter V

On Learning That the Reviewer Is Always Right

Dear Reader,

I’m going to tell you something that was hard for me to

hear.

The reviewer is always right.

The first time I heard this, I thought it was ridiculous.

Of course, the reviewer isn’t always right.

Reviewers misunderstand things. They miss details that are

clearly written in the paper. Sometimes they seem to argue

against a point you never made in the first place. Sometimes

they bring assumptions from a different field, a different

method, or a different vision of what the paper should have

been.

All of that happens.
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And still, over time, I have come to believe that the phrase

contains an important truth.

The reviewer is not always right about what I meant.

But they are always right about what they experienced.

I first heard the phrase after receiving reviews on a paper. I

remember reading the comments and feeling a mixture of

confusion, defensiveness, and irritation. One reviewer criti-

cized something I thought I had explained clearly. Another

seemed to misunderstand the central idea entirely.

My immediate reaction was simple:

Did they even read the paper?

When I shared my frustration with a professor I was work-

ing with, he listened patiently and then said something that

caught me off guard.

“The reviewer is always right.”

At the time, that felt completely unreasonable. Reviewers

are human. They make mistakes. They have preferences,

blind spots, and limited time. Their interpretation of a pa-

per is not necessarily the same as the author’s intention.

But slowly, I began to understand what the phrase was try-

ing to teach me.

It did not mean the reviewer’s interpretation was objectively

correct.
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It meant their reaction was real.

If a reviewer was confused, then confusion had occurred.

If a reviewer missed a contribution, then the contribution

had been missable.

If a reviewer misunderstood a method, then the method

had been misunderstandable.

These realizations changed something for me.

Before, I had treated reviews mostly as judgments. Accept.

Reject. Strong paper. Weak paper. Clear. Unclear. Impor-

tant. Incremental.

Over time, I started treating them as traces of a reader’s path

through the paper.

Where did they get lost?

What did they notice?

What did they miss?

What did they think the paper was trying to do?

What did they believe the contribution was?

In other words, the problem is often not that the reviewer

is wrong.

The problem is that the writing did not guide the reader

well enough.
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This became easier to accept when I thought about who

reviewers usually are. In most conferences and journals, re-

viewers are themselves researchers: PhD students nearing

completion, postdoctoral researchers, faculty members, or

practitioners with relevant expertise. They are experienced

readers of technical work.

If readers like that struggle to understand something, it is

worth asking why.

Sometimes the issue is context. A reviewer may come from

a slightly different research background than the authors.

They may not share the same assumptions about the prob-

lem, the methods, or the significance of the work. Some-

thing that feels obvious to me may not feel obvious to some-

one approaching the paper from a different perspective.

Other times, the issue is visibility. Important information

may technically be present in the paper but buried in a para-

graph where readers are unlikely to notice it.

If something matters, the reader should not have to excavate

it.

Gradually, this changed how I wrote papers; not only at the

level of content, but also at the level of structure, style, and

polish.

I began thinking more carefully about how reviewers would

navigate the document. What information would they

look for first? What questions might arise while they read?

Where might they become confused?
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Small structural decisions began to feel much more impor-

tant.

For example, I started making the contributions easier to

find. A clear list of contributions at the end of the intro-

duction helps reviewers quickly understand what the paper

claims to add.

When presenting statistical results, I learned not to assume

that the numbers spoke for themselves. After reporting

the technical details, I often included a plain-language sen-

tence that began, in spirit if not always literally, “This means

that. . . ”

Headings mattered too. Clear section titles helped readers

navigate the paper and locate the information they needed.

Consistent ordering helped as well. If hypotheses were in-

troduced in one sequence, the results and discussion needed

to follow that same sequence so readers could track the ar-

gument without unnecessary effort.

I also became more intentional about figures: making sure

they were clear, descriptive, cohesive, and visually polished.

None of these choices guaranteed that reviewers would

agree with the work.

But they made it easier for readers to understand what the

work was trying to do.

Through this lens, the phrase “the reviewer is always right”

became less frustrating and more useful. It became a re-
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minder that writing is not just about expressing ideas. It

is about anticipating how those ideas might be received.

Today, I sometimes repeat this phrase to my own students.

When they receive reviews that feel unfair or confusing, I

understand the impulse to defend the paper. I still feel that

impulse myself.

But I try to sit with the reaction before dismissing it.

The reviewer may not be right about the work.

But they are telling me something about the reading expe-

rience.

And if I can understand that experience, I can often make

the next version of the work clearer, stronger, and harder to

misunderstand.

Still, understanding criticism is not the same as being un-

touched by it.

Even when I could see the review as information, it could

still sting.

Learning to read criticism was one skill.

Learning to recover from it was another.
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Chapter VI

On Building Calluses

Dear Reader,

If you play the guitar, your fingers hurt at first. Pressing the

strings feels uncomfortable, sometimes even painful. But

over time your skin adapts. Calluses form, and what once

felt unbearable becomes routine. In fact, those calluses even-

tually allow you to play longer and better.

Research requires calluses too.

Not on your fingers, but on your emotions.

If you spend enough time in research, you will experience

rejection. And not just once. Rejection is built into the sys-

tem.

In many of the top conferences in my field, acceptance rates

hover around twenty-five percent. That means that three

out of every four submitted papers are rejected.
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Seen that way, rejection is not unusual. It is the statistical

expectation.

And yet the first few times it happens, it can feel surprisingly

personal.

You spend months designing a study, collecting data, ana-

lyzing results, and writing the paper. You submit it with

optimism. Then the reviews arrive.

Sometimes the comments are thoughtful and constructive.

Other times, they are confusing, frustrating, or even con-

tradictory. One reviewer may praise an aspect of the work

while another criticizes the same part. Occasionally, it feels

as though the reviewers did not fully understand the idea

you were trying to communicate.

Learning how to handle these moments is part of becoming

a researcher.

But understanding criticism does not make you untouched

by it.

Soon after starting my position as a faculty member, I

worked on a project about learning from user interactions

with visualizations. The goal was to predict what parts of

a dataset someone might find interesting by analyzing how

they moved their mouse while exploring a visualization.

The project combined several different areas—machine

learning, visual saliency from computer vision, and a user

study evaluating human attention.
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That combination made the project exciting.

It also made it difficult to review because few reviewers were

likely to be experts in all of those areas at once.

One reviewer might understand the visualization motiva-

tion. One might focus on the machine learning technique.

Another might question the study design. Another might

be unsure what kind of paper it was supposed to be.

When we submitted the paper for the first time, it was re-

jected.

That happens.

So we revised the paper and submitted it again.

Rejected again.

We revised it again.

Rejected again.

By the third rejection, I started asking the question every

researcher eventually asks:

Is this paper worth continuing?

That question is harder than it sounds. Persistence is often

celebrated in research, but persistence is not always wisdom.

Sometimes a paper needs another revision. Sometimes it

needs a different venue. Sometimes the idea is sound, but

the framing is wrong. Sometimes the work is simply not

strong enough yet.
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And often, you are too close to it to know the difference.

At that point, part of me wanted to let the project go. There

is a particular exhaustion that comes from returning to a

paper after multiple rejections. You are not starting fresh.

You are reopening something that has already disappointed

you. In this case, multiple times.

But I believed in the idea.

So we revised the paper one more time and submitted it

again.

The fourth time, the paper was accepted.

And to my surprise, it received a best paper award.

I do not tell this story because I believe that every rejected

paper is secretly a best paper waiting for the right venue.

That is not true. Some may never become what we hoped.

I tell it because rejection is not always the final diagnosis.

Sometimes a paper is ahead of its time. Sometimes the idea is

complex and takes several iterations to communicate clearly.

Sometimes the reviewers are not the right match for the par-

ticular combination of ideas in the work. Sometimes the

paper needs a better frame before others can see what you

see in it.

And sometimes, of course, the reviewers are objectively

right.
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The challenge is learning to tell the difference.

That is where calluses matter.

Without them, each rejection can feel discouraging enough

to stop the work entirely. With them, rejection becomes

something you can survive long enough to interpret. You

can read the feedback, feel the sting, set it down for a while,

return to it later, and ask what the reviews are actually telling

you.

Is the core idea weak?

Is the contribution unclear?

Is the method underdeveloped?

Is the paper being sent to the wrong audience?

Is the work worth another round?

Those are not easy questions, but they are much more useful

than the destructive question rejection often provokes:

Am I good enough?

At the same time, calluses should not make you numb to

feedback. Reviews often contain valuable insights. A re-

viewer may notice prior work you overlooked, identify weak-

nesses in the argument, or highlight areas where the expla-

nation needs improvement.
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Research, I have learned, requires enough sensitivity to learn

from criticism and enough resilience not to be destroyed by

it.

And there was another lesson:

Sometimes it is necessary to let a paper go.

Not every project will become a flagship publication. Some-

times a paper finds its home at a workshop or a smaller

venue. In graduate school, we used to joke about certain

papers reaching their “final resting place.”

That is normal.

A research career is longer than any one paper. Individual pa-

pers can feel enormous when you are inside them, but over

time, they become part of a larger trajectory. They shape the

questions you return to, the methods you refine, the collab-

orations you build, and the ideas that keep resurfacing.

So for me, calluses are not about caring less. They are about

recovering faster.

It means learning to let the first wave of disappointment

pass before deciding what the rejection means.

It means remembering that a review is not a verdict on your

future.
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It means knowing that some papers deserve another chance,

and some deserve to teach you what they can before you

move on.

The rejections will come.

The reviews will sometimes feel unfair.

The work will not always land the first time, or the second,

or the third.

But eventually, you develop the calluses that allow you to

keep going.

Not to care less.

But to recover faster.
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Part III

Finding Your Place
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Chapter VII

OnWhen Someone Else Has the Same Idea

Dear Reader,

You have probably heard the phrase great minds think alike.

There is some truth to that idea. When multiple people

think deeply about a problem long enough, they can begin

to see the same patterns and arrive at similar insights.

What people rarely tell you is that when it happens to you,

it doesn’t feel great at all.

Ideas can feel personal. Even before they are fully formed,

we can begin to think of them as ours:my idea,my question,

my contribution. And in many ways, our institutions rein-

force that instinct through authorship, patents, and other

systems of intellectual ownership.

So when someone else appears to have the same idea, it can

feel as though something has been taken before you ever

had the chance to make it real.
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I have felt this in several different ways.

The first version of this feeling often happens during the

literature review.

I experienced this recently.

It began with what felt like a fresh idea.

I was working on a project about how different zooming

techniques affect navigation. Think of the difference be-

tween pinch-to-zoom, double-tapping, or drawing a box

around the region you want to inspect.

I searched the literature to understand the space around

it, expecting to find related work, but still hoping that my

particular angle was new. Then I stumbled across a paper

that seemed to be on the exact topic.

Even though I knew better by then, I still felt that small

sinking feeling. As I read it, a slow sense of disappointment

set in.

They already did this.

For a moment, it felt as though the project had collapsed.

Maybe the idea was never as original as I thought.

I have learned, slowly, that this moment is usually not the

end of an idea.

As I read more carefully, the differences began to appear.
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The prior work focused on relatively simple target-finding

tasks: how quickly someone could zoom to a specific loca-

tion. Our project was interested in more open-ended explo-

ration: how people navigate when they do not yet know ex-

actly what they are looking for, what they notice, and what

they decide is worth inspecting more closely.

The paper had not killed the idea.

It also helped us. Because the work was recent and published

in a strong venue, the authors had already done some of

the heavy lifting. They had surveyed relevant zooming tech-

niques, identified prior work, and helped us understand the

landscape more quickly.

Yes, novelty matters. But novelty does not mean pretending

no one came before you.

Sometimes you reach higher precisely because someone else

has already built part of the foundation.

This is almost always the case when I find similar work. Very

few research ideas are completely new. More often, research

advances through variations, extensions, translations, repli-

cations, contradictions, and new perspectives on ideas that

already exist. A different method, dataset, population, the-

ory, or framing can reveal something that earlier work did

not.

But finding that paper reinforced what I hoped to say in this

letter: Discovering related work does not always kill an idea.
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It often refines it.

The second version of this feeling often happens in conver-

sation.

You might be at a conference, talking to another researcher,

casually describing the project you are working on. As you

explain the idea, the other person nods and says something

that makes your stomach drop.

“Oh, that’s interesting. I’m working on something very sim-

ilar.”

In that instant, the mind starts racing.

Are they further along?

Have they already submitted something?

Did I just spend months thinking about an idea that was

already moving somewhere else?

But something curious almost always happens next.

As the conversation continues, the differences start to

emerge. Their approach is slightly different. Their question

is framed in another way. Their methods explore a different

angle of the problem.

At first, the ideas sound identical.

Then, slowly, the distinctions appear.
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Sometimes those differences create opportunities for collab-

oration. Other times, they simply mean that both projects

can exist independently, each contributing a slightly differ-

ent perspective to the same problem.

The research world is large enough for multiple explorations

of the same idea.

When a field reaches a certain point, similar ideas begin ap-

pearing in multiple places at once. The idea is not owned by

any one researcher; it is emerging from the collective con-

versation.

The third version of this feeling is the one that can linger

the longest.

It happens when you see a paper published that resembles

something you once worked on but never finished.

This happened to me during one of my early projects in

graduate school.

I was studying medical decision-making and data visualiza-

tion. Previous work had suggested that visual representa-

tions of probabilities could help people reason more effec-

tively about Bayesian problems. Our goal was to replicate

part of that work, but with online participants rather than

a traditional laboratory study.

When we analyzed the results, we found something surpris-

ing.
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The visualization had no measurable effect.

As a young researcher, this result was difficult to process.

I began questioning everything about the study. Had we

implemented the experiment incorrectly? Had we misun-

derstood the methodology of the original work? Was there

something wrong with our data?

Null results can be unsettling, especially when they contra-

dict earlier findings.

In the end, we decided not to pursue the paper further.

At the time, moving on to other projects felt like the safer

choice.

I sometimes regret that decision.

A few months later, another group published work explor-

ing a very similar question.

Seeing that paper appear was a strange moment. On one

hand, it confirmed that the question had been worth asking.

On the other hand, it reminded me that we had abandoned

an idea that might have contributed something useful to

the conversation.

I had interpreted our result as failure, but in retrospect, it

was information about how the phenomenon behaved un-

der different conditions.

Their paper reported similar findings and elegantly raised

questions about replication, setting, participant population,
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and whether effects found in one context would hold in

another.

I did not yet know how to value that kind of contribution.

That experience stayed with me because it changed how I

thought not only about null findings, but also about origi-

nality.

Ideas rarely belong to a single person.

When a question becomes interesting enough, multiple re-

searchers often begin asking it at the same time. They ap-

proach it from different perspectives, with different tools,

and sometimes reach different conclusions. Together, those

explorations help the field develop a deeper understanding

of the problem.

Even null results have a place in that process.

So now, when I encounter work that feels uncomfortably

close to my own, I try to pause before deciding the idea is

dead.

I ask what is actually the same.

I ask what is different.

I ask whether the similarity means the space is crowded, or

whether it means the question is becoming important.

I ask whether there is still something I can contribute that

only becomes clearer because the related work exists.
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That shift has helped me see similar work less as a threat and

more as context.

Not always immediately. The first feeling may still be disap-

pointment.

So yes, great minds may think alike.

But after spending enough time with a topic, you begin to

see details others might miss.

That is one of the quiet turning points in research: the mo-

ment you realize you may know more about this particular

corner of the problem than anyone else in the room.
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Chapter VIII

On theMoment You KnowMore Than Your
Advisor

Dear Reader,

Have you ever heard something that sounded completely

absurd at the time, only to discover later that it was abso-

lutely true?

When I started graduate school, there were two such things.

The first was a running joke in the lab: apparently, everyone

who joined the lab ended up getting married before grad-

uating. As a new graduate student, fresh out of university,

that sounded ridiculous. And yet, one by one, it happened.

Including me.

The second absurd idea was harder to believe.

Someone once told me that at some point during my PhD,

I would know more about a specific topic than my advisor.
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At the time, this seemed almost impossible. Your advisor,

after all, is the expert. They have spent years—sometimes

decades—studying a field. They are the person you turn to

when you are confused, when you need direction, when you

are unsure how to proceed.

The idea that you might someday know more than them,

even in a narrow area, felt almost fantastical.

But that too, turned out to be true.

My final project in graduate school was about understand-

ing whether we could predict personality traits by observ-

ing how people interacted with data visualizations. The ba-

sic idea was simple: when people explore a visualization,

they leave traces of their behavior. They click on things.

They move their mouse in particular ways. They linger on

some parts of the interface longer than others. I wondered

whether these patterns could reveal something about a per-

son’s personality.

The project began during my second internship at IBM

Research. Even getting the internship felt unusual. The

posting described exactly the intersection I was already in-

terested in—personality traits and user interfaces. During

the interview, I described the idea I wanted to explore, and

instead of redirecting me toward a predefined project—as

often happens with internships—they simply said, “That

sounds good.”

And that was it.
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I arrived in California with a project already in mind. There

was very little oversight, and for the first time I had the ex-

perience of shaping a research project entirely on my own

terms. I spent the summer working at my own pace, explor-

ing California for the first time, visiting friends, and gradu-

ally building the study I had imagined.

It was one of the most intellectually liberating periods of

my graduate school experience.

By the end of the summer, the project had grown into some-

thing substantial. When I returned to campus, the CHI

deadline—the main conference in human–computer inter-

action—was approaching, and I told my advisor I wanted

to submit the work.

We quickly agreed that the project probably fit best as a short

paper—around 4 pages long. At the time, however, short

papers were oddly competitive—even harder to get accepted

than longer papers.

My advisor was skeptical.

This wasn’t the first time we had disagreed about something.

In earlier projects, we sometimes had competing hypotheses

about what a user study might reveal. Because it was rela-

tively easy to run online studies using Amazon’s Mechanical

Turk at the time, my strategy was often to convince him to

test both ideas. We would run the experiments and see what

the data said.
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But this situation was different. The question now was

whether the work should be submitted at all.

By that point, I had already written most of the paper. That

made it easier for him to do what professors do best: cri-

tique.

His feedback was incredibly helpful. He explained that

short papers required a different structure than long ones.

You couldn’t simply compress a longer paper into fewer

pages. A short paper needed to be sharper, more direct. The

opening had to grab attention quickly and hold it.

In other words, it needed to be a little more . . . snappy.

I revised the paper accordingly.

Even then, he remained skeptical about submitting it. But

he allowed me to move forward.

So I submitted it.

And then I waited.

When the reviews came back, the paper was accepted.

Not only that, it later became the first paper for which I

received an award.

The most important part of that moment wasn’t the paper

itself or the award.
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It was the realization that the strange prediction I had once

heard had come true.

In that narrow corner of my research field—tracking inter-

action patterns in visualization to infer personality—I had

become the expert.

Not because my advisor lacked expertise. Far from it. But

research works this way. As you explore a question deeply

enough, you eventually reach territory that no one else has

fully mapped yet.

Even your advisor.

Good advisors understand this. Their role is not to remain

the ultimate authority on every detail of your work. Their

role is to guide you as you grow into your own expertise.

Now that I advise students myself, I try to watch for this mo-

ment. It is one of the signs of intellectual maturity: when a

student stops only asking what I think and begins explain-

ing what they see.

Still, the moment when you realize this has happened can

feel surprising.

It sneaks up on you.

One day you are the student asking questions. The next

day you find yourself defending an idea that your advisor

doesn’t entirely share.
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If you are fortunate, like I was, that disagreement becomes

part of the process rather than a barrier to it.

And occasionally, when the reviews arrive and the work

finds recognition, you experience something satisfying.

It’s not about proving your advisor wrong.

That was never the point.

The satisfaction comes from realizing that you crossed an

invisible threshold.

You are no longer only learning the field.

You are beginning to shape a small part of it.

And slowly, almost without noticing, you begin to feel like

you belong to the larger conversation.
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On Learning to Belong at Conferences

Dear Reader,

Conferences are as much social events as they are research

events.

That may sound obvious after you have been to many of

them, but it was not obvious to me at first. Before I under-

stood conferences as places where people share ideas, build

friendships, find collaborators, become visible, and slowly

learn the shape of a field, I thought of them mostly as places

where people presented papers.

And yes, that is part of it. People give talks. They present

posters. They ask questions. They sit in rooms and listen

to research that may or may not be directly related to their

own.

But the talks are only one layer of the conference.
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Some of the most important things happen in hallways, over

lunch, while walking to the next session, at workshops, at

receptions, or in the awkward few seconds after someone

says, “So, what do you work on?”

My very first conference was not a data visualization confer-

ence. It was the Grace Hopper Celebration, a conference

for women in computing. One of the good things about

that conference was that it expected many people to be at-

tending a conference for the first time. Because of that, there

were sessions designed to teach people how to navigate the

experience.

One piece of advice I remember was simple: every time you

go to lunch or dinner, sit at a new table. Talk to someone

you do not know.

It sounds small, but it was useful advice. It gave me some-

thing concrete to do. When you are new, “networking” can

sound vague and intimidating. Sitting at a new table is spe-

cific. You do not have to become charming. You do not have

to impress everyone. You just have to sit down, introduce

yourself, and talk to the person next to you.

I still think about that advice, even at more technical con-

ferences.

My first data visualization conference was a week-long con-

ference in Providence, Rhode Island. I was in my second

semester of the PhD at Tufts University, and I had just

64



Letters to a Young Researcher

joined the visualization lab. My advisor and other people

in the lab were attending. Some of the students were stu-

dent volunteers.

No paper to present.

No poster.

No work on the program.

I was just there, trying to understand the field I had entered.

It was intimidating.

Computer science conferences have evolved over time, but

my first visualization conference felt like a room full of older

white men. I did not feel like I fit in. It was one of the first

times I remember feeling completely out of place in multi-

ple ways at once. I did not know the research well. I did not

understand all the jargon. I did not know the people. I did

not see many people who looked like me. There were few

women and very few Black people.

I felt out of place intellectually, socially, and personally.

That is a hard combination.

It is one thing to feel like you do not understand the research

yet. That is expected when you are new. It is another thing

to feel like your whole presence is slightly unexpected in the

room.

You start to wonder whether everyone else knows some-

thing you do not.
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You wonder whether you are behind.

You wonder whether you are supposed to be there.

Luckily, I had already been to Grace Hopper, so I had at least

one strategy: talk to people even when you do not know

them.

The first day was workshops only.

Workshops were helpful because they were smaller than the

main conference sessions. They also usually had built-in

opportunities for people to introduce themselves, discuss

ideas, or work in groups. In a large conference, it can feel

like everyone already knows everyone. In a workshop, the

structure gives you permission to talk.

That first workshop taught me that discomfort was not al-

ways a sign that I should leave.

Sometimes discomfort was simply part of entering a new

community.

I did not yet know the norms. I did not yet know the people.

I did not yet know where I fit. That did not mean I did not

belong. It meant I was new.

I also had to learn the rhythm of my own social battery.

As an introvert, I knew I would have to push myself out of

my comfort zone. But I also learned that I could not push

myself endlessly. At conferences, I needed times of engage-

ment and times of disengagement.
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Sometimes that meant going back to the hotel room and

being alone.

Sometimes it meant going to a paper session where I could

sit quietly and listen.

There is a kind of rest in being in a room where only the

speaker is expected to talk.

I wish more people said this: you do not have to be “on” for

the entire conference.

You can meet people and take breaks.

You can attend the reception and leave early.

You can have lunch with a group one day and eat alone the

next.

You can be serious about building community without pre-

tending to be more extroverted than you are.

The second day taught me the value of having one sentence

ready.

At some point, someone always asks, “What do you work

on?” It may happen in an actual elevator. It may happen in

a hallway, at a poster session, at lunch, or while standing in

line for coffee.

Having a prepared answer made that moment less stressful.

At the time, I could say something like: “I study personality

traits and data visualization. I’m interested in how personal-
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ity traits affect the way people use and explore visualizations,

and how we might design systems that adapt to those differ-

ences.”

That was enough.

It did not need to explain my whole dissertation. It did not

need to impress everyone. It just needed to give the other

person a handle. A good elevator pitch is not a performance

of brilliance. It is an invitation for the conversation to con-

tinue.

Having that sentence prepared meant that when I met some-

one, even someone I thought was famous or intimidating,

I had something I knew I could say.

By day three, I started realizing that the people at confer-

ences are just regular people.

That may sound obvious, but it is easy to forget when you

are a student. You may know someone only from their pa-

pers. You may have cited them. You may have heard other

people talk about them. You may have built them up in your

mind as someone important, polished, and confident.

Then you meet them and realize they are also tired, awk-

ward, distracted, hungry, introverted, or trying to remember

where the next session is.

Some conversations will be awkward. That is okay.
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You may introduce yourself, and the conversation may not

go anywhere. You may ask a question that lands strangely.

You may find yourself standing in a circle where you are not

sure when to speak. You may say hello to someone and real-

ize they do not remember you. You may have met someone

yesterday and forgotten their name today.

I learned not to take all of that personally.

People forget names for many reasons. They are meeting

many people. They are tired. They are thinking about their

talk. They are trying to find coffee. And eventually, I became

the person who forgets someone else.

One small trick I learned is to say, “It’s nice to see you,” in-

stead of “It’s nice to meet you.”

It works whether you have met the person before or not.

I tried not to focus only on meeting famous faculty.

It is tempting, especially when you are new, to think net-

working means meeting the most senior or well-known peo-

ple in the field. Those connections can matter, but they are

not the only ones that matter.

Some of the most important people to meet are the students

and early-career researchers who are at a similar stage as you.

They are the people you will grow up with in the field.

You will see them again and again. They will become

reviewers, collaborators, colleagues, friends, co-organizers,
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and sometimes the people who understand your path most

clearly because they were walking nearby.

A five-minute conversation with another student can be-

come a connection that lasts for years.

It took me a few days to learn about the “secret” gather-

ings. Not necessarily secret in a dramatic way, but informal

dinners, parties, meetups, or outings that only some people

know about.

At first, it can feel like everyone else has access to a hidden

conference.

But this is also part of how communities work. They are

built through formal programs and informal networks. The

informal part can feel exclusionary when you are new, espe-

cially if you do not already know people.

That is why small connections matter.

One conversation can lead to another.

One lunch can lead to a dinner.

One workshop can lead to a group of people you recognize

the next day.

My second major conference was CHI, the ACM Confer-

ence on Human Factors in Computing Systems. It was in

Paris, France. That was intimidating for different reasons.

My advisor did not usually attend CHI, so I was entering a
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community where I did not already feel anchored. I was go-

ing to a conference I had never attended, in a research com-

munity I did not yet feel fully part of, in a country where I

did not speak the language.

It was scary.

But I used what I had learned from the previous confer-

ences.

I talked to people I did not know.

Some conversations were awkward. Some were short. Some

went nowhere. But some led to friendships. Someone intro-

duced me to their friends. Then those friends introduced

me to other people.

Slowly, the conference became less anonymous.

That is often how belonging happens.

Not all at once.

Not because someone officially declares that you are part of

the community.

It happens because, over time, there are more faces you rec-

ognize. More people you can sit with. More people who

wave when they see you. More people who know a little bit

of your story.

Paris also taught me that conference travel can be part of

life, not just work.
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In my early conference days, I would arrive the day before

the conference and leave either the day it ended or the morn-

ing after. I rarely saw the city. I would travel across the coun-

try or across the world and spend nearly all of my time inside

conference rooms, hotels, and convention centers.

Eventually, I realized that if I was going to travel this much,

I should find ways to experience the places I was traveling

to.

Now, when I can, I try to arrive a day early or leave a day

later. I look at the program ahead of time and find a session

slot where nothing is directly relevant to me. I use that time

to walk around, visit a museum, eat somewhere interesting,

or simply see the city.

This does not mean treating the conference like a vacation.

It means remembering that you are a whole person.

I think that is the larger point of this letter.

Conferences are not only about research. They are also

about people, belonging, discomfort, friendship, travel,

memory, and learning how to be in a professional commu-

nity without losing yourself.

Yes, go to talks.

Visit posters.

Ask questions.

But do not miss the rest of it.
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Sit at a new table.

Take breaks when your social battery runs low.

Let ordinary conversations count.

Because belonging is often built slowly, one small interac-

tion at a time.
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Chapter X

On Choosing a Foundation,
Not a Cage

Dear Reader,

Near the end of my PhD, I realized I was tired of explaining

the thing I had spent years becoming known for.

Not because the work was unimportant.

Not because I regretted it.

But after years of reading about it, writing about it, defend-

ing it, revising it, and building a dissertation around it, the

topic no longer felt like an exciting question.

That was a strange feeling.

I was grateful to know something deeply. I was grateful to

have a topic people could associate with me. I was grateful to

have done enough work that I could speak with confidence.
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And yet, at the same time, I felt restless inside the very ex-

pertise that had made me visible.

For me, that topic was personality traits and data visualiza-

tion.

When I started, it felt exciting and unique. I loved the idea

of bringing psychology and data visualization together. I

loved thinking about how people differ from one another

and how those differences might shape the way they read,

interpret, and use visualizations. It felt like a space where I

could ask questions that were both technical and human.

I was also somewhat fortunate, or perhaps unfortunate, that

the space was still fairly new within data visualization. That

meant there was room to contribute. It also meant that, by

the end of five years, I had read nearly everything.

I knew the visualization papers.

I knew the related work in psychology on individual differ-

ences.

I knew the arguments, the limitations, the assumptions, and

the places where the field had not yet caught up.

I had published multiple papers in that area, and I had be-

come known as someone who worked on personality and

visualization.

That is what a PhD is supposed to do.

It makes you into someone who knows a thing deeply.

76



Letters to a Young Researcher

But there is another side to that.

A dissertation topic is not just what you study. It is the first

version of how people learn to describe you. It becomes part

of your identity.

At first, being known for something feels like a gift. It means

people can place you.

I remember the first time someone introduced me and said,

“You should talk to her; she has some exciting papers on per-

sonality and visualization.” That kind of recognition mat-

ters, especially when you are early in your career and still

trying to become visible to a field.

But the same shorthand that made me visible also began to

feel small.

I do not think that means the topic was wrong.

In many ways, it was exactly the right topic for that season.

It was intellectually rich. It gave me room to contribute. It

helped me become known. It gave me a place to stand.

But a place to stand is not the same as a place to stay forever.

By the end of the process, I felt a strange distance from the

topic. It was not that the work no longer mattered. Many

people are still excited about the topic and publishing in

that area ten years later.

It was not that I wanted to erase it from my story. But the

topic had absorbed some of the emotional weight of the
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PhD itself: the rejections, the revisions, the uncertainty, the

exhaustion, the pride, the doubt.

The topic was no longer only an intellectual space.

It was tied to years of becoming.

Then came the next difficult part: the job market.

When you are seeking academic opportunities, you are ex-

pected to explain who you are as a scholar. You have to say:

here is what I know, here is what I am good at, here is the

area where I have expertise, and here is how I will expand it.

But what happens when the thing you are best known for

is also the thing you are tired of?

That was hard for me to swallow.

This pressure became especially visible in grant writing.

Funding agencies want evidence that you can do the work

you are proposing. In the United States, the National Sci-

ence Foundation CAREER Award is one example. You are

expected to propose a future that grows convincingly out

of your past.

That is reasonable.

It can also be uncomfortable when your past is the very

thing you are trying to get some distance from.

At the time, I was becoming increasingly interested in apply-

ing machine learning and AI techniques to data visualiza-
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tion. I wanted to understand what we could learn from in-

teraction traces: whether we could predict users’ actions, in-

fer their tasks, identify which aspects of the data they found

interesting, and ultimately build more intelligent visualiza-

tion systems that could help analysts complete their work.

I had published a paper in that direction, but one paper

was not enough to establish a new area of expertise. Early

feedback on one of my proposal drafts made that clear. The

work was solid, but reviewers questioned whether I was the

right person to carry out the project I had proposed.

That feedback was difficult, but useful.

It forced me to confront something I had not fully under-

stood: sometimes you have to write the proposal that can

get funded, not simply the proposal you most want to write.

That did not mean abandoning the work I cared about. It

meant learning how to build a bridge between my past work

and my future ambitions.

Personality and visualization was not only a topic.

It was a foundation.

It had shaped how I thought. It had trained me to ask cer-

tain kinds of questions. It had given me a way of seeing

the relationship between people, tools, interpretation, and

decision-making.
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So I reframed the work. Instead of treating personality and

visualization as something I needed to move away from, I be-

gan to see it as the basis for a broader argument about adap-

tation. The interventions we design in visualization systems

should depend on the person using them: their background,

preferences, goals, context, and, yes, aspects of their person-

ality.

Adaptation is necessary precisely because people are differ-

ent.

And at that time, I could say with confidence that I was one

of the world’s experts on how personality differences affect

visualization use.

The original topic became less of a cage and more of a start-

ing point.

After the PhD, one of your tasks is translation: translating a

dissertation into a research agenda and a topic into a broader

intellectual identity. For me, personality and visualization

became a way to ask larger questions about how different

people make sense of information: in health communica-

tion, visual analytics, education, accessibility, uncertainty,

and human-AI interaction.

This is why I believe a dissertation topic should have roots

and branches.

The roots are the deep questions that make the work coher-

ent.

80



Letters to a Young Researcher

The branches are the places the work can travel when you

begin to change.

I wish I had understood that earlier.

When you choose a dissertation topic, you are not only

choosing what you will study for the next few years. You

are also choosing a foundation from which people may ex-

pect you to grow.

So choose carefully.

Not perfectly. There is no perfect topic.

But carefully.

Every topic becomes frustrating eventually. Every field has

annoying assumptions, tedious debates, overused methods,

and questions that stop feeling fresh after the tenth time

you explain them. Even the most exciting idea can become

exhausting when it is tied to deadlines, reviewer comments,

failed studies, and repetition.

So I would not tell a young researcher simply to choose a

topic they love.

Love is a feeling, and feelings change.

That is too fragile a criterion for something that will be

tested for years.

Instead, I would tell them to choose a topic with roots and

branches: roots deep enough to hold the dissertation to-
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gether, and branches wide enough to let the work travel

when they begin to change.

Without roots, the dissertation may not hold together.

Without branches, it may hold you too tightly.

This is not unique to research. Artists repeat songs. Actors

repeat shows. Teachers return to the same material year after

year. Repetition is part of expertise.

But in a PhD, repetition is tied closely to identity. You are

not just working on a topic. You are becoming the person

who works on that topic.

That can be powerful.

It can also feel limiting.

If you are near the end of your PhD and already feel tired

of your topic, that may not mean you chose wrong.

It may simply mean you have gone deep.

You may need distance before you can appreciate what the

topic gave you.

Years later, I can see that I did not carry personality and vi-

sualization forward in exactly the same form.

I carried the questions.

I carried the habits of seeing.
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I carried the concern for how different people make sense

of the same visual world.

Your dissertation becomes part of your intellectual history.

It shapes you.

But it does not have to contain you.

Years later, I can see that this is what I needed: a topic with

roots deep enough to hold me for a while, and branches

wide enough to let me grow.
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Epilogue

On Letting Research Be a Part of Life

Dear Reader,

One Saturday night, I drove past our department building

and noticed that many of the office lights were still on. It

was close to midnight. Our building has those lights that

automatically shut off after a few minutes of inactivity, so

it was clear that several people were still working.

The scene was not unusual.

In many research environments, long nights and weekend

work are accepted as part of the job. Over time, it becomes

easy to believe that this is simply what research demands.

I remember looking at those lights and wondering how

many people inside felt they had chosen to be there, and

how many felt they had no choice.
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There is a culture in research that often reinforces the idea

that the work should become your entire life. You see it in

the small signals that surround the profession: emails sent

late at night, conversations about working through week-

ends, colleagues casually talking about how little vacation

they have taken in years.

Research has a way of expanding to fill every available hour.

There is always another paper to revise, another experiment

to run, another proposal to write. Unlike many professions,

academia rarely provides natural stopping points. The work

is never truly finished.

Because of that, you have to decide where the boundaries

will be.

For me, one way to maintain those boundaries has been to

treat research like a regular job. I try to begin my workday

around nine and end around five. Whatever does not get

done simply waits until tomorrow.

Of course, there are exceptions. Conference deadlines arrive,

and sometimes those weeks require longer hours. But when

those intense periods pass, I try to deliberately step away.

After a major deadline, I might take time off to reset before

returning to the next project.

The important point is that those periods of overwork

should be temporary, not the default.
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Much of life as a researcher is self-driven. No one is stand-

ing over your shoulder telling you to stop working. That

freedom can be wonderful, but it also makes it surprisingly

easy to push yourself far beyond healthy limits.

And the culture around research can quietly reward exactly

that behavior.

When everyone around you appears to be working con-

stantly, it becomes tempting to measure yourself by the

same standard. If someone else publishes more papers, it

is easy to feel that you should match their pace.

But choosing balance does not come without trade-offs.

If you decide to protect time outside of work, it is possible

that you will publish fewer papers than someone who works

every night and every weekend. Others may move faster or

produce more.

That is a reality worth acknowledging honestly.

At the same time, the opposite trade-off also exists. A life

entirely organized around research may produce short-term

productivity, but it can crowd out other parts of life that

matter just as much: family, friendships, health, and time to

simply rest.

Protecting time away from work can lead to a more balanced

and sustainable life. It can also bring something unexpected:

perspective. Some of my best research ideas came when I

stepped away long enough to see the problem differently.
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I want to be careful here.

Working late is not always a sign that something has gone

wrong. Some people genuinely love long stretches of work.

Some seasons of life make work feel like the most stable or

meaningful place to put your energy.

Sometimes work is a refuge. Sometimes it is a way through

grief, uncertainty, loneliness, or transition. Sometimes, the

healthiest choice available in a particular moment is to keep

your hands busy with something that matters.

So I do not think the question is simply whether you work

at night or on weekends.

The better question is whether the choice still feels like

yours.

Are you working because the work feels alive to you, or be-

cause you are afraid of what it would mean to stop?

Are you choosing intensity for a season, or has intensity

gradually become the only acceptable rhythm?

Are you building a life around research, or using research

to avoid building a life?

The answers may change over time.

That is why boundaries are personal. For one person, a

healthy boundary might mean protecting weekends. For

another, it might mean working late when the work is mean-

ingful, but taking time off without guilt when the intensity
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passes. For someone else, it might mean allowing research to

be a source of structure during a difficult season, while still

noticing when that structure begins to harden into escape.

The point is not to perform balance in a way that looks ac-

ceptable to other people.

The point is to remain honest about what the work is cost-

ing you, what it is giving you, and whether the life you are

building still feels like one you would choose.

For me, that has meant maintaining boundaries where I can.

I try not to work most weekends. I take vacations. I focus

on producing work that I care about rather than trying to

maximize the number of papers I publish.

For someone else, it may look different.

But whatever rhythm you choose, I hope it is one you have

chosen with some honesty and care.

Research can be deeply meaningful work.

It can shape how you think, who you meet, where you travel,

and what questions you carry through the world.

But it should be part of a life.

It does not have to become the whole of it.
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Afterword

Let the Good Things Stay

As I was revisiting these chapters, I realized something about

the shape of this book. So much of it is about difficult feel-

ings: disappointment, uncertainty, rejection, loneliness, not

fitting in, wondering whether you belong. There is a risk,

I suppose, that a reader could come away thinking that a

PhD is mostly a collection of negative experiences.

That is not what I mean to say.

Those feelings are real. They are common. They are worth

naming. One of the reasons I wrote this book is because I

think many people move through graduate school believing

they are the only ones having those thoughts. They look

around and assume everyone else is more confident, more

prepared, more resilient. I wanted to make visible some of

the emotions that often remain hidden.

But I also know that there is a very human tendency to dwell

on what hurts.
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When we receive reviews on a paper, we might get three

positive reviews and one negative one, and somehow the

negative review becomes the only one we can remember. It

is the one we reread. It is the one we quote to our friends.

It is the one that keeps us awake.

When we review other people’s papers, the same pattern

can appear. If we dislike a paper, we may have a long list of

things to say. If we love a paper, the review can sometimes

become much shorter. We have to remind ourselves to be

generous with praise, to articulate what worked, to give the

positive parts as much attention as the critical ones.

The same thing happens in life. Something negative hap-

pens, and I can dwell on it for days. Something good hap-

pens, and I acknowledge it briefly before moving on to the

next deadline, the next obligation, the next thing that needs

fixing.

This is not unique to academia. It is not unique to computer

science. It is not unique to me. Psychologists have long ob-

served that losses often feel larger than equivalent gains. We

hate losing more than we love winning. The negative pulls

at us. It demands explanation. It convinces us that it is more

important than everything else.

So perhaps it makes sense that this book spends so much

time with the difficult feelings. Those are the feelings that

often need language. Those are the feelings that can make



you feel most alone. Those are the feelings that, when left

unnamed, can quietly shape how you see yourself.

Still, I do not want to end without saying this clearly: there

are beautiful parts of this life, too.

There are friendships that begin in graduate school and last

for decades. Some of the people I met during my PhD are

now lifelong friends. We grew up together in many ways. We

got married around the same time. We had children around

the same time. Our children know each other. The relation-

ships that began in classrooms, labs, conference hallways,

and late-night conversations became part of the architecture

of my life.

There are mentors who continue to matter long after the

degree is finished. I was fortunate to have an advisor I could

still reach out to years later, not only for academic advice,

but for life advice. There are conference friends who be-

come real friends. There are collaborators who become part

of your intellectual home. There are people you meet be-

cause of this strange academic path who help you feel less

alone in the world.

There is also the gift of travel, of seeing places you might

not have seen otherwise. There are the first papers accepted,

the awards, the talks, the keynote invitations, the moments

when you realize that something you worked hard on has

reached someone else. There are moments when the work

matters. There are moments when someone reads what you



wrote, uses what you built, remembers what you said, or sees

themselves differently because of something you shared.

Those moments are real, too.

The problem is that they do not always stay with us as easily

as the disappointments do. A rejection can become a story

we carry for years. A success can become a line on a CV.

That is why I think celebration has to be intentional.

Not performative celebration. Not celebration as a way of

pretending everything is fine. Not celebration as a denial

of how hard things can be. I mean the quieter practice of

allowing good things to take up space in your life.

Go out to dinner with your friends. Call someone who will

be happy for you. Save the email. Print the acceptance letter.

Take a picture. Keep something small that reminds you of

the moment.

Over time, I have started doing this more deliberately. When

I win an award, or when I travel somewhere for a conference

and have a meaningful experience, I often buy something

physical — a bag, a small souvenir, something I will actu-

ally use. It becomes a marker. A way of giving the memory

a place to live. Later, when I use that object, it brings me

back to that moment. It reminds me that the good thing

happened.



A friend of mine buys perfumes. The scent becomes at-

tached to a place, a season, a conference, a version of herself.

Later, when she wears it, the memory returns.

There are many ways to do this. The object itself is not the

point. The point is to create rituals that help the good mem-

ories linger. To give yourself something that interrupts the

tendency to move immediately from accomplishment to

anxiety, from joy to the next task.

If this book has spent much of its time acknowledging the

difficult parts of becoming a researcher, I hope this after-

word reminds you to acknowledge the joyful parts as well.

Not because they erase the hard parts, but because they de-

serve to be remembered alongside them.

You will have disappointments. You will have rejections.

You will have days when you question whether you belong.

But you will also have moments of connection, discovery,

pride, and delight. You will meet people who change your

life. You will do work that once felt impossible. You will

become someone you could not have fully imagined at the

beginning.

When those moments come, do not rush past them.

Let them count.

Celebrate the wins.

Let them stay with you.



You may need them later.



Thank you for reading Letters to a Young Researcher.

If this book resonated with you, I would be deeply grateful

if you considered leaving a review on Amazon. Even a sim-

ple star rating can make a meaningful difference in helping

others discover the book.

Also, thank you for helping this book find its way to new

readers; whether by sharing it with a friend, mentioning it in

conversation, or leaving a review. For independent authors

and small publishers, these small acts of support have an

outsized impact.
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