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Outline of the talk

• Take myself as an example 
• Set goals and make them happen
• Manage your time and keep to the deadlines
• Work with your supervisors and to create a “win-

win” situation 
• Ask for help when you need it (not only restricted 

to your mentor)
• Have a positive approach and use the 

opportunities available
• Sometimes you need to let it go, as life is not 

going to be stocked for a single accident



What to expect from a PhD  degree?
 Ask background & expectation

• From students point of view
      - get a paper and graduate
      - give me a simple and straightforward project 
      - find a good job
What most students do together is to complain their supervisors
• From supervisors perspective 
      - basic requirement to graduate (MCB rule) is only for 
        those who are mediocre or below average students
      - problem solving & self-driven
      - establish your career
What most supervisors do together is to complain their students
     

How to intersect your expectation and your supervisor's 
perspective?



What to expect then, at least?

• From students point of view

      - get a paper and graduate/ aim to finish a project and

        write down a good thesis

      - give me a simple and straightforward project / 

         choose a lab and/or  a mentor suits you to match  

         the goals

      - find a good job/ decide and prepare what you want   

         to do at least  2 years before you graduate

     
My personal experience to share



Common problems for students – 
inefficient & non professional!

➢Did a lot of experiments, but no consistent results 
– weak scientific training

➢Did a lot of experiments (confocal imaging, FACS, 
WB, etc), but never quantify – no single data can 
be published without quantification

➢Arranged too many exps, but no exp is finished

➢Stock in one experiment not working for more 
than 2-month, but never stop to think why? 

➢Spent a lot of time in the lab, but not doing 
experiment –very inefficient

How to improve?



Manage your time and keep to deadlines

• Aim to graduate within 5 years time chart

• Annual time chart

• Quadrant chart

• Weekly plan

• Arrange your figures as a peer- review 
manuscript format every year



Manage your time and keep to deadlines (Stephen 
Covey)

Image credit: CommLab India

http://blog.commlabindia.com/elearning/applying-lean-principles


Manage your time and keep to deadlines (Stephen 
Covey)

Image credit: CommLab India

Do it right now Concentrate

With the least time
Fragmented time

http://blog.commlabindia.com/elearning/applying-lean-principles


Manage your time and keep to deadlines

Image credit: business advisor



Manage your time and keep to deadlines



Manage your time and keep to deadlines



At the Bench: A Laboratory Navigator



Keep a good lab note and Plan 
experiments ahead

The first week when I arrived Cambridge



Keep a good lab note and Plan 
experiments ahead



Plan experiments ahead within a week



Plan experiments ahead within a week



Oragnise your results and constantly 
revise the progress



Publish your first author paper ASAP

Chen J-A, Voigt J, Gilchrist M, Papalopulu N and Amaya E. (2005) Identification of novel 
genes affecting mesoderm formation and morphogenesis through an enhanced large 
scale functional screen in Xenopus. Mechanisms of Development 122:307-
331. (Featured article to make cover poster).
4. Voigt J, Chen J-A, Gilchrist M, Amaya E and Papalopulu N. (2005) Expression cloning 
screening of a unique and full-length set of cDNA clones is an efficient method for 
identifying genes involved in Xenopusneurogenesis. Mechanisms of 
Development 122:289-306.
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Chen J-A, Chu S-T, and Amaya E. (2007) Maintenance of Motor 

Neuron Progenitors in Xenopus Requires a Novel Localized 
Cyclin. EMBO Reports 8:287-292. (Featured article).

Two projects in parallel

http://www.imb.sinica.edu.tw/~jachen/publicaitons/chen-ja-embor-2007.pdf
http://www.imb.sinica.edu.tw/~jachen/publicaitons/chen-ja-embor-2007.pdf
http://www.imb.sinica.edu.tw/~jachen/publicaitons/chen-ja-embor-2007.pdf
http://www.imb.sinica.edu.tw/~jachen/publicaitons/chen-ja-embor-2007.pdf
http://www.imb.sinica.edu.tw/~jachen/publicaitons/chen-ja-embor-2007.pdf
http://www.imb.sinica.edu.tw/~jachen/publicaitons/chen-ja-embor-2007.pdf
http://www.imb.sinica.edu.tw/~jachen/publicaitons/chen-ja-embor-2007.pdf


Take advantage of available e-calendar



Roughly 60 hr/week to work 
(on bench time)

~10,000 hrs to become skilled, 20,000 hrs to  be a professional. If you work 60 hr/week, 
it takes you 3.5 years to become a PhD (including all weekends with no any holiday). 
If you work 40 hr/week, it takes you 5.2 years to become a PhD. Remember, that does not 
count in your first year as most of you did not work with full power during the first year.
  



No way you can work like a public servant, 
but no need to work like 7-11 either!



Arrange your time even more 
efficiently on weekends



During lunar new year break /2024



The 1st week after lunar new year 
break /2024



UK Business Insider

Steve Jobs was successful because he mastered 
'deep work' — here's how you can, too

• Consider this: according to author John 
Freeman, the average American worker is 
distracted over 11 times an hour, mostly by 
email. This means that even if we wanted to 
spend an age perfecting something, we simply 
wouldn’t have enough bandwidth.
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Pomodoro Technique（ Francesco Cirillo）

1.Decide what you're going to work on. Ideally, tasks should 

take roughly one 25-minute block to accomplish. Larger tasks 
should be split into smaller chunks. (For me, writing this section 
of the article is my current task.)

2.Set a timer for 25 minutes. Start working, and don't stop until 
it rings. Ignore any emails, texts, or other notifications—or better 
yet, silence them before you start. (I've got 8 minutes left in this 

block.)
3.When the timer rings, you've finished one Pomodoro. Take 
a 5-minute break. Stretch, check social media, and do all those 

bits you aren't allowed to do when you're working. Use the timer 
to keep yourself honest.
4.After every four Pomodoros, take a longer 

break. Depending on how you're feeling, somewhere between 15 
and 30 minutes is normally about right.
5.Keep going until your work or study session is done.

6.Marvel at how productive you've been.

https://zapier.com/blog/disable-slack-notifications/


Pomodoro apps



“Some people call me a ‘genius’, but that is just the results. I am not a 

genius hitter. I am able to continue to play due to not succumbing to 
injury, and I am constantly striving to get one more base. For that 

reason, I continue to train hard every day. When it comes to match day, I 
am not aiming to succeed by calling upon some extreme physical 

power, and instead treat every day as the same, playing like I practice, 
and finishing like I practice. That is the job I continue to do.”



• Aim to graduate in 4~5 years time chart

• Annual time chart

• Quadrant chart

• Weekly plan

• Arrange your figures as manuscript format 
once a month (a short report is 4~5 figures & 
an article format is 7~8 figures)

Manage your time and keep to deadlines



Paper submitted

Paper accepted

Manage your time and keep to deadlines



Outline of the talk

• Take myself as an example 

• Set goals and make them happen

• Manage your time and keep to deadlines

• Work with your supervisors and make use of their 
guidance

• Ask for help when you need it

• Have a positive approach and use the 
opportunities available

• Sometimes you need to let it go, as life is not 
going to stocked for a single accident



• Inconvenient truth - during your PhD life, you spend 
more time with your supervisor than anyone else. 
There is no way you can escape your boss in this life

Work with your supervisors and make use of their guidance



• Inconvenient truth - during your PhD life, you spend 
more time with your supervisor than anyone else. 
There is no way you can prevent not to see your boss in 
this life

• Synchronize your schedule with your supervisor (or at 
least not to escape to seeing him/her intentionally)

• Arrange regular meetings to discuss with your 
supervisor – organize your discussion into recaps from 
last meeting, what you have done after last meeting, 
and what you plan to do until next meeting

• Don’t leave your difficulties to your supervisor, instead 
find resolution and work together to solve it! (plan A 
and B)

Work with your supervisors and make use of their guidance



Outline of the talk

• Take myself as an example 
• Set goals and make them happen
• Manage your time and keep to deadlines
• Work with your supervisors and make use of their 

guidance
• Ask for help when you need it (your committee or 

programme coordinator)
• Have a positive approach and use the 

opportunities available
• Sometimes you need to let it go, as life is not 

going to stocked for a single accident



When things are going badly, blaming your PI or complaining that they are 
just “not a good supervisor” is an easy path to take. Although these 
complaints might sometimes be justified, it is important to keep in mind that 
PIs are individuals too, with their own commitments, interests, abilities, 
limits and stresses. Remember that you are not the only student in the lab. If 
a PI seems distant or unresponsive (especially in e-mails), understand that 
they are perhaps dealing with other things. You have a right to be given 
attention, but do not always expect immediacy.



Outline of the talk

• Take myself as an example 

• Set goals and make them happen

• Manage your time and keep to deadlines

• Work with your supervisors and make use of their 
guidance

• Ask for help when you need it

• Have a positive approach and use the 
opportunities available

• Sometimes you need to let it go, as life is not 
going to stocked for a single accident



• Setup collaboration – my trajectory (i.e. 
functional screen & xenopus 
electrophysiology)

• Participate seminars and talk to invited 
speakers

• Broaden your horizon by presenting your 
results in international meetings (travel 
fellowships from TIGP, IMB, society, etc)

Opportunity is everywhere!



A good collaborator is a life saver!



(INCA BLOG)

Whales' Bubble Net Fishing | Nature's Great Events | BBC Earth



• Define your timeline

• Prepare to be ‘punched in the mouth’

• Define your project scope

• Add value, not experiments

• Define metrics of success

• Make progress by failing early 

Nature 573, 153 (2019)

Six project-management tips for your PhD



• What if this experiment is not 
working? 

• What if I don’t publish a paper 
and cant not graduate?

• What if I don’t get a good job 
after getting a PhD?

• What if I cant find a good faculty 
position after postodc?

• What if I cant get tenured?

Sometimes you just need to let go



FURTHER READING

Great at Work: How Top Performers Do Less, Work Better, and Achieve More by Morten T. 
Hansen (Simon & Schuster, 2018).

Project Management for the Unofficial Project Manager by Kory Kogon, Suzette Blakemore and 
James Wood (BenBella Books, 2015).

Failure: Why Science Is So Successful by Stuart Firestein (Oxford University Press, 2015).

The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People by Stephen R. Covey (Simon & Schuster, 2013).

Atomic Habits by James Clear (Avery Publishing, 2019).



2025 MDC/Academia Sinica Diving Club @Raja Ampat Scuba Diving Day6

Enjoy your life at Academia Sinica!

2024 中研樂潛 /馬爾地夫 /船潛 (2024 MDC Maldives Scuba Diving)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PFj4zA6XfV0

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vyTK5Nhy6xY

2026 MDC/Academia Sinica Diving Club @Sipadan

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=edamIiYVdw
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Do what you like and like what you do

I am not asking you to become another me, I 
hope you to become a “better you” every day 

during your PhD 
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