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PhD student Ty Tang in a gyroscope lab at Arizona State University in Tempe.

WHAT | LEARNT FROM
ASTINT ININDUSTRY

Two years of work before graduate school gave me confidence and technical
skills,and made me certain that research was the right choice. By Ty Tang

fyouwanttogotograduate school,
don’t go to work first. You’ll get
addicted to the money and you
won’t be able to go back.”

Ilistened to these words of advice
carefully.had spent the past several months
asking people about their experiences of
graduate school. The overwhelming majority
ofadvicerelated to money. “It'snot worth the
increaseinsalary”, “you’llbe so poor”, “you’ll
envy your friends with jobs”. But, Iwondered,
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whataboutthelove for research and learning?

Like many other students, | was confronted
with a predicament: at a turbulent stage of
my life, with uncertainty around every cor-
ner, Iwas torn between applying to graduate
schools or for full-time jobs. Like many stu-
dents, Iwasterrified of committing to one or
theother, solapplied toboth. And withsome
luck and persistence, I was offered opportuni-
ties for both, putting me back to square one.

One day, as my decision deadlines
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approached, I had a realization: if I started
toworkand became ‘addicted to the money’,
then graduate school probably wasn’t the
right decision to start with. Why waste up
to six years of my life on a career path |
was uncertain about if, in the end, money
was worth more to me than my passion for
science? It wasn’t exactly the intent behind
the advice, but it nonetheless allowed me
to proceed with some clarity. After fin-
ishing my last undergraduate term of a
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Ty Tang (second from right) made great friends at Epic Systems in Verona, Wisconsin.

bioengineering degree at the University of
lllinois at Chicago, | embarked on a journey
to work as an interface engineer at Epic
Systems, a health-care software company
in Verona, Wisconsin.

Defy expectations

Being an interface engineer at Epic Systems
required new skills: project management,
writing code, working with customers and
troubleshooting problems. I also had to
adjust to a lack of autonomy, because what
1 did at work depended on the customers’
and the company’s needs. In more cynical
moments, | imagined that I might gradu-
ally begin to hate my job, be miserable for a
while and regret ever choosing industry over
academia.

I was surprised by how wrong I was. | had
the good fortune to make great friends, be
surrounded by smart and driven people and
was finally able to buy groceries without
financial stress. But the mostincredible thing
for me was thatlactually enjoyed my job. Like
everything, ithad its upsand downs, butwas
surprised by how engaging non-academic full-
time employment could be.lapplied the same
discipline and creative problem-solving I had
developed as an undergraduate researcher
and taught myself new skills as | grew pro-
fessionally. | made contributions that felt
meaningful, and I enjoyed working with my
peersand customers. I looked forward to the
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challenges and opportunities, and, overall, |
felt happy. Working there made me realize
some important things.

Graduate school is often overly romanti-
cized.I'mas guilty of this as anyone, but now
lunderstand that not all research is fun and
stimulating, and that not all work is tedious
and soulless.

“For me, taking adetour
fromresearchwasn’t awaste
oftime —notbyalongshot.”

The people around you matter. Sometimes,
even more than where you are. I found that
being surrounded by smart, kind and passion-
ate people makes everything easier. I learnt
to cherish my personal relationships and the
importance of prioritizing them over work.

Money canbuy you alot of happiness. Some
mightargue that happiness asaresult of buy-
ingthingsis fleeting and shallow, but, for me,
the value of removing financial burdens — of
going out to eat without feeling guilty and
beingable to travel and have new experiences
—can’tbe overstated. It’s not that you can be
happy onlyif you have money, but it certainly
helps.

Money isn’t everything. Everyone knows
this, but sometimesit’s hard to accept. When
people look on social media and see their
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friends or colleagues going on extravagant
holidays, it’s easy to think that if you could
justwinthelottery, you'd never have toworry
about anything ever again. But, of course, it’s
not that simple. There are things other than
money that matter to us.

For me, what money couldn’t buy was pas-
sion. Eventhough Iwas happy, I couldn’t help
butfeel that something was missing, and that
Iwanted to do more. It wasn’t long before |
started looking into graduate programmes
again. Having heard me talk passionately
about my research experiences, my boss
wasn’t at all surprised to hear my decision.

Timetoreturn

After 18 months at Epic, I started going for
interviews at graduate schools, and a few
months later, laccepted an offer from Arizona
State University in Tempe to study cognitive
science. Armed with my experience in pro-
ject management and technical writing, |
felt much more confident and prepared for
the challenges that awaited me in graduate
school than I had before. I also couldn’t wait
to apply the technical skills I'd picked up,
and use my determination and ambition in
another arena.

For me, taking a detour from research
wasn’t a waste of time — not by a long shot.
Not only did I meet incredible people and
improve my working habits, but I'm now
certain that lam where I want to be.

When | was asking for advice about grad-
uate school, I wish I'd been told that going
to graduate school is not a decision you
should rush: it’s a huge commitment and
canbe financially stressful. If you're not sure
whether you want to be a scientist, it’s okay
to take some time to do something else. You
might end up realizing that graduate school
wasn’t the right decision for you, and that’s
absolutely fine.

Ialso wish someone had told me not to get
tunnel vision too early inmy career. I recom-
mend you explore your options. Try things
you think you might like, but also try things
youmight not like. Your experiences will give
you perspectives and skills that can give you
an edge over your competition.

No matter what you do, there are many
opportunities to learn and to contribute to
theworld. Evenifyoudon’tworkinresearch,
the skills you develop as a student and a scien-
tist will allow you to make positive changes. In
theend, what you have to decide for yourself
iswhere you want to make those changes and
what really matters to you.

Taking a break before graduate school
didn’t weaken my resolve, it strengthened
it,and I don’t think Iwould have been able to
achieve what I have without that experience.

Ty Tang is a cognitive-science PhD student at
Arizona State University in Tempe.



