
distinguishing between an error and some-
thing more sinister,” he says. 

Indeed, some data suggest that early-
career researchers are right to be concerned. 
Jones has compared how the citation 
records of eminent and less-well-established 
authors are affected after a retraction10. “If 
you are highly established, we see little effect 
if you are one of the authors on a retracted 
paper. If you are not well established, you 
will see a negative effect,” he says.

As a then-assistant professor, Geoffrey 
Chang had such concerns when he was 
alerted to a problem with his work, and 
threw himself into discovering the error. A 
crystallographer at the University of Cali-
fornia, San Diego, he had had a string of 
successes in the form of awards, grants and 
high-profile papers starting in 2001, when 
he was in his late 20s. 

When colleagues called his findings into 
question, Chang pored over his home-
made computer program and eventually 
discovered that he had transposed two 
data columns. He retracted five papers, 
and republished the corrected molecular 
structures in two papers roughly a year 
after pinpointing the problem. The thor-
ough, transparent reanalysis of the data, he 
says, corrected the scientific record, which 
helped to maintain his academic standing. 
“It was seven years ago,” he says, “and it’s 
still very much a part of me. But it made us a 
stronger, more careful lab.” Chang has since 
secured major grants, including grants 
from the US National Institutes of Health.

Cases such as Chang’s illustrate that 
retracted papers need not doom a career, 
even a fledgling one. But navigating the 
process requires a willingness to deal with 
policies and distinctions that are not always 
clear-cut. “The greatest currency we have 
as scientists is respect — that colleagues 
respect us and our work,” says Casadevall. 
“A retraction is survivable — if it’s tackled 
honestly and transparently.” ■

Virginia Gewin is a freelance writer in 
Portland, Oregon.
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Postgraduate education is a minefield of 
financial pitfalls — from tuition fees and 
loans to long stretches without contribut-

ing to savings. And yet many graduate students 
neglect to plan their finances accordingly. 

The difference between starting a retirement 
plan in your early 20s versus your early 30s is 
in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. This 
realization hit me like a ton of bricks when I 
attended a seminar at my husband’s workplace. 
At 28, I had long missed my opportunity to take 
full advantage of compound 
interest. Like many graduate 
students, I had spent my early 
20s focusing on day-to-day 
financial challenges rather than 
on the big picture.

There are smaller, often over-
looked financial traps. They 
include interest charges from liv-
ing off credit cards; fees for late tui-
tion payments; library fines; parking 
expenses; and unintentionally 
paying for your own research 
because you have lost receipts for 
fieldwork or laboratory expenses 
(see Nature 501, 579–581; 2013). 
These seem trivial and short term 
compared with larger concerns, 
but they can mean the difference 
between comfortably paying your 
bills and barely scraping by.

Many expenses can be avoided or mitigated 
if you stay organized and remain on top of 
your finances. But in some cases, this is not 
so simple. 

The money I am paid comes from so many 
sources it makes my head spin. Most students 
hope that income from teaching-assistant 
and research-assistant posts, external awards, 
internal scholarships, one-time entrance 
scholarships, tuition waivers and reimburse-
ments will outweigh tuition and other fees, 
research costs, administrative charges, union 
dues and ‘clawbacks’ (funds that must be 
returned to a university administration owing 
to accounting errors). It can be tough for even 
the most financially savvy graduate student to 
keep a handle on things. 

These days, my biggest worry is that my 
degree will drag on for longer than my cur-
rent funding — a fate I have witnessed often 
enough to make every thesis setback seem like 
an ominous premonition. Sinking thousands 

of dollars into tuition for extra semesters is 
probably not a scenario envisioned by eager 
new students, but it is one of the more serious 
financial risks they can incur. 

Given this bleak picture, what is a financially 
conscious student to do? The tired cliché of 
the impoverished graduate student is trotted 
out like a comforting inside joke, but it does 
not have to be the case. It is possible to make 
it through postgraduate education in decent 

financial shape.
Getting a head start in 

research was more important 
to my financial solvency than 
I initially appreciated. I got a 
job as a field assistant for an 
ornithology project early in my 
undergraduate studies, which 
gave me the skills to think up my 
own thesis project and led to a 

first-author publication in Animal 
Behaviour. This project gave my CV 
the boost it needed to get me a com-
petitive national scholarship. 

I try to be frugal and forward-
thinking. It is important to be 
mindful of how tax laws apply 
to you — for example, in 
Canada, full-time students 
do not pay taxes on scholar-
ships, but part-time students 

do. Choose a retirement plan early, 
and pay into it whatever you can. With com-
pound interest, even the smallest efforts can 
yield big returns.

‘Work hard and work smart’ is a useful 
mantra. Efficiency buys time that can be spent 
on side jobs or business ventures to provide 
supplemental sources of income and a back-
up plan if things go wrong. Students who stay 
focused and graduate quickly will avoid sinking 
money into extra tuition.

Be realistic. For prospective students put 
off by the financial difficulties that they may 
need to endure, I suggest thinking critically 
about whether a PhD will benefit you. Do the 
intellectual and career benefits seem worth the 
struggle? The hard truth is that if a prospec-
tive student has trouble defining what makes 
a PhD ‘worth it’ in the long run, then perhaps 
it is not. ■

Susie Crowe is a doctoral candidate in biology 
at Carleton University in Ottawa, Canada.

COLUMN
Strapped students
Graduate students face myriad financial challenges — 
some more obvious than others, says Susie Crowe.
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