
GRADUATE SWE COMMUNITY: TOOLKIT 
WHAT IS THE GRADUATE SWE COMMUNITY? 

The graduate SWE community is composed of graduate students and postdoctoral students who are members of 

SWE. They may be pursuing a Master’s degree or a PhD in a STEM field, or they may be pursuing their MBA as well. 

Since they are students, they are typically included with the SWE collegiate membership. However, many graduate 

students are “non-traditional”, and have professional SWE membership instead. The goal in this toolkit is to make 

sure that your section—collegiate or professional—can include and accommodate any interested graduate 

students, so that they can both benefit as a SWE member and contribute to your section. 

GLOSSARY 

Graduate Groups: A term describing the graduate student SWE membership within a SWE section. In that section, 

they may be called a graduate committee or simply the graduate group. 

SWE Grad Community: A term describing the whole graduate community in SWE. 

Non-traditional graduate students: Students who do not go straight to graduate school after undergraduate are 

considered ‘non-traditional’ for various reasons. They might have already spent time working in industry and are 

returning back to school for their advanced degree. They have families and often do not identify with most 

collegiates. They may be working part-time or be part-time students. 

TYPES OF MEMBERSHIP FOR GRADUATE STUDENTS 

Note: Your membership type does not limit which section you can participate in. Collegiate members may 

participate in professional section activities, and professional members may participate in collegiate section 

activities. 

Collegiate: Graduate students continuing straight from undergraduate involvement in SWE are typically collegiate 

members. Graduate students joining SWE for the first time may also begin with collegiate membership, if they are 

full-time students. 

Back-To-School Professional: A discounted professional membership for graduate students who returned to 

school after working in industry and being a professional member. Since you cannot revert to collegiate 

membership after becoming a professional, this option gives graduate students a way to continue their 

membership at a more suitable cost for $20/year. This may also refer to discounted conference registration. 

Professional: Because they already have a bachelor’s degree in a STEM field, any graduate student may switch to 

professional SWE membership. Students returning to graduate school after working may also continue as 

professional members. Since this can be expensive on a student budget, there is a back-to-school professional 

discount (see above). 

  



GRADUATE STUDENTS IN COLLEGIATE SECTIONS 

Graduate students can be a significant part of your collegiate SWE section. Many already have SWE experience or 

general leadership experience, and therefore can be a huge help to your section. They can serve as mentors to the 

undergraduates. On the other hand, female graduate students in STEM research can often feel the most isolated, 

and would benefit significantly from the network, support, and development that your collegiate section provides. 

Meeting those needs, however, requires different events and different planning than meeting the needs of 

undergraduates. 

- Disconnected from campus culture: Many graduate students feel disconnected from campus culture, 

particularly if they did not attend the same university for their undergraduate degree. Often, they are not 

interested in the usual college traditions associated with your university, and most campus culture events 

tend to target undergrads. Don’t be surprised if graduate students don’t show up to your college football 

game watch parties. 

Instead: These students may connect more with your city overall, or enjoy general social activities. Plan 

happy hours, or lunch events, or outings around the city. 

- Different hours: Graduate students often work typical “business hours”. As RAs (research assistants) or 

TAs (teaching assistants), they often need to work 8:00AM to 5:00PM -- or much, much later! So when 

they are finished, they prefer to go home, rather than stay late on campus. Moreover, some graduate 

students may have spouses or children, and would prefer to go home to them for dinner. While this runs 

true for most universities, this might be different for your college, particularly for small college towns. 

Find out what your college’s graduate students prefer. 

Instead: Many groups find that lunch events or meetings attracts more graduate students, since it leaves 

their evenings free and covers a very important meal! Again, find what works for your college’s graduate 

students. 

- Different professional development needs: Many graduate students do not need the basics in interview 

prep, workplace fashion, or learning LinkedIn. Many have attended technical conferences, are familiar 

with the basics of networking, and already have a resume or CV that they prepared when applying to 

graduate school. Some may even have years of experience, if they worked before attending graduate 

school. Simply put, the workshops you host for undergraduates may not always apply for graduate 

students. 

Instead: Focus on job searching for graduate students, which can include academic, government, and 

industry-based careers. Bring speakers with graduate degrees or with experience working with advanced 

degree holders, so that they can address graduate students’ needs. Possible workshop topics include 

CV/resume tailoring for grad students, grant writing, salary negotiation, preparing a tenure package, 

marketing yourself, networking at conferences, and research tips. Overall, just making sure that all your 

speakers and officers also address graduate students in their topics will help keep grad students’ interest.  

- Recruiting for graduate students: Be sure that any corporate recruiters coming to present are open to 

speaking with MS- and PhD-level candidates, and can answer their questions. Many employers expect to 

look just for undergraduates, so it is important to have that conversation beforehand. Also, many 

graduate students are international students, so be sure employees are able to answer: “Do you sponsor 

employees for green cards?” Otherwise, those students are neglected. 

- Including graduate students: Women in graduate school in STEM are an even smaller minority than 

women in undergraduate programs, so they are often interested in meeting other female graduate 

students in STEM. Simply by including the sentence “Graduate Students Welcome!” in your event 

announcements, you will be making sure that graduate students know that you have thought about 



including them, and they may assume that you already have some other graduate students attending. 

Also try: Include a graduate student in your section as the “go-to” representative, who can seek our other 

graduate students, make friends, and help be sure they are included! 

Since graduate students’ needs are often different from undergraduate students’ needs, your collegiate section 

may want to consider adding leadership or even a whole new structure to accommodate them. 

- Graduate committee: If you have significant graduate student participation, have a few graduate student 

leaders lead a committee. They can help plan events specifically for graduate students, or help ensure 

section-wide events include graduate students.  

- Graduate liaison: If there isn’t enough graduate student participation to form a committee, consider 

adding a position to the section leadership called “Graduate Student Liaison”. This person does not need 

to be a graduate student, but would have the job of ensuring that the section is addressing graduate 

students’ needs. 

- Include graduate students in section leadership:  Several collegiate sections have had graduate students 

serve in core positions, including presidency. Rather than having a leadership entirely of undergraduates, 

consider inviting graduate students to those leadership roles, so that they feel both included and 

represented. 

- Graduate students as a semi-autonomous group: Since graduate students and undergraduates often 

have very different needs, it may serve your section best to have the grad students run somewhat 

separately, as their own graduate group. For example, the leaders of the graduate committee would take 

care of all the graduate students’ needs, while the section leadership organized events for 

undergraduates. Keep in mind that each university can only have a single collegiate section, with one set 

of core officers. So while you may run independently, there will only be one section president, section 

treasurer, etc. who represent your university’s SWE section and report to the region and to the Society. 

- Funding: Including graduate students in your SWE section can open doors to new funding opportunities, 

from within your university to external companies. Keep an eye out of this. Also, if you have significant 

graduate student participation, consider allocating funds for graduate student events. 

Remember—a lack of graduate student programming won’t result in more graduate participation in other types of 

events. It will just result in less graduate student involvement. So, consider adjusting section leadership and 

structure to address their needs. 

  



GRADUATE STUDENTS IN PROFESSIONAL SECTIONS  

Graduate students may choose to participate in their local professional section, rather than in their university’s 

collegiate section. There are several very good reasons for this: 

- Graduate students may work with other professional members already, so they have a stronger network 

there. 

- Their schedule better matches professional members’ schedules (family, other commitments), so the 

professional section’s calendar of events works better for them. 

- Graduate students may want more direct ties to industry, by becoming more involved with current 

professionals. 

- Some graduate students don’t spend a lot of time on campus (work from home, work in affiliated 

research labs, etc.). So, they aren’t tied down to campus organizations. 

- Undergraduates’ conversations just aren’t relevant to them. They feel closer to professional members. 

If graduate students want to become involved in your professional section, consider making some changes to 

better engage them. Remember, when they graduate, they can become a stronger part of your professional 

section as a professional member. 

- Let them know you want them. Mention them when referring to your membership. 

- Contact your local universities to see if there are graduate students involved in SWE or interested in SWE. 

- Contact the SWE Graduate Member Coordinator (grad-coordinator@swe.org); she can tell you about any 

graduate students in your area, or can post your section’s info for graduate students to find you. 

- Ask the local collegiate section to send out emails to graduate students, inviting them to your events. 

- If there is a graduate student group in that collegiate section, plan an event together. 

- Remember, they are still graduate students: 

o They may not be on a regular work schedule and they may not get the weekends off.  If they 

can’t make it to one event, don’t give up on them. Keep trying to schedule with them in mind. 

o Most graduate students do not make much money. So, unless your section is picking up the tab, 

fancy restaurants or frequent restaurant outings would be a poor choice for events, and grad 

students may not be able to attend.  Plan low or no cost events.   

Quick tip: Graduate students love free food! Including it in your event will always improve 

graduate student turn-out. 

- Graduate students really value mentors. Even though they may be in school for a while, they are thinking 

about their plans post-graduation. They want to know how you got to where you are, and about other 

professionals’ career paths. They also would love to hear about job openings. 

QUESTIONS? 

The SWE graduate community is led by the SWE Graduate Member Coordinator, who can be reached via email at 

grad-coordinator@swe.org. You can also visit the graduate student blog (http://swegrad.wordpress.com) for the 

latest in the graduate community, and for contact info for other SWE graduate groups. 
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