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Graduate Admissions

If you are unsure if your research interests would be a good fit for the research

group, please send Vivek an email expressing your interest. Ideally, you should do

this well in advance of the admissions deadline, so there is plenty of time for you

and Vivek to mutually decide if you would be a good fit in the research group.

How to Apply

You can apply for graduate admission to Cornell at the Graduate School’s

Admissions site.

Cornell organizes its graduate admissions and supervision around graduate fields

of study, rather than departments. Faculty who are members of a field can

supervise students in that field, even if they are outside of their department. Vivek

is a member of the graduate faculty in Biological & Environmental Engineering, 

Civil & Environmental Engineering, and Systems Engineering.

Thesis Programs (M.S. and Ph.D)

When funding is available for M.S. and Ph.D students to do specific work, these

positions will be advertised on the group’s “Join Us” page. When projects allow for

a broader scope, or more general funding is available, that same page will note

how many students the group is looking to take on. If you are externally funded

(through a graduate fellowship, such as the NSF GRFP or others), feel free to

reach out if you are interested in our research. If you are considering applying for

a graduate fellowship, Vivek is also happy to work with you on developing your

application. 

You can apply to the aforementioned fields without contacting faculty ahead of

time, but it is recommended that you email Vivek to express interest ahead of time

(well ahead of time — make sure you can determine if the group is a good fit!).

Professional Programs (M.Eng. and M.P.S.)

M.Eng. and M.P.S. students should contact Vivek to express interest and ask if he

has projects available. This does not need to be done too far ahead of the start of

your first semester unless you specifically want to be supervised by Vivek, in

which case you should inquire as early as possible.

mailto:viveks@cornell.edu
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/admissions/apply/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/admissions/apply/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/academics/fields-of-study/subject/biological-and-environmental-engineering/biological-and-environmental-engineering-phd-ithaca/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/academics/fields-of-study/field/civil-and-environmental-engineering/
https://www.systemseng.cornell.edu/se
https://srikrishnan-lab.github.io/join/
https://www.nsfgrfp.org/
mailto:viveks@cornell.edu
mailto:viveks@cornell.edu
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What We’re Looking For

Fit

It is essential that graduate students are a good fit for their research group.

Graduate school is stressful enough: you don’t want to be working on projects or in

environments that you don’t enjoy!

A student will likely fit well in our group if they are broadly interested in climate

risk management, want to learn how to do interdisciplinary, collaborative work,

and are committed to upholding a harassment-free environment.

We want our students (and everyone else!) to strike a healthy work-life balance. If

you aren’t sure whether you know how to find this balance, or know that you tend

to get overwhelmed with your work, don’t worry! Finding this balance is part of

the maturing and mentoring process, and Vivek will do his best to help you, but

you have to want to find it. There is no virtue in burying yourself so deeply in your

work that your mental, physical, and emotional well-being suffer. It helps if you

have hobbies and interests outside of work. These will help keep you from burning

out and increase your creativity and productivity!

Whether you will “click” with your mentor and other members of the group can be

hard to predict ahead of time. We will try to evaluate this during the admissions

process. If Vivek is looking for students, after you reach out to express interest (or

after he sees your application), he will try to schedule a video chat with you to

discuss your research interests and skills further. If there is still mutual interest in

group membership, he might ask you to participate in some one-on-one

discussions with other group members to get a sense of how you might work with

them and how your interests align.

Writing and Communication Skills

Success in science, and in most fields, requires both verbal and written

communication skills. You can generate all of the results that you want, but if you

cannot communicate them to a broader scientific audience and/or stakeholders,

they aren’t very useful.

These skills are challenging to develop, except for a lucky few, and English-

language skills in particular may pose a challenge for some international students.

We are not only looking for students who come in as masters of communication —

if we did, we wouldn’t have a large pool to choose from! We learn how to write

Fit

/lab-manual/expectations/harassment/
/lab-manual/expectations/health/
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and communicate effectively through practice, but you should have an interest in

developing your communication skills as you spend time with our group. We aren’t

looking for students who view communication as an afterthought.

Technical Skills

The work produced within our group is generally quantitative, though we are

always open to collaborating on more-qualitative papers and projects. You are

more likely to succeed if you have some of the following skills or are interested in

developing them.

Programming in some major language (C++, R, Python, etc): While we

aren’t sticklers for language (we want to use the right tool for a given job), we

generally try to avoid working with proprietary software, such as MATLAB and

GAMS. It helps when the group focuses on a couple of programming

languages to facilitate collaboration. We tend to focus on R, Python, and Julia,

though there are times when C or C++ is required. However, if you know

some other languages, you should be able to pick these up with some effort

and code examples, so don’t worry too much if you haven’t used these specific

languages before.

Statistics, applied mathematics, and optimization: Our work is

fundamentally impacted by uncertainty. This means that we need to know how

to develop or modify models to allow for uncertainty-characterization

workflows, quantify uncertainty when we can, and perform sensitivity

analyses. If you have a solid background in probability or statistics, it will help

you hit the ground running. A lot of our work also involves decision-making,

which means that it is helpful to have some exposure to or interest in

optimization.

In general, if you can program, have a solid math background, and some exposure

to statistics, you are well-equipped to succeed in our group. If you are lacking

some of those elements, don’t worry! You’re here to learn, and if you’re interested

in developing these skills, Vivek’s job is to help you as much as he possibly can.

Other skills, such as geospatial analysis, climate modeling, or hydrological or

power systems modeling, are helpful for particular projects, and you will be able

to put them to good use and develop them further. Having these skills as an

incoming student may mean that you are uniquely positioned within the group to

work on certain projects.

1. 

2. 

/lab-manual/expectations/open/
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Critical Thinking

If you’re interested in doing a Ph.D. with our group, it is important that you

demonstrate the ability to develop critical thinking skills. A Ph.D. is a license to do

independent research, which means you should be able to ask and answer

questions such as “Why am I doing this research?” and to follow the scientific

method, which involves formulating and testing hypotheses, not just turning the

crank or dredging through data or model output. You should be able to tell a story

about why you posed a particular question, how your prior understanding of the

area led you to formulate certain hypotheses, how you designed your experiment to

test those hypotheses, and what the implications of the results are for your

hypotheses in particular and the field in general.

Critical thinking is an important part of not just research, but life. We want to be

cognizant of why we are doing science, both so we do it well and so we know it

makes us happy. Part of your training will involve developing these skills! What is

expected when you apply will depend on your background and what credential

you are pursuing. If you want a Ph.D. and have an M.S., Vivek will expect that

your critical thinking skills are relatively well-developed. If you’re coming straight

from undergrad, the expectations will not be as high, as you haven’t had graduate

training yet. It’s ok if you don’t quite meet Vivek’s expectations at this stage so

long as you demonstrate an interest and enthusiasm in developing these skills

further.

Application Process

This section is primarily aimed at students applying for thesis programs (M.S. and

Ph.D.). Not all of these steps are relevant for M.Eng. and M.P.S. applicants, and we

will note which ones are.

Ph.D.s

Note
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It would be unethical and unfair of Vivek to promise admission prior to seeing your

completed application and those of other candidates. While the below-listed steps

may go well, they may also go well for other applicants, and unfortunately

resources are limited. In the unfortunate eventuality that you are not offered

admission, hopefully the process will help you make your application(s) more

attractive to other faculty at Cornell and other universities.

Once you decide you are interested in working with our group, there are several

steps that will be asked of you to maximize the chances of a quality fit and a

successful graduate experience. These are not provided in any particular order,

depending on how much lead time was provided before the deadline.

All of these factors will be taken into account holistically, and none of them should

be viewed as an individual deal-breaker. Try not to stress out! If you’ve gotten to

this point, you and Vivek have likely corresponded and agreed that there is mutual

interest in an application. The aim at this point is to maximize the odds that you

will be happy and successful, and Vivek understands that all of the evaluated skills

are things that can and will improve over time.

Send An Email Expressing Interest 

Putting together a graduate application is a lot of work, both for you and for your

recommenders, and it costs money. It’s worth the time to reach out and get

feedback on whether you should apply to work with a given supervisor. If you and

Vivek have mutual interest in you joining the group ahead of time, it increases the

chances of a successful admission more than a blind application. If you are

interested in applying, but would like feedback on whether you would be a good

fit with our group, take the following advice into consideration when writing your

initial email expressing interest.

Read the group website and this lab manual thoroughly before you

send an email: You should have an awareness of what kind of work we do,

what will be expected of you, and what you can expect from us. You can

certainly ask questions to clarify these issues if something isn’t expressed

clearly enough, but it will become apparent if you haven’t done this due

diligence. You should also not ask questions that are included in the FAQ

below, as this is a sign that you haven’t looked closely at the manual,

particularly this page.

Admission

• 

https://srikrishnan-lab.github.io/
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Attach relevant documents: To get the most informed feedback, you should

include your current CV or resume (as a .pdf ), a draft of your personal

statement or a statement of your research interests (ideally as a pdf ), and any

relevant prior work you’d like Vivek to see. This helps him get a sense of your

interests and incoming skillset.

Explain why you are reaching out to Vivek specifically: Did you read one

of our group’s papers (and if so, which one(s))? Was a project or opening listed

on the website of particular interest? It’s helpful for Vivek to know why our

group appeared on your radar. For this reason, mass e-mails are unlikely to

receive productive responses.

Ask specific questions: It’s hard to provide feedback if your expression of

interest is vague, and this can be a sign that you haven’t fully thought through

whether we would be a good fit for you. For example, you might ask questions

like:

“Are you still working on <some topic> >?” or “Are you interested in <some 

topic >?”

“Do you have funding for students in the fall?” (This will hopefully be made

clear on the website, but it’s ok to ask to be sure).

“Is <this method>  something you use?”

If your only questions are “Should I apply?” or “Can you look at my application?”,

the only answers that I can give you are “It’s up to you” and “If your application is

in the pool, I will see it.”

Video Chats

You will be asked to participate in a video chat with Vivek. This is intended to

evaluate your verbal communications skills and whether you can further articulate

your interests, and is not intended to be a formal interview. Ideally, it would help

ensure that you and Vivek get along well enough to provide a productive

mentoring relationship, but this is impossible to ensure until you’ve spent time

with the group. If, based on your interests, you’ll likely be working closely with

another graduate student or a postdoc, Vivek may request that you have a

followup one-on-one with the relevant individual(s) to discuss interests and

background.

No judgement whatsoever will be made based on video background, and don’t feel

the need to dress up for these chats. If you do not feel comfortable having a video

chat, or if time zone considerations make scheduling difficult, let Vivek know and

alternatives can be provided.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Guided Paper Evaluation

Vivek will send you an email asking you to provide a written evaluation of a paper,

which he will provide in that email. This paper will be selected based on your

discussed interests. The goal of this response is to get a sense of your baseline

writing skills, as well as your current ability to read and analyze a paper.

Your evaluation should be no more than a page, and should touch on several of the

following prompts:

What are the main research questions and hypotheses of the paper?

What are the key results?

Are there important qualifications for the results that were mentioned or not

mentioned?

How effective are the figures at communicating key points?

Can you think of a way to improve on the paper?

You should return your response to Vivek within 24 hours. This doesn’t need to be

detailed or overly polished, and this isn’t an exam.

Your Application

There are three questions your application needs to address. They are aimed at

making sure that if you were to join our group, you would be happy and

successful.

Would pursuing this degree and doing research in our group advance your

career and life goals?

Do you have the required skills to successfully carry out research in our

group? Have you given clear thought to what skills are required and which

you have? For those that you will need to acquire, have you given thought to

how you will obtain them?

Is Vivek the right supervisor for your research goals? How do your interests

align with the group?

Your application will be evaluated holistically, though you should write your

personal statement so that it clearly addresses those three questions. These

questions should be relatively straightforward after the previous steps, if they

were able to be completed. If they weren’t, no worries, though Vivek may ask you

to complete them after he sees your application.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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FAQ 

Should I write a research proposal?

This isn’t necessary. As an incoming student, you aren’t expected to have a

detailed research plan. Your personal statement should include your research

goals, some ideas you find interesting, and how those goals and interests relate to

your career and life goals. Not including those in a personal statement because

you want to write a separate research proposal would weaken your overall

application.

If you happen to have a clear and specific research proposal that demonstrates a

clear understanding of the field, outlines specific and feasible research for which

Vivek would be a suitable mentor, and builds on the discussion of your goals and

interests in your personal statement, that could help your overall application.

However, you are never expected to submit a proposal, and one which is weak

may hurt instead of helping you. My recommendation is that you focus more on

writing a compelling personal statement.

Last update: October 15, 2022 
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