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About the Speaker, in a Nutshell

Who am I?

A planning researcher from the ANU. (See later.)

Why do I speak here?

Most likely because I’m in Canberra. ;)

Maybe because I’ve won a DECRA?

Definitely because I love supervision and mentoring.

→ This doesn’t qualify me to tell you what to do; every career
path is different. So: Don’t extrapolate from one data point...

Yet I hope that there are some new insights for some of you.
→ Slides are made available online (to look up some ideas).
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Career in a Nutshell

Major milestones:

(late) 2002 – (mid) 2009: Diploma in Computer Science
at University of Freiburg, Germany

(mid) 2009 – (late) 2017: Dr. rer. nat. in Automated Planning
at Ulm University, Germany

(late) 2017 – (late) 2019: Post-doc at Ulm University

(late) 2019 – today: ANU, tenure-track Lecturer
(Senior Lecturer since 2022)

Also, mostly during my PhD, (late) 2016 to (late) 2019:

Project coordinator for technology transfer project with research
partner Robert Bosch GmbH.
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Research: Classical Planning

We consider classical planning problems, which consist of:

All existing “facts” F.

An initial state sI ∈ 2F .

A set of available actions A.

A goal description g ⊆ F .

→ Find an action sequence (i.e., a plan) that transforms sI into g.

For example, one of the available actions is:

unstack
(?a,?b)

gripperFree

clear(?a)

on(?a,?b)

¬gripperFree
holding(?a)
¬on(?a,?b)
¬clear(?a)
clear(?b)

Pascal Bercher 3.23
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For an action to be executable, all
preconditions must hold.

Actions change states by adding or
deleting their effects.
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Research: Hierarchical Task Network (HTN) Planning

In HTN Planning,

we do not plan for state-based facts, instead,

we have initial compound tasks that need to be refined
for which the model contains “methods”, the refinement rules.

The solution is an executable, primitive task network (refinement).

Example:
Method for task [Obtain PhD] consists of:
[Do Research]→ [Write Dissertation]

Pascal Bercher 4.23
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Research: HTN Planning by Example (and HDDL Excerpt)

makeClear(?b)

(empty)

done
pre: clear(?b)

makeClear(?b′) unstack(?b′, ?b) putdown(?b′)

one-step
pre: on(?b′, ?b)

( : task makeClear :parameters (?b − block ) )

( :method one−step
:parameters (?b1 ?b2 − block )
: task ( makeClear ?b1 )
:precondit ion (and ( on ?b2 ?b1 ) )
:ordered−tasks (and ( makeClear ?b2 )

( unstack ?b2 ?b1 )
( putdown ?b2 ) ) )

Pascal Bercher 5.23
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Research: Research Questions and Output

Research Directions:

Algorithm and heuristic design (solve problems quickly)
Study planning problems: Computational Complexity Analyses
Modeling Support (how to automatically assist in writing models?)
→ That’s the topic of my DECRA 2024

Research output and statistics:
151 publications since 2008 (still an undergrad):

• 47 at A- and A*-ranked venues
• 26 further conference papers
• and the usual: workshops, journals articles, proceeding editor, etc.

2253 citations; h-index: 26; i10-index: 54
Best Dissertation and 6 [best [undergrad∗] [student∗] paper awards]+

All such data is highly discipline-specific.

Pascal Bercher 6.23
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Take-away messages?

Success (often) largely
depends on colleagues!
Conferences are fun. :)
Connect with colleagues!
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Teaching
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Teaching: Supervision

At Ulm: // within 10 years, mostly as PhD student!

Seminar students: Approx. 20 to 25 students

Diploma or Master theses: 4

Bachelor theses: 9

practicals/projects: 5

At the ANU: // within 5 years

PhD students: 6 (supervisor) + 2 (panel)

(24 pt.) Honours theses: 7

6 pt & 12 pt research projects: 19

summer internship projects: 3

Pascal Bercher 7.23
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Take-away messages?

Start early! (More experience!)

Develop/expand soft skills!

Get your supervisor involved.

You get more work done (sometimes).

Discussions generate ideas.
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Service: Reviewing

My review service:

(Senior) Program Committee (=PC/SPC) Member, (Sub)reviewer
Too many to list!! But roughly:

• Since 2012, 3 years into PhD (too late !!).
• By now: at least 6 venues per year, plus journals.
• Approx. 10 to 20 papers each year.

Notes about reviewing:

It generates ideas!
You learn how to write papers!(!!)

• You experience “the other side”.
• You see the comments by the other reviewers.

You become part of a community. Give back to the community!
Don’t wait until you are invited; reach out to workshop organizers
(i.e., start with those). Let your supervisor check your reviews!
You’ll find presentations on reviewing advice online.

Pascal Bercher 8.23
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Take-away messages?

DO IT ! DO IT ! DO IT !!!!

“Make this happen”
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Service: Organizations (for Community)

What did I do?

Guest editor for a journal (as a PhD student!)

Founded a workshop (on HTN planning) in 2018 and chaired it
annually since then (7 years!). Motivating quote from a supporter:

“I am glad to see that after 40 years or so of hierarchical planning
there will finally be a workshop dedicated to it – that is really a
great idea, which we should have had 25 years or so earlier.”

Gave tutorial(s) on HTN planning in 2018 (and in 2024).

Created the first track on HTN planning (2020) in the International
Planning Competition (the IPC). (Then it kept going!)

Organized a 1-day Doctoral Consortium (online, 2022) as part of
the ICAPS conference.

Organized a 1-week Summer School (in-person, 2024, for PhD
students) as part of the ICAPS conference.

Pascal Bercher 9.23
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Take-away messages?

People are happy if somebody else
does the work... So do it. :)

Organizing is an important skill

It can be fun
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Service: Service roles for the University

Past service roles:

Member of ANU’s SOCO PhD scholarship committee (2 years)

Some further committees... (not interesting for this audienceˆˆ)

Current service roles:

Some committees... (still not interesting!)
HDR cluster convenor

• We have 2 events per year for approx. 100 HDR students.
• I created a social event! (You could propose one too!)
• We also have cluster representatives (students). Do you?

Pascal Bercher 10.23
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Take-away messages?

You might benefit from some service
roles (similar to reviewing), e.g., what
makes a good PhD application?

If you have an idea how “being a PhD
student can be improved”, propose it!
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Success in Science
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Your Contributions: Define Success

What does success mean for you? // Do not ignore this question!!

Is it getting a tenured position?

Does it mean many citations? (Not a good measure/goal!)

Does it mean good teaching? (Did you think of certificates?)

Who says you need many research projects? (That’s more work!)

Maybe a family? More sports? Learn an instrument?
(And thus a few papers less per year? Might be worth it...)

→ Never neglect your (mental) health!
Both your PhD (and career in general) should be fun!

The journey is the destination! // in particular for academics
// since there will always be another paper!

Pascal Bercher 11.23
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Your Contributions: Define Success, Reality-check

Pascal Bercher 12.23



About the Speaker Success in Science (Preparing for) Post PhD Concluding Remarks

Your Contributions: Define Success, Reality-check

Pascal Bercher 12.23



About the Speaker Success in Science (Preparing for) Post PhD Concluding Remarks

Your Contributions: Define Success, Reality-check

Pascal Bercher 12.23



About the Speaker Success in Science (Preparing for) Post PhD Concluding Remarks

Your Contributions: What does a PhD (or Researchin General) mean?

The following circle denotes all of mankind’s knowledge.

Keep pushing

And the bulge is your PhD/career contribution. (And that’s enough!)

Pascal Bercher 13.23

This graphic is adapted from:
“The Illustrated Guide to a Ph.D.” by Matt Might.

Original work available at:
http://matt.might.net/articles/phd-school-in-pictures/
Licensed under CC BY-NC 2.5.
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Your Contributions: Topic Selection

How to select research directions?

What’s the “big picture impact”? What would a non-expert say?
(My first DECRA proposal was rejected: Not ambitious enough,
not enough impact. So changed the topic...)

“Do what only you can do” or “Do what you do best”.
(credited to several sources; not sure who said it first...)
→ If somebody else can do your work, why bother?

∗
∗Well... Sometimes, there are arguments, e.g., quick papers.

Do what you love (even if your supervisor doesn’t like it∗).
∗Have a conversation, and do what has to be done.
→ If you are passionate, you are more likely to succeed.

Pascal Bercher 14.23
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∗Have a conversation, and do what has to be done.
→ If you are passionate, you are more likely to succeed.

Pascal Bercher 14.23
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Paper Writing and Doing Good Research: A Few Random Thoughts...

Helmert’s Law of Two

There are two kinds of papers:

those that do not appear particularly novel

and those that did not perform sufficient literature research.

— Malte Helmert (2023)

So ... How to see what you don’t even expect to exist?

Reviewing !! !! !!

!! !! !! !! !1 !! !! 11 !

Have a strong network.

• Collaborate with (strong) people with (slightly) different focus:
They might see something that you don’t.

• Collaboration might start non-scientifically (organization!)
• If you collaborate on a paper: Discuss author order early.

Do not assume all are happy just because they are silent.

Pascal Bercher 15.23
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Paper Writing and Doing Good Research: Feedback beyond your Supervisor’s

How to get more input/help?
Take part in Doctoral Consortiums:

• Check those conferences that you submit to, anyway.
• Are there cheap alternatives? E.g., “close” conferences?

Take part in summer (winter?) schools:

• Don’t know any? Search & ask around...
• E.g., Summer School in Melbourne, < Nov. 9 ’25, organized by:

▶ ICAPS (International Conference on Planning and Scheduling)
▶ KR (International Conference on Principles of Knowledge

Representation and Reasoning)
▶ CPAIOR (International Conference on the Integration of Constraint

Programming, Artificial Intelligence, and Operations Research.)

Organize such an event yourself? (That’s a key capability...)

Pascal Bercher 16.23
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Time Management: Some important Observations

Hofstadter’s Law

It always takes longer than you expect, even when you take into
account Hofstadter’s Law.

— Douglas Hofstadter (1979)

And closely related: // or maybe its root cause?

Parkinson’s Law

Work expands so as to fill the time available for its completion.
— C. Northcote Parkinson (1955)

Pascal Bercher 17.23
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Take-away messages?

Time required isn’t a consequence,
time “required” is a choice.

Set tight deadlines, you get done more!
(= Literally more publications!)
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Time Management: Submit to Workshops

Why submitting (non-finished?) work to workshops helps:

It implements Parkinson’s Law: You have an earlier deadline.
(Submit to workshop first, then improved follow-up to conference.)

You get additional feedback for your improved follow-up paper:

• Same reviewer + there was no critique: good on ’ya!
• Same reviewer + critique: he/she will be happy (if addressed)!

You will create a presentation and discuss it at the workshop:
That creates further ideas! (For improvements or follow-ups.)

Pascal Bercher 18.23
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Think (at some point) what you want...

What are the choices?

Academic Career (Professorship)
Industry

• Coding, application, ...
• Research!

Pros and Cons of these paths:

Tons of differences, e.g., creativity/independence; salary; working
hours; contact to young people (lots is great, not all); etc.

You don’t need me to list them! Google it and/or ask ChatGPT!

→ factor your answer into your work!

Pascal Bercher 19.23
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Industry: Getting Ready for an Industry Position

What to do and when?

Disclaimer: Don’t ask me! I’m a nerd! (No clue about industry...)

But a bit of advice that’s probably not wrong:

Can you combine your research with qualifying skills? E.g.:

I would never give one of my PhD students a topic purely on
complexity theory if they might go to industry. (Do sth. relevant!)

Do an internship. (Many are about research!) Usually, you can
extend your PhD by the length of the internship. Organize it early.

Join several mailing lists early; you get a sense of what’s offered
or by whom. (Also, the first application usually isn’t the best.)

Pascal Bercher 20.23
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Academia: Getting Ready for a Faculty Position

Previous advice:

Make sure to have top-tier publications.
Community involvement, esp. reviewing, workshop organization, ...
Build a strong network! Why?

• You could co-author publications. Research stays? Grant feedback?
• They could support with organizations.
• They could act as a reference. (Positions, promotions, awards, ...)
• They could hire you.ˆˆ
→ How? Write them. :) Use coffee breaks in conferences. Co-organize

something. Visit DCs, summer schools, etc.

Not yet mentioned:
Grant-writing:

• Check early what opportunities exist. Read examples. Finish early.
• Discuss it with a senior! Also your rebuttal! (Strong network!)

Are you eligible for awards? Which ones exist? (E.g., see my webpage.)

Pascal Bercher 21.23
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Conclusion

Pascal Bercher 22.23

https://xkcd.com/1403/

MY RESULTS ARE A SIGNIFICANT
IMPROVEMENT ON THE STATE OF
THE AAAAAAAAAAAART

https://xkcd.com/1403/
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Conclusion

Pascal Bercher 22.23

https://xkcd.com/1403/

MY RESULTS ARE A SIGNIFICANT
IMPROVEMENT ON THE STATE OF
THE AAAAAAAAAAAART

Take-away messages?

What’s fitting is that you can take your
success into your own hands (to some
extent; there’s always luck involved!);

Some of the advice was hopefully helpful!

https://xkcd.com/1403/
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Resources

For self-study:

You find these slides on https://bercher.net

(navigate to Service > Academia > Invited Talks)

Check out https://phdcomics.com/
(check out Read the 200 Most Popular Comics)

Check out https://xkcd.com/
You can google a lot of valuable advice yourself, e.g.,

• How to be a good reviewer
• Paper writing advice
• How to give good talks

Many conferences record their talks, e.g.,
• tutorials
• invited talks
→ Search on YouTube and check out their webpages

⇝ That’s it! Thanks for listening.

Pascal Bercher 23.23
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