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Accessing postgraduate study

Good
students

Good
supervisors



Recruitment process
Purpose is to ensure a great match

Prepare for your 
application

Personal contact with a 
potential supervisor 
    

Email potential supervisor Respond to an 
advertisement 



Email potential supervisor

SUPERVISOR VERY BUSY EMAIL MUST BE SUCCINCT AND 
CATCH THEIR ATTENTION IN THE 

FIRST SENTENCE

ATTACH CV (1 – 2 PAGES) AND 
TRANSCRIPTS, IF POSSIBLE



Subject: Request for PhD study

Dear Professor Name

I am currently in my final year, studying Biochemistry at the University of WHERE_EVER, and am studying the following 
courses – LIST COURSES.  My supervisor, Dr AN_OTHER, introduced me to your research on RESEARCH SUBJECT and I 
read the papers you published in JOURNAL with great interest. I would value the opportunity to discuss joining your 
research team as a PhD student.
My hope is that I can start PhD study in October 2024.  

Please find my CV and transcripts attached.
I look forward to hearing from you.

Yours sincerely
A Student



Your Bucket CV

Create bucket CV
Infinite length
Not intended to be sent to anyone !
Update regularly with new training, new experiences, evidence of your 
achievements (prizes, awards etc)

Pick & mix from this to create targeted CV for each application



Save time:
• Put together a bucket CV

Keeping a bucket CV is a simple tactic 
that will help you to hone your 
application skills and save you valuable 
time. 

You can start putting one together right 
away and keep it updated on an ongoing 
basis. 



 
Factual summary of your achievements

Targeted for recipient (prioritise information)

Error-free (evidence of attention to detail)

Well-organized (easy to read quickly)

Personal profile? Prefer to see evidence of your achievements 
rather than your opinion of yourself

CVs – General Points



1 – 2 pages in length Good layout and style
HEADINGS or Headings 
No full stops and avoid 
italics and underlining

Bullet points 
Use one style only

No need for complete 
sentences

Font - Arial, Calibri, 
Helvetica Avoid serif fonts Don’t use smaller than 

10 point

Don’t use columns and 
tables as distracting

Replicate order within 
sections chronology, 

dates, name of 
employer etc

Don’t use ‘Other’ as a 
heading

Use space well 
Don’t cramp text and 
have acres of white 
space at bottom of 

page 

CVs – Good Advice!



A poorly laid out CV A much better CV layout



CVs – applying for postgraduate study

• Personal details
• Education
• Research/laboratory experience
• Publications
• Awards/prizes
• Funding obtained
• Extra-curricular activities/ Transferable skills/
• Personal interests

• Ensure that your CV matches your on-line 
presence e.g. LinkedIn



CVs for 
Postgraduate 
Study



Personal 
statements



Personal statement
Provide evidence of your:

• academic ability

• lab experience

• research potential

• critical analysis, independent thinking

• time and information management

• written communication

Ø Use short sentences (25 – 30 words)-clarity and succinctly

Ø Possibly use headings to break up your statement and to provide structure

Ø Use a factual, causal structure: statement followed by evidence e.g. My plan is to study ‘interesting research topic’. This interest came 
from my experience……

Ø Avoid cliches:   I have always wanted to study ‘interesting research topic’ 

Ø                             My passion for ‘interesting research topic’ goes back to my childhood.

Ø Avoid generic phrases about the university:  I was inspired by the world-famous teaching staff and first-rate facilities

Ø                                                                                 The reputation of Cambridge for scientific research is my chief motivation. 



Sample Personal Statements (Master’s courses)



What to expect of 3 – 4 years of PhD study

• Training in skills to become an independent researcher
• Time-management
• Critical thinking
• Planning experiments
• Research integrity
• Writing papers publish wisely- where and when
• How to select appropriate referees
• Peer review papers
• Teaching/supervising summer, undergraduate, Masters students
• Oral presentations
• Funding applications start small e.g. travel grant
• Recruiting staff
• Managing a research team
• Committee member
• Public engagement
• Networking



Interview advice

• Preparation, preparation, preparation!!! : you can never be over-prepared!

• Know your panel: look up the research areas of each member, anticipate 
questions

• Talk: stick strictly to the guidance (format, time allocation, etc)

• Questions: listen carefully and let the examiner finish the question, then 
consider and structure your response, if you do not know the answer admit 
this right away but come up with a suggestion

• Red flags in interviews: when students do not answer the the following 
questions well:         
 > Do you enjoy working in a team?      
 > How have you overcome challenges/personal conflict in the past?



General career advice

https://doi.org/10.1111/imcb.12786
“A Recipe for success”

• ENGAGING SCIENCE

• TENACITY

• SUPPORTIVE MENTORS

• RICH RESEARCH ENVIRONMENT

• COLLEAGUES

• WORK–LIFE BALANCE



My career history:

Veterinary surgeon, 
Hannover (Germany) 

1st child
maternity leave
part-time work

2nd child
maternity 
leave
part-time workPhD, Cambridge

Postdoc, Cambridge

Junior Group Leader, 
CRUK Cambridge 

Institute

Dorothy Hodgkin Fellowship application

Sir Henry Dale fellowship application

Junior Group Leader application 

Sir Henry Wellcome 
Fellowship application

Lectureship application



How to achieve independence?

independence

apply for own grants
(e.g. pump priming)

review manuscripts and grants

step in for your PI on conferences

apply for fellowships
(e.g. BBSRC Future Leader 

Fellowship)

build a network
(postdoc society, conferences)

participate in seminar series & 
invite speakers

be informed
(“networks” e.g. 

Immunology, mailing lists, 
career service, career 

talks)

chose your PI/ environment carefully

get lab management & leadership training
(e.g. Embo course)

publish co-corresponding author papers


