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Welcome!
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• Please let me know in the chat box if you can’t hear me.

• If you do have audio problems:

• Check your sound settings on your device

• Try leaving the session and re-joining

• Use the menu tool (top left) and select “use your 

phone for audio”

• Please mute your mic
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What we will cover today

• Routes into a PhD

• What academic recruiters want

• CVs and Personal statements

• Speculative approaches to supervisors

• Research proposals

• Sourcing PhDs

Slides for this session are available at: 

www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/resources/slides/career-essentials

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/resources/slides/career-essentials
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Routes into a PhD

• PhD programmes - 3 or 4 year programmes (e.g, 
Doctoral Training Centres/Partnerships) 

• “One off” advertised studentships

• Create your own (work with potential supervisor, 
submit to scholarship scheme or funding body)

• Work as a Research Assistant

• Programmes and application formats can be varied!
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What are the key things that are looked 
for in applications for a PhD place? 

Dr QueeLim Ch'ng

Chair of the LIDo Research 

Training Committee

Video

https://mediacentral.ucl.ac.uk/play/2638
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Continued…

Dr QueeLim Ch'ng, video:

“We look for several things in applications. First academic 

excellence, usually a first or upper second. This is very important 

as our programmes are very challenging.

Second, research experience, the student has spent some time

in the lab or doing research at the computer. They should be able

to execute [work] in the lab – this is really important. Those [two]

are what most programmes look for.

In addition, students have to be highly motivated.. a burning 

desire to achieve.. and generally interested in doing our kind of 

research [highly inter-disciplinary]”
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How HEIs are recruiting PhDs

• A higher proportion of 
Russell Group institutions 
rated attainment in a prior 
masters as more 
important than attainment 
at first degree level 

• Far more of them (than 
other Unis) considered 
the specific course or 
institution of the first 
degree to be very 
important 

www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/rereports/year/2014/pgrrecruitment

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/rereports/year/2014/pgrrecruitment
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The Academic CV



Research CVs for Academia: Key sections

KEY INFORMATION:  

• PERSONAL DETAILS

• EDUCATION / 
QUALIFICATIONS

• RESEARCH EXPERIENCE

• OTHER WORK EXPERIENCE

• POSITIONS OF 
RESPONSIBILITY

• SKILLS (SPECIALIST / 
TECHNICAL/OTHER)

• (INTERESTS / HOBBIES)

• REFEREES

OTHER (experience dependent): 

• PUBLICATIONS

• CONFERENCES / SEMINARS

• TEACHING / MENTORING

• AWARDS

• GRANTS / FUNDING

• RELEVANT TRAINING

• PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

• MEMBERSHIPS 
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Recruiter Advice for all CVs

CONTENT

• Targeted, Relevant, Evidence Based

• Achievements / Outcomes

• Avoid overly descriptive language use active verbs  (google 

“active verbs for CV” or similar)

Your CV has to market you!

• Ask yourself – could another student on my course have 

written any section of this CV?

• Could this CV have been written for another opportunity?
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Recruiter advice for all CVs – cont.

FORMAT

• Note: Academic CVs of experienced researchers can be 

more than 2 pages

• Distinct sections & clear headings & subheadings

• Keep to point, use bullets, paragraphs to 4 lines or less

• Appropriate & consistent formatting/ highlighting

• Check for spelling or grammar errors 
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PhD CV 
Example #1



PhD CV 
Example #1 
Cont.
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PhD Graduate 
CV Example #2
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PhD Graduate 
CV Example #2
Cont.
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Personal 
Statements
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Personal statement

• Why you want to pursue a PhD, career aims

• Why is this particular area of research of interest to you?

• Why you have chosen to apply to this particular university, 

research group?

MOTIVATION 

• What is your story? 

• Provide examples to illustrate key points, e.g., Have you 

read the papers? Do you have an opinion / ideas?
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Personal statement – cont.

Why you?

• What previous academic and practical experience have you 

got that shows your capability to do the job?

• Technical & methodological skills you have to offer 

• Academic & personal skills & qualities

• Think Key Selling Points (not necessary to cover every 

skill needed), key examples - evidence

• Think Achievements



Personal statement:

Example

19
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Midlands Consortium Interdisciplinary 
Doctoral Programme (MCDIP) 

• Representing a collaboration five of leading universities in the English 
Midlands, the consortium provides students with a unique opportunity 
to pursue innovative interdisciplinary research projects

• Disciplines: Cell biology, Neuroscience, Immunology, Developmental 
biology, Physiology, Structural biology, Chemical biology, 
Biotechnology, Microbiology, Genetics, Evolutionary biology. 

• In year one - research training that provides mathematical and 
computational skills to understand and model biological processes 
and function.

• In year one you will experience three, 2-month lab rotations

• In years 2 – 4 you will work on your selected project

• At any point in years 2 – 4 you will undertake a 3 month industrial 
placement



21

Example: Statement of Purpose P1
[P1] The challenge of elucidating the complex interplay between neurons and

the subsequent network computations is a compelling one. The implications

of characterising these computations are vast and it represents one of the

major obstacles in our understanding of the human brain. Such a challenge

is attractive to me on a personal level because it allows me to address both

my affinity for physiology and computer science. After considering the

opportunities available on the Midlands Consortium Interdisciplinary Doctoral

Programme (MCDIP) and the potential range of research projects, I am sure

the programme offers the best platform on which to further my career in

neuroscience and satiate my interests. To be able to complete two four-

month research projects in different laboratories is especially appealing, as

the breadth of research across the five universities is one of the greatest

strengths of the programme. The work of principle investigators utilising

computational modelling to investigate neuronal networks is of particular

interest to me and I hope the programme will allow me to expand upon this.
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Example: Statement of Purpose P2

[P2] My undergraduate degree In Biomedical Sciences at Kings College 
London focused on Pharmacology, Psychology and Mathematics. Elective 
modules such as Pharmacology of the Central Nervous System and 
Biological Psychology demonstrated the complexity of our nervous system, 
from neuronal networks to receptor properties. Other modules such as 
Stress, Immunity and Health, taught me how psychological factors can affect 
other parts of the human body via Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal axis-
mediated cortisol release. I believe these modules established much of the 
core biological knowledge needed for a successful career in neuroscience. 
My final year dissertation focused on Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) and 
allowed me to utilise the knowledge and critical thinking skills I had 
developed during my degree. As a result, I was able to analyse and 
investigate current scientific findings to produce a critical literature review. 
Not only did my undergraduate degree provide a firm foundation for further 
study in neuroscience, but my academic success was recognised by the 
award of a British Neuroscience Association first prize. 
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Example: Statement of Purpose P3
[P3] While studying Biomedical Science I was keen to gain work experience in

neuroscience and this was achieved during my research year at The University

of California, Berkeley. My work there was predominately focused on the

neuronal basis of MDD and the role of neuronal nicotinic acetylcholine

receptors (nAChRs). It was this research year that inspired me to pursue

neuroscience as a career. It was fascinating to be able to target just one

subunit of a nAChR in a specific brain region and visibly observe its effect on

animal behaviour. I was intrigued by the fact that such as minuscule change at

the molecular level can influence complex behaviours like anxiety and

depression. The research itself was structured in such a way that I was given

the opportunity to be responsible for my own project and experiments which

generally involved behavioural testing, histology and microscopy. These data

were then presented as a prize winning poster when I returned to Kings

College The experience enabled me to develop many core skills such as data

analysis and interpretation that are required to succeed in a research

environment. In addition, it demonstrated that I can apply myself to challenges

both academic and personal.
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Example: Statement of Purpose P4
[P4] Upon completion of my bachelor’s degree I wanted to challenge myself

and learn skills that would transfer well to neuroscience research. I identified

computer programming and data analysis as suitable skills because I

believe they are key elements of both current and future neuroscience

research. As a result, I accepted a position with the company Geotech

Enterprise as a software developer, My primary role was to provide

database solutions for a range of clients, including the NHS. Exposure to

some of the possibilities of current computer technology opened my eyes to

how it could be related to neuroscience. I believe that many future advance

will be formed from the partnership between information technology and

neuroscience, ranging from new analysis techniques to pragmatic artificial

intelligence. Importantly my year at Geotech Enterprise was an excellent

opportunity to experience working outside of academia. I gained valuable

insight into the world of business and the inner working of a variety of

companies. The industry placements for PhD Students that is incorporated

into the MCDIP is a unique chance to develop this further and guide my

future career decisions.
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Example: Statement of Purpose P5
[P5] The culmination of all these experiences was my application to the 

MSc Neuroscience at Imperial College London, a leading contributor of 

neuroscience research. Currently I am in the process of studying for the 

taught part of the course whilst also working on a masters project in the 

Sherborne group at the MRC Laboratory for Cell Biology. My project is 

focused on producing and testing a computational model of layer 2/3 cells 

in the mouse barrel cortex. This is a particularly exciting competent of the 

course because it is an opportunity to investigate neuronal circuity on a 

practical level, which will in turn prepare me for future research in the field. 

It is also an ideal way to apply the computer programming skills I learnt at 

Geotech Enterprise to the world of neuroscience. The SysMic course fits 

well with this as additional training in mathematical, computational and 

statistical techniques is ideal for the modelling of neuronal networks of the 

option of a tailored third module will be particularly useful for a PhD project 

in the field. 
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Example: Statement of Purpose P6

[P6] Taking these experience into account, I believe I would be well 

suited to the MCDIP with my biological and computational 

background as well as my knowledge of both academia and 

business. The programme itself is attractive for numerous reasons. 

Firstly, the sheer breadth of high quality of research and number of 

universities participating in the programme is ideal for identifying a 

project suited to my interests and experience. Secondly, the taught 

components of the programme and the opportunity for experience in 

industry provide a strong foundation for a successful career in 

neuroscience. Finally and most importantly the programme will help 

me make an informed decision about whether to pursue academia 

or industry upon completion of a PhD. 
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Content analysis

• Emphasised relevant knowledge gained during academic 
studies  & some research skills – critical thinking [P2] 

• Highlighted an academic achievement (BNA prize) [P2]

• Relevant tech. skills in California lab & commitment to 
research [P3]

• Transferable skills gained from other work experience [P4] & 
evidence of interdisciplinary knowledge [P4]

• Highlighting nature of masters demonstrates commitment to 
discipline. [P5] 

• Additional research skills & experience highlighted [P5]

• Programme choice: Identifying elements of programme that 
fit with self development needs & usefulness [P5]

• How PhD fits with ideas of long term career [P6] 
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Approaching 
potential PhD 
supervisors 
speculatively 



A piece of advice…

Dr Joe Devlin

Head of Department of Experimental Psychology at UCL

Q: What advice would you have regarding contacting 

potential supervisors?

Video
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https://mediacentral.ucl.ac.uk/Play/2719


Dr Joe Devlin, video

Q: What advice would you have regarding contacting 

potential supervisors?

“When contacting [an academic] bear in mind we are fairly 

busy people and want to see some evidence you made an 

effort to really focus [on us]. Address them as ‘Dear Doctor X’ 

– get their title right! Keep it really short, it should be two 

paragraphs or less. First paragraph has to be why you are 

contacting them, and specifically them.

Show you have done some research to know that they are the 

right person .. And it’s not a generic email sent to lots of 

people.”
30



Making a Research Enquiry UCL
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/graduate/research-

degrees/application-guidelines/all-applicants
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https://www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/graduate/research-degrees/application-guidelines/all-applicants


Creating your own project: 
Finding a potential supervisor
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Institutional Research Listings e.g. https://iris.ucl.ac.uk/iris/ Discipline – specific publications

Learned Societies: Conferences, Member List Gateway to Research: Funded Groups: https://gtr.ukri.org/ 



33

Research 
Proposals



Some advice…

Dr Richard Freeman
Deputy Director of the UBEL ESRC Doctoral Training Partnership, 
UCL IoE
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What’s looked for in an application – research proposal 

• “..the kind of things we’re going to look at are ‘what is your 

proposal .. Specifically:

• Is it deliverable in the time frame of 3 years full time or 5 years 

part time?

• Do you have the skills to do it? and if you don’t, do you have a 

plan to develop those skills while you are doing the doctorate.”



Research Proposal

A good PhD proposal should:

• Define a research question clearly

• Describe your approach to answering it

• Highlight its originality and/or significance

• Explain how it relates to existing literature in the field

• Persuade potential supervisors and/or funders of the 

importance of the work

• Why you are the right person to undertake it

35
https://www.findaphd.com/advice/finding/writing-phd-research-proposal.aspx

https://www.findaphd.com/advice/finding/writing-phd-research-proposal.aspx


What are the most common errors and/or 
omissions that candidates make in their 
applications?

• No research into department

• No approach to possible supervisors

• Lack of motivation

• Failure in overseas applicants to address the EFL requirement

• Lack of detail re qualifications and/or not ‘translating’ them to UK 

equivalence

• Not aware of funding requirements

• No detail about previous research projects (e.g. objective, method, 

outcome)
36



Continued…

• Being too general (‘I am interested in the brain’) 

• No indication as to why they are ‘a suitable student’, 

i.e. just focusing on qualifications

• Sending out a non-specific standard statement

• Vague research proposals

• Over-selling experience/skills

• Over-emphasis on goals / motivations / hopes

37



Advertised opportunities (examples)

• www.jobs.ac.uk/phd

• www.findaphd.com

• https://www.nature.com/naturecareers

• www.postgraduatestudentships.co.uk

• www.prospects.ac.uk/postgraduate-courses

• Institution websites (e.g. UCL): https://www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-

students/graduate/research-degrees
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http://www.jobs.ac.uk/phd
http://www.findaphd.com/
https://www.nature.com/naturecareers
http://www.postgraduatestudentships.co.uk/
http://www.prospects.ac.uk/postgraduate-courses
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/graduate/research-degrees


Additional resources (1)

• www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/explore-your-options/explore-

opportunities/further-study

• Follow the link to our Online Careers Library from this 

page and search for “PhD”: 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/resources/information

• UCL Careers on YouTube – should I do a PhD?
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http://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/explore-your-options/explore-opportunities/further-study
https://ucl-careers-resources.targetconnect.net/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5IIVg9kTq8U


Additional resources (2)

• www.jobs.ac.uk/phd

• www.findaphd.com

• www.academiccareer.manchester.ac.uk

• www.vitae.ac.uk

• https://thesiswhisperer.com
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http://www.jobs.ac.uk/phd
http://www.findaphd.com/
http://www.academiccareer.manchester.ac.uk/
http://www.vitae.ac.uk/
https://thesiswhisperer.com/


Career Essentials: Autumn 2021

Online

Talks
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Online 

Workshops

Small Group 

CV Sessions

E-Learning 

course



Career Essentials programme 

• 13 title talks

• Small Group Work sessions (CVs, cover letters, STAR)

• 3 title workshops covering LinkedIn, Mock Assessment 

Centres and MBTI Personality Profiling.

• 6 module e-learning course

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/resources/elearning
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https://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/resources/elearning


Programme and eLearning
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https://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/resources/slides/career-essentials

Slides and recordings

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/resources/slides/career-essentials


UCL Careers

Short Guidance
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Applications Advice Mock Interviews

Careers Essentials 
Talks & e-learning 

course

UCL Careers & 
Employer 

Presentations

Careers Fairs & 
Sector Themed 

Weeks



UCL Careers 1-1 support

• Applications advice (20 minutes).

• Short guidance (20 minutes).

• Practice interview (60 minutes, on 

condition of real employer interview).

• Teams or in person meetings available 

this term!

• Book online in advance using 

myUCLCareers.
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https://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/myuclcareers-0


UCL Careers YouTube - CareersLab
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https://www.youtube.com/c/UCLCareersTV/videos

https://www.youtube.com/c/UCLCareersTV/videos
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Follow us

UCL Careers

UCL Careers

@UCL Careers

UCL Careers

Blogs.ucl.ac.uk/ucl-careers

Careers Coronavirus FAQs

www.ucl.ac.uk/careers

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers


Find us: In person or virtually

4th Floor, Student Central Building, Malet Street

www.ucl.ac.uk/careers

Inquiries via askUCL
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http://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/students/askucl


Any questions?
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Please fill in your brief feedback form for this session.

Thank you!


