How to get a STEM PhD by a black
and a brown woman
Disclaimer: This is not guaranteed to get anyone a PhD in any field. The authors are
just sharing what specifically worked for them in the hopes that others can apply
parts of this to their specific situation in order to better their chances at being
successful in an extremely competitive situation.

Intro
Privileges + Obstacles
This was written by Karel Green and Pruthvi Mehta.
Karel is a black woman of Jamican descent who is completing a PhD in Astrophysics
at the University of Nottingham. Pruthvi is a brown woman of South Asian (Indian)
descent who is completing a PhD in particle physics at the University of Liverpool.
Both are cis-gendered + heterosexual, do not have any obvious physical disabilities
(though Karel is overweight and this can cause some negative unconcious bias) and
are British born with typical London accents.

Background
Karel
●

●

●

●

Graduated with a 2:1 with
honours.
o Got 69% overall in
integrated MSci
o Completed my first year
with undiagnosed dyslexia
o Had some issues with my
mark on my project and
this brought my overall
degree + masters grade
down
Originally applied to QMUL, UCL
and Imperial due to restrictions
on moving out
Did not get any interviews + did
not get a PhD for the 2018-2019
year
Got several part time jobs

Pruthvi
●

●

Graduated with a 1st with
honours in her BSc and a Merit in
her MSc
○ Got 72% overall in BSc
○ Got 67% in her MSc
○ Had issues with supervisor
during MSc - no guidance
with any report work, he
tried to bail on supervisor
and brought down
degree grade
○ Dislocated kneecap
during MSc and had
could not attend lectures
for 5 months - no video
feed
Originally applied to 10 places
while unwell and received one
STFC/GTA funded place at
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●

●

o Main one was working at
Greenwich Observatory
Reapplied the following year for
PhD all across the country
o Had loads of help from an
external postdoc who
essentially rewrote my CV,
Personal Statement +
coached me through
interviews
o I applied to 16 Institutions
total
▪ Got 8 Interviews
o Did not apply to London
institutions as I did not like
the blatant
institutionalised racism
(Not applying to London
unis is something I never
thought I would do)
Got three fully funded offers for
an Astrophysics phd
o University of St Andrews
o University of Hertfordshire
o University of Nottingham

●

Liverpool
No structure in receiving
application news
○ Applied to Liverpool last
and heard from them first!
○ Received interview offers
after accepting place at
Liverpool
○ Imperial had a
non-functioning webcam
for Skype interview - pretty
bad for a physics dept
which receives the highest
amount of funding in the
UK - makes you nervous
○ Royal Holloway offered
me a self funded place and also made me wait
the longest out of all the
institutions I applied to for
news about application

Overall Process: Pros and Cons
The only real way to get a PhD is to go through the standard application process.
There is no point emailing lecturers or sucking up to them by reading papers they’ve
published (we know, we’ve tried), because individual lecturers cannot just give out
PhDs and have no influence over the process. They will not help you. Most people
who just “get” a PhD do so through luck and being friends with their lecturers
throughout their degree, something most people of colour do not do. The only other
option is to apply through the standard process. It is competitive and takes a lot of
work to do, but it is not impossible to get funded positions.
Apply to as many places as you can - the frank truth is that your local university will
have something like 2 spaces and receive 150 applications and people will be
applying with not only a 1st but with A’s in every module they have taken. You will
likely have to move out.
Pruthvi: As Karel and myself are both people of colour with parents of colour we
understand the reluctance POC parents have with regards to letting their children
move to a different city to undertake their degree or even do a PhD - but trust us it is
beyond worth it.
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Application for PhDs will not take you an afternoon, it will take you 6 months of
constant emailing and checking.
Karel: This was a problem I fell prey to as I was trying to complete my masters project
+ prep for exams. I was not willing to miss lectures and could not afford to spend a
lot of money travelling across the country to go to these interviews (you do get
reimbursed but this takes several weeks). Skype interviews are available but we feel
they are not as effective as actually going to the institution - purely because people
are more likely to remember those they meet face to face.
Pruthvi: During my application period I was literally unable to move from my house
due to a major knee injury, and as a result Skype interviews were my only option.
There were pros + cons to this, I feel like my nerves were less pronounced, but at the
same time I couldn’t get a feel of the university, the department or interact with any
of the students. Also a bad connection makes the interviewing process a lot harder
and generally getting your personality across is virtually impossible - making it harder
for them to gauge how well you’ll fit in within the department.
Karel: Additionally, I could not have completed my applications without help.
Through sheer luck I was put in touch with a postdoc who was unbelievably helpful.
She completely rewrote my CV, personal statement and helped me with interview
tips. I also have a bunch of good friends who sent me the applications they used
and helped proofread my work.
Karel: Overall I I would say that not getting a PhD the first time around was crushing,
but the pros are that I was able to devote a lot more time to it the second time. I
was able to go to all of my interviews in person and I had a really good grasp on my
masters project as I had completed it and understood my results. I will say that my
job working at Greenwich Observatory was also extremely helpful as it was fairly
unique and relevant to the PhD.
Pruthvi: To summarise; I feel that my application process was rushed, chaotic and
took place during a not so great time health wise for me, which made applying and
interviewing quite difficult. I feel like even though every single one of the ten places I
applied to gave me an interview (meaning that my CV and personal statements
were very good), my interviews were a mixed bag, and a lot of the time it was down
to me not being able to explain the concepts properly via the screen, which I
possibly could have done in person.
Be warned if you are applying for PhDs the time that they open applications is at
possibly the worst time of the year. You will be travelling long distances - which will
make you tired - and you will have exams to study for. Additionally, your project
(which is the main source universities use to gauge your ability to conduct research)
will not be complete and you will more likely than not understand it completely. The
only real solution is taking the extra year that Karel took out - but this is not without
risk as the jobs market is horrific, and short term jobs even more so, as well as the fact
that working at the Greenwich Observatory was key for Karel and the odds of
finding a job relevant to your preferred PhD topic in a short time span is slim.
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How to complete the application
Standard pieces of information you will need for an application (I saved all of mine
as a PDF):
● Up to date CV
● Transcript
● Academic certificate
● Passport
● Personal statement
Extra:
● Project report(s)
● Proof of English Language proficiency (Your GCSE English certificates or
equivalent will do)
● Sometimes universities ask for a research proposal (however this is mostly
confined to the arts) - however if they ask for it just mention the
experiment/topic you’re interested in + why in brief.
Karel: First I made a huge list of universities I wanted to apply to with their application
deadlines. I also highlighted if they had any special requirements other than the
general as each university has slightly different processes.

[Photo of my notes with my initial list of universities I applied to. This changed by the
time I was finished.]

💚]

[My cat Nico
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Karel: Everything else I did on a computer. I would recommend separating each
university into its own folder and saving it all in a cloud service (I saved mine in
Google Drive). Additionally making a huge document with the name of the
university and the link to the direct application portal is recommended - as uni
websites are all horrific. A photo outline can be seen below.
Karel: My master folder was named PhD. Inside were the things I needed for every
application, like scans of my passport or my CV. Then I had two sub folders - “Apply”
and “Completed”. Inside my apply folder was the separate folders for every PhD
application. Each would contain my personalised personal statement (more info on
that below) and a screenshot of the project I was applying for (for use in interviews).

[General layout of my PhD folder in my Google Drive when I was applying for them.]
Karel: Also I had separate folders in my email inbox for applications

submissions including usernames, passwords and links to online portals,
invitations to interviews + travel tickets (need to save these so you can claim
them back later), rejections :( and acceptances :).
Funding for PhDs can be tricky. We personally could not (and cannot) afford to
complete a self-funded PhD and scholarships are scarce in the UK. Below are the
only two we were able to find:
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UCL BME Scholarship: [LINK]
Bell Burnell Graduate Scholarship Fund: [LINK]
If how to apply for funding isn’t specified don’t worry, if you can’t afford to self-fund
then you don’t have to accept the offer if you get one. A PhD loan is an option
though we would not recommend it on principle as a PhD is a job and you deserve
to get paid for your labour. Additionally, it is your only source of income, working a
part time job would be extremely difficult and frankly the loan on its own is not
enough.
Here is a link to the doctor loan if you are interested [LINK], however please consider
reading this article [LINK] before taking out the loan as trying to get a funded
position is a lot more sustainable.
Karel: Furthermore, don’t bother emailing lecturers or reading their papers unless you
have a specific question – it’s a waste of time and money if you go to meet them.
You will meet them when you visit the university: I only emailed one person as they
mentioned a telescope in their project outline, but did not mention the name of the
specific telescope. I wanted to search it up for my personal statement so I dropped
them a quick email about it.
Karel: Proofread! Universities will throw out an entire application if it has spelling
mistakes or if, for example, you forget to change the name of a previous university
on your personal statement to the current one. I have dyslexia so this was extremely
important for me to do. I would recommend spending a day on an application and
then the following day proofread it before clicking apply.
References can be difficult to find. Don’t be scared to ask as lecturers give
references yearly. We legit asked both of our project supervisors - one whom we had
not spoken to in over a year - and it turned out fine. They literally can’t hurt you.
If you do not have the particular number of supervisor references needed for a
particular application, if worst comes to worst you can always try and find an
academic who works in the topic area you’re interested in researching and ask
them for references after making your goals clear.
Karel: Finally visit universities as much as possible. I used the money I saved up from
tutoring and whilst I didn’t particularly dislike anywhere (I was willing to go anywhere
for a PhD) it made it extremely clear the places I’d actually like to attend. They will
also pay you back your travel costs + pay for your accommodation costs.

Structure of a Personal Statement
Karel: This was the general structure of my personal statement. I purposely left out
some information – like specifics on my project – so they could ask me those
questions in an interview and I would know the answer. Universities are looking for
why they should hire you and why you want the job so don’t just talk about how
good the institution is, talk about your specific skills that would make you a good
employee - this is a perfect place to put in any extracurricular work you’ve done.
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MAKE SURE IT FITS ONTO ONE PAGE - CHANGE THE MARGINS IF YOU HAVE TO.
Save + submit everything as a PDF so your formatting remains the same. Most
universities have a limit for the size of documents. If the PDF is too large use an online
compressor this one saved my life: https://smallpdf.com/compress-pdf
Paragraph 1: Why you want to do a PhD.
When you first got interested in the subject.
Why it’s your favourite subject area and why it interests you.
Paragraph 2: Your general academic skills.
Overall grade (include percentage if you are close to the next grade above).
Academic skills to mention: time management, punctuality and attendance,
organisation etc…
Paragraph 3: Specific skills to PhD.
More on research projects completed in BSc and Master’s years. Also include
individual modules that you took at university that relate to your PhD. Finally
include some modules outside of your preferred field to indicate you have
completed diverse and broad learning of the subject.
What skills these gave you and how they can help with a PhD. I.e. formal
presentation and public speaking skills, ability to write reports in the standard
scientific style, coding skills etc...
Paragraph 4: Specific areas of study - this is the only paragraph that should change
per application
Talk about one or two of the specific projects university is offering and why you
want to study them.
Also include a sentence at the end stating that you wouldn’t mind doing any of
the projects if all of them interest you in some way. (Possibly bold or i talicise this
sentence for emphasis and interest).
Paragraph 5: Other non-academic skills.
This is where you put your work (i.e. retail, student ambassador etc…) that you
completed during your degree.
Relate this to how it can help with a PhD - shows you can manage multiple
deadlines, time manage/prioritise well and if you had to work to sustain yourself
throughout your degree state that you have succeeded in adverse
circumstances.
Paragraph 6: Overspill
Put here anything that could not fit in the other paragraphs, including other skills
(e.g. if you can speak another language, summer internships etc…), but
remember don’t put in too much as you want to leave something for your
interview questions.
Paragraph 7: Closing statement
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Summarise your key skills in one sentence and mention your plans for the future –
I.e. going into research after you complete your PhD.
As previously stated if you do this right you should only have to edit paragraph 4 and
any mention of the universities’ name each time you apply to a different
institution.

CV Tips:
MAKE SURE IT IS NO MORE THAN TWO PAGES, THAT IS ONE DOUBLE SIDED SHEET OF A4
PAPER.
● Additionally make sure it is as up to date as possible, even if you have to
change it halfway through your list of universities
● Use bullet points and space it out – use tables to left and right align
information (then make the table lines invisible to hide it)
● Indicate in header and footer any adverse circumstances
○ For example I [Karel] wrote in mine that I completed all exams up to
and including my first year of university with undiagnosed dyslexia as
there was a sharp increase in grades after that
● Save and upload it as a PDF to avoid any formatting issues

Interview Tips:
Read through your personal statement and practise the answers to the obvious
questions i.e specifics on your BSc project, Master’s project, jobs and internships.
Make sure to read through projects that they offered that you mentioned in your
personal statement - if you followed my instructions you should have screenshots of
this.
Be able to answer the classic questions:
Why do you want to do a PhD?
Why this specific university?
Why this research area?
What’s your biggest strength?
What’s your biggest weakness?
What are you most proud of?

🙃

They also tend to ask random physics/science questions which are fairly arbitrary
and are almost impossible to prepare for.
Always ask them a question and the end of the interview, some good ones are:
How big is the department?
Further information about funding + travel budgets?
What’s the first year for a PhD student like? - is there any training?, do we
have to publish work etc…

Post application submission tips
Unfortunately applying for PhD’s is not a short or easy process and regularly ends up
taking 6 months. Crucially it does not finish after you have made your submission.
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There is not standardised academic practise for when they need to reply to you and
therefore if they don’t want you they will sometimes literally not inform you for
months or ever, but this is not always the case. Refer back to your list and if the
university has not sent you a confirmation of receiving your application + references
follow up on them as it may have gotten lost.
Additionally if you have been given confirmation of receiving your application +
references but you have not been invited to an interview, check up on them as
again they may have accidentally lost your application.
Many institutions will advertise their minimum entry requirements being a 2:1 with
honours and then immediately not interview anybody with less than a 1st. There is no
way to tell which do so and honestly you probably don’t want to go to those places
anyway. This is something the POC2 team is trying to address.

The end: Dealing with rejection +
acceptances
Finally once all of your interviews are finished (or perhaps you’re in the middle of
them) you will start getting acceptances and rejections. Rejections come in the form
of radio silence a lot of the time, as unfortunately the universities rank the applicants
in a list of their preferred choice and send out offers that way. This means that if you
have been accepted you will hear back quickly (usually within one or two weeks),
but if you are lower down on the list it may take several weeks as the preferred
university does not have to answer straight away (STFC’s official deadline is March
31st at time of writing). Rejections can literally take months.
If you get several offers and are definitely sure of which university you want to go to
it is common courtesy to promptly reject the other universities, which gives them
more time to go down their list of applicants, as mentioned in the previous
paragraph. On the other hand the March 31st deadline exists for a reason (for STFC
funded projects, other funding bodies will have their own deadlines) which means if
you are still deciding for whatever reason you don’t have to reply.
This won't be easy, but there's no better reason if you need a PhD for the career you
want, and the outcome is worth it.

🎉🎊Keep going + good luck!🎊🎉
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