Grad School
Applications
Brandon Chan (bwchan8@gmail.com)
Helene Olsen (heleneo6060@gmail.com)

Overview
-

Finding a potential advisor
Letters of Recommendation
Fellowships
General Application
Interviews
Recruitment visits
Decisions!

Timeline
JUNE/JULY: Search for programs/advisors/fellowships
AUGUST: Narrow down list, draft emails

SEPTEMBER: send out emails, work on fellowship drafts

OCTOBER: more emails & fellowship applications

NOVEMBER: Start grad school apps

DECEMBER: APPLY!!!!!

Finding a potential advisor (Helene)
1.
2.
You the summer before
applying

Narrow down where in the world you are willing to live
Google “marine science graduate schools” or “marine science graduate
programs”
a.
b.

http://nosb.org/opportunities/ocean-sciences-graduate-programs/
https://marinebio.org/careers/us-schools/

3.
4.

Go to every single school website that intrigues you
Click on every single advisor doing something that remotely interests
you

5.

Go to their website, read some papers, read the “prospective students”
section
Follow their instructions and send them a swanky email (our examples
next slide)
Make a spreadsheet to keep track (my example next slide)
Leave no stone left unturned!! You never know when/where you will
ﬁnd the perfect lab.

a.

6.
7.
8.

Using keywords can be tricky!

Hello Dr. _____,
I hope this email ﬁnds you well!
My name is Helene Olsen and I am in the ﬁnal year of my B.S. of Marine and Freshwater Science at The University of Texas at Austin.
I am contacting you due to my interest in discussing upcoming projects within your lab, and how I could potentially contribute. I am
intrigued by your work in _____________, and have read several of your papers exploring ________________.
I am currently doing remote research in Dr. Ginny Catania’s glaciology lab analyzing marine terminating glaciers using satellite
imagery and Python. Working in the glaciology lab, I’ve learned so much about glacier-ocean system coupling, and developed a
passion for the dynamic polar ecosystem. This past semester, I also conducted independent research in Dr. Ken Dunton’s coastal
ecology lab into the ecological changes associated with global warming in coastal marsh systems. These research experiences have
motivated me to pursue a doctorate degree in polar marine ecology. My extensive experience in both ﬁeld ecology and remote
sensing have equipped me well to pursue this ﬁeld of research.
I would be delighted to hear back about how I can further my research interests in these areas, and welcome the opportunity to
further discuss my qualiﬁcations and research interests over the phone/Zoom. I have attached my CV as well as a list of fellowships
I am applying to for your consideration.
Thank you for your time. Hope to hear from you soon!

I emailed 15 people.
5 ghosted me
2 said no, their labs were too full
1 retired
I ended up with 6 labs, 5 schools to apply to

Finding a potential advisor (Brandon)
1.
2.
3.

Talk to your research mentor or someone in your prospective ﬁeld!
Skim Google Scholar or other publication search engines to ﬁnd current
papers in your ﬁeld
Subscribe to a listserv to keep up to date with what’s happening
a.
b.

4.

Explore programs and advisors that interest you
a.

5.
6.

Make sure you read their prospective student section

Look up the area and see if you could imagine yourself living there for
2-7 years
Send an email to each person your interested in!
a.

7.

Planktonnet
ECOLOG-L

Try to schedule a Zoom meeting to get to know them better

Spreadsheets can be useful to determine deadlines/responses/notes

Hello Dr. ___________
My name is Brandon Chan and I’m a fourth-year undergraduate student studying marine and freshwater sciences
and journalism at The University of Texas at Austin. Most recently, I have been working with Dr. Deana Erdner
modeling nutrient profiles in the Gulf of Mexico to predict Karenia algal blooms at UT-Austin’s Marine Science
Institute. I plan to apply to Ph.D. programs focusing on phytoplankton physiology and ecology for Fall 2021, and I’m
interested in possibly working in your lab at (Insert school name).
Throughout my undergraduate studies, I have become curious about the ways in which climate change affects
phytoplankton. While working on my independent study with Dr. Erdner, I also became interested in the role
climate change may play on the interaction between bacteria and phytoplankton. My interests led me to your work
on (Insert paper here). (Extra sentence describing interest in their research). During my graduate studies, I am
particularly interested in (Find a project that the lab is doing that I’m interested in).
I was hoping to hear from you on whether you would be taking new students in your lab for Fall 2021. Attached
below is my CV as well as a list of fellowships I am applying for. If you have any questions or comments, please feel
free to contact me and I look forward to hearing from you soon.

I emailed 8 people.
2 ghosted me
I ended up 7 schools to apply to at 7 labs

Letters of Recommendation
Collect potential letter writers:
1.

Yes of course I
will write you a
rec letter!

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Try to take more than one class with a professor you like. The smaller the
classes, the better. Participate!
Take a research course, like Semester by the Sea or FRI. Keep in touch!
Find a research advisor - don’t be afraid to email UT faculty and ask if they
have positions available!
Go to ofﬁce hours and set up meetings with a professor that you think
would give good advice (fresh out of grad school, super friendly etc)
Working or interning in something relevant? Ask your boss!
TAing for someone? Ask them!
Doing summer research ? Ask your mentor!

Letters of Recommendation
Tips:
Don’t be a Goob

-

Be a Lewis- work hard and
sell your assets

Most grad schools these days require 3 letters.
I asked 4 people, and just submitted all 4 for my applications. I don’t
think it hurt
Actually emailing them is scary - but it is unlikely they will turn you
down ! You got this!! (My example next slide)
Try to ask someone who works in the ﬁeld you want to go into, the
more speciﬁc the better
Not sure how to broach the topic? Ask them to meet and tell them
you’re interested in applying to grad school and if they have any
advice. Later send a follow up email!
Lay the groundwork sophomore/junior year

Hi Dr. Esbaugh,
I hope this email ﬁnds you well! I'm back in Austin, but missing Port Aransas.
I am planning on applying for graduate school this semester, and I was wondering if you would be willing to write
me a recommendation letter? I feel as though I have learned so much from the two classes you taught: Sharks
Skates and Rays and Fish Physiology. I am applying to some labs with a physiological approach and would
appreciate it if I had a reference from the person who taught me everything I know about physiology. I've also
decided to apply to a few fellowships, and have heard from current graduate students to give potential reference
writers plenty of notice before the due date. I realize that it is super early, but I just wanted to give you enough
time. Please let me know if you are willing, and I will send you more details. I would greatly appreciate it! I have
attached my CV for your consideration.
All the best,

Fellowships
1.
2.

Make your own spreadsheet ! This will help you keep
track of deadlines etc (mine next slide)
The most common research ones are the NSF GRFP,
NDSEG, Hertz
a.

3.

UT has a NSF GRFP Workshop which is very helpful run
by the Ofﬁce of Undergraduate Research
a.

4.

Watch our NSF GRFP presentation, and check our website for
writing samples!

If you haven’t yet, sign up for their mailing list:
https://utlists.utexas.edu/sympa/info/ugresearcher

Ask everyone you know for help

I only applied for like 3 of these lol
Don’t be like me- be better
Funding is KEY

Everytime i
walk by
littleﬁeld
fountain this
guy is hanging
out in the oak
tree outside of
Benedict if you
ever need some
luck.

General Application
Statement of Purpose
Other essays
3 letters of recommendation
Unofﬁcial transcript
Resume/CV
Demographics

Statement of Purpose
-

Most important thing that you control
Can reuse for the most part (be careful)
Usually around 2 pages or 1000 words
Main points to hit:
-

Personal history
Research background
Work/volunteer experience
Why that school/PI?
Closing argument on how you’re awesome and would be a great
person to take on

Other Essays
-

Potential to have other essays
Varies from school to school, program to program
Shorter, max 300-500 words
Common ones include:
-

Diversity
Why that PI/school?
Anything that wasn’t in your SoP that has impacted your journey?

Interviews
-

Dependent on the program and your relationship with
the advisor
The style also depends on the program itself
-

-

Be prepared to explain:
-

-

Could be informal or formal
Your own research interests
Technical questions related to your ﬁeld
Why you’re going to grad school

Always have questions for the end!

Recruitment Visits
-

Probably the best part of the process (RIP me)
Paid visit to the campus/city
Lots and lots of meetings
-

-

Your potential PI
Other faculty
Grad students
Mixers

Gives you a feel for the culture of the program
Be ready to ask the hard questions

Decisions
-

Estimated decision announcement around 2-3 months
from application deadline
Typically mid-February to early-March
April 15th*: decision deadline to determine where you’ll
be going
-

-

Some programs have dates further back but it’s uncommon

Fellowships start to be announced from March 15th April 1st

Questions?

Additional resources:
https://genatjsg.org/entering_grad_school

