Thank you everyone who attended the ATBC Webinar titled “Interested in applying to graduate school?” We had a number of important questions that we were unable to get to in the allotted amount of time. Please find those questions below with typed responses from our panelists and hosts. If you have additional questions or would like any additional resources, please feel free to reach out to any of the hosts or panelists, whose contact information can be found below:

Hosts:
María Natalia Umaña: maumana@umich.edu
Jennifer Bradham: bradhamjl@wofford.edu
Dan Gorczynski: daniel.gorczynski@rice.edu

Panelists:
Marcel Vaz: marcelcvaz@gmail.com
Kristy Ferraro: kristy.ferraro@yale.edu
Laura Toro: lauratg11@gmail.com
Mickey Boakye: mickeyboakye@berkeley.edu
Ignacio Escalante Meza [postdoc]: escalan3@uwm.edu
Paul Camilo Zalamea [Assistant Professor]: paulcamiloz@usf.edu


Additional Audience Questions: 
Where can I find good summer school courses in ecology and evolution to apply in order to improve my curriculum?

LT: OTS offers some summer courses in ecology that are pretty good. Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute offers a field course for Central American students. Check the websites of universities that have big research programs in the tropics. They tend to offer field courses during the summer. 

MV: Also check scientific societies: they usually have listings that post all sorts of opportunities, including such courses (e.g.: ECOLOG-L from ESA).

Is it necessary to have a project proposal before applying?

LT: Not always. It depends on the school and mentor. In most cases, I would say that it is not necessary, but it helps to have an idea of potential projects you would like to conduct. Advisors like to see that you have a clear idea of what you would like to do even though these projects are pretty likely to change. 

MV: Maybe applying for some fellowships will require you to write a project?


In beginning a PhD program, how much coursework versus direct research do you do? 

LT: It varies a lot among programs, but in most universities you have to take classes for 1.5-2 years. That being said, you tend to do little research during your first year but you read a lot of papers. You could conduct a bit of research during your first Summer, though.

IE: It can be complex, because some programs have a lot of required classes. At the same time, you are expected to start your research in the first 1 or 2 years. Having pilot data in your first year can be very beneficial. As said above, doing summer research can help a lot. Pilot data can increase your chances of getting research grants, a paper, going to conferences, etc. I know it sounds like a lot, but the workload can decrease after that. In my experience, the first 2-3 years are busier than the following. 

Can you speak more to doing one’s own research as a PhD student versus joining an existing project?

IE: It has pros and cons. Developing your own project takes time, a lot of troubleshooting, and some trial and error (it helps a lot if you already join a PhD program with ideas, field sites, study organisms, etc). In general, in that scenario it could take longer to get data/papers. The good thing is that the project is YOURS, and it becomes clear that you developed it, and it wasn’t “someone else’s idea”. A middle point could be very beneficial for your progress. If you join a big project -or a lab- that already has equipment, field sites, funding for field work, etc, you can use that ‘infrastructure’ to launch your own project, that is unique in terms of methods of research questions.

I am interested in pursuing my PhD in the US, however, my Master's degree is a non-thesis program? What should I do? Thanks for the advice.

LT: You are not going to have any issues applying for a PhD in the US if you did a non-thesis master’s program. However, you can take advantage of all the skills you got during your master’s program.


How do you gauge that mental health and work-life balance is important and valued by a potential advisor?

JB: This is such an important question. Work-life balance is essential to being successful in graduate school and the advisor you choose to work with directly impacts this. Reflect on the conversations with potential mentors and see if they feel like a good fit. Ask potential advisors their advising style and think about how that works for you. Also, ask existing grad students about working with that advisor.

LT: You could ask other graduate students in the lab if this person has any hobbies, practices any sports, takes time off, and discusses mental health issues during lab meetings. Also, ask them how this person feels about them visiting family and taking vacations.

MV: You may not get straight answers if you ask directly about their PI. So it is better to ask them about themselves and try to read in between the lines of their answers.

How are doctoral scholarships distributed at the universities there? Is it how in Brazil they are paid by research funding agencies? And what is the average value of scholarships?

JB: This depends on the program, the funding available from your advisor, and the scholarships you get yourself. Some doctoral students are funded only through Teaching Assistantships when research funding is not available. This means that in addition to completing your own research and coursework, you teach classes as well. 

MV: In most universities scholarships/fellowships are rare and many are exclusive to nationals. Chances are that you will be funded mostly through teaching assistantships, which is great, but also very time-consuming (usually 50% of your time). That is why PhD students often take many years (up to 7 or even more) to complete their dissertation.

How important is it to have publications ?

LT: Some advisors are pretty picky about you having publications before starting grad school, but most of them see them as a plus. If you have them that would be great, but if you don’t have them you will be okay.

MV: I think it also matters how competitive the program you will be applying for is.

IE: Competitive programs do pay attention to having papers, conferences, internships, etc. Any of those aspects can make a difference, but are not required.

Is there a limit in terms of years between your master and applying for a PhD program?

JB: No. I enrolled in a PhD program 4 years after completing my masters. One other graduate who started with me began her PhD program 11 years after completing her masters. She worked in a related industry before that and upon graduation got a very competitive position with the government. It is not uncommon to take time off between the Masters and PhD (or even undergraduate and Masters). 

MV: It might matter more what you have done during these gap years, rather than the gap itself. This is definitely a minor thing though.

Do you know any scholarships to apply for Master’s and PhD programs in the United States or another country?

KB: Below are some helpful resources related to scholarships. Eligibility will be different for each of these.
Rhodes - for graduate study at Oxford
Marshall - for graduate study in UK
Mitchell Scholarship - for graduate study in Ireland
Canon Collins Education Trust - for postgrad degree in souther Africa, UK or Ireland - Eligible are recent graduates from Southern Africa 
[bookmark: _4uv5rfmhcbt7]Cambridge Commonwealth, European and Overseas Trust Scholarships - for study at Cambridge
Fulbright - for graduate study in many countries, including for people to come to the US
https://www.facultyforthefuture.net/new-and-renewal-grant-application-process - for women from developing countries to come to the US for graduate school
Rotary Scholarship- for graduate study abroad 
Soros - for new US citizens  for graduate study in the US
Swiss Government Excellence Scholarship- for study in Switzerland  
Chevening Scholarship - One year masters for student committed to returning too and contributing to their home country. 
Gates Cambridge - 
German Chancellor Scholarship - study in German for students from Brazil, USA, India and several other counties 
The Yale Fellowships and Funding page has a longer list, which may be useful. 

MV: I would like to add these two other sources
· European Union Marie-Curie fellowship program
· JSPS fellowship program (Japan)



I have an interest in working in Landscape Ecology and Genetics and am looking for a potential guide. I have 4 years experience working in the field in a tiger reserve in india.
JB: If you are searching for a potential advisor in a specific field, try searching the literature and finding papers that are of interest. Then, contact some of those authors directly. 

BY:  In my opinion the best person to talk to is Dr. Reuben Clements Gopalasamy. He is an ATBC member and has done a lot of research on large mammalian carnivores and for a long time on Malaysian tigers. He is down to earth and has collaborated with a lot of experts around the world so he will definitely know who to link you up with. He is the co-founder or https://rimba.ngo, an organisation partly focused on large mammal conservation.

Is applying for fellowships during PhD absolutely important or is it alright to rely on TAs/RAs or existing funds to cover your tuition/living expenses?

LT: It is not necessary but applying for them will improve your writing skills, give you freedom when conducting your research, and look good on your CV.
MV: Having a fellowship may greatly improve your chances of making an important contribution during your PhD because it allows for you to focus on your research only. The worst that may happen if you try is to get a lot of experience in writing proposals, something that will be invaluable later in your career.

